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I know my wife, and I know she wants something big.
Susan is dressed in her sexiest outfit, a tight red dress with a plunging neck and a short hemline. She has accessorized it with jewelry meant to accentuate her incredible natural beauty, but also meant to highlight our shared past: a brooch I gave her on our fifteenth anniversary, a necklace from her third Mother's Day, earrings I gifted her on our honeymoon. Her high heels complement long, fishnet-clad legs. She's cooked my favorite dinner, and she has waited on me hand and foot since I came through the door.
These are beyond the usual lengths she goes to when she wants something from me. I've tried to be a generous husband, but I'm not made of money. I've worked as a personal injury attorney in private practice for most of my career, and while that has allowed our family a certain level of comfort, there are still limits. This level of effort means that she is asking for something far beyond those limits.
I know my wife, and I know that what she wants is far more than we can afford.
Susan was able to stay home and raise our two children, who are now out of the house and away at college. She's been a good wife and mother; she's a wonderful cook, has tried to stay fit and trim, is generous in bed, was always first to volunteer at the kids' schools, and makes me feel loved and appreciated. Over the years, though, she has tried numerous things to alleviate the boredom of being a stay at home mom: birdwatching, makeup sales, writing, and many more.
When she has wanted to try a particularly expensive hobby, she would put the full court press on, much like she is now. When she wanted to go back to work after the kids left home, it was a far simpler affair; she knew I didn't need much convincing, since for once she'd be bringing money home instead of spending it. But it's been two years since she started working again. That's quite a bit longer than the usual amount of time it takes her to get bored with a new hobby, put it on the shelf, and start looking for something new. This was overdue.
I know my wife, and I know what she's like when she has a new obsession.
Susan serves dinner, and we talk lightly about my day as we eat. This is always part of the dance. Trying to get her to what she really wants will only ruin a nice dinner, because she thinks she has this process down to a science. She read a book on negotiation during her self-improvement phase, a hobby that lasted a blessedly short amount of time. She believes that holding to a rigid timetable and only giving information when she wants to is the key to getting what she wants. It's not a bad strategy, but she's used it so often that I can see all of her plays from a mile away.
After dinner, she cleans up and asks me to sit with her in the living room. I sit in my chair, and she stands, as usual. She wants to give an impassioned defense of whatever wild hair she's off on, so she wants the ability to range about the room. She will make her case, telling me how happy this will make her. She'll offer something in exchange: new golf clubs, promises of financial return, an indulgence of time and money for one of my pet projects. Something she feels is of commensurate value. If I accept, she will fall in my lap and ask me to take her to bed, promising sexual delights as an additional reward, usually scaling in value with whatever she's gotten. If I say no, I can expect an icy bedroom for weeks or months, and she may try to go behind my back, then ask forgiveness later. Over the years, it's been easier to simply say yes, knowing she'll get bored before sinking too much into her temporary mania.
I know my wife, and I know she's trying hard for an easy "yes."
Susan begins to talk about her work. She's enjoyed working there, but there's a new young manager that has taken particular interest in her. At first, I nod along, thinking she means that he wants to mentor her, or that she's bucking for a promotion. I know that this will mean longer hours, and I expect that she's angling to cut back on her responsibilities at home.
Then I realize she's no longer talking about her job, she's talking about the manager. He's from a wealthy family. He's handsome, well-traveled, and athletic. He has leveraged his family name and business acumen to rise through the ranks quickly at her place of work. She had trained him not long after she started, and now he's her boss. She speaks at length about him and only of positive qualities.
I know my wife, and I know what her new obsession is.
Susan tells me that they've become close. She says that she had not mentioned him previously because she rarely talked about her work at all. As she talks about him, I remember seeing him once at a Christmas party. He came over and said hello to both of us. He seemed very friendly towards her, but quickly melted back into the crowd, and I thought nothing of it.
He has been flirting with her. At first, she took it as simple office flirting, or that of a young man being cheeky with an older coworker. But it wasn't. He's had his eyes on her for some time, and he's recently told her his intentions. He goes on a personal weekend retreat to a tropical island every year, and he wants to take her. Not us. Her. She wants to go, and she wants a hall pass.
I know my wife, and I know that I'm watching the end of my marriage in slow motion.
Susan sees my face grow stony and starts in on the hard sell. She was a virgin when we married, and she wants to know what it's like to be with another man. He's a gentleman; it will be our little secret, and no one else will ever know. It'll only be this one time. She loves me, and nothing will change that. It will be an adventure for both of us. She will come home reenergized and drown me in affection. It has nothing to do with me. It's only sex. If I love her, I'll let her have this. She can tell it's not working.
She moves onto the bargaining stage. I can have my own hall pass; no, two of them; no, an unlimited one. She'll let me get that boat I had wanted. He'll buy it for me. He'll fly me out on a separate vacation with a friendly companion. He can help my career and hers. She will do anything I want sexually for the rest of our lives. She'll never deny me anything again, in the bedroom or not. She'll give me anything I want. I tell her that I want a faithful wife.
I know my wife, and I know that she is unswayed.
Susan begins to tell me that she is being faithful, because she's letting me know. She's asking permission, not simply cheating on me. She wants a hall pass because she wants to stay faithful. She wants to give me a hall pass so that we can each have new experiences while staying faithful. She's asking so that she doesn't have to cheat. I say that she doesn't have to cheat at all; she just wants to.
She gets angry. She calls me a hypocrite, because I had slept with others before her, as if our vows didn't matter. She calls me selfish, because she spent decades of her life on me and our family while I got to have a career, as if I was fortunate to work long hours at a job I didn't enjoy. She calls me old-fashioned, because I will not open our marriage, as if fidelity is simply a trend that goes in and out of style. I sit, impassive, as she vents her spleen.
I know my wife, and I know she won't let this go.
Susan finally winds down. I tell her that I can't stop her. I know that she will decide to go behind my back as she has before when a new obsession has so totally occupied her mind. I tell her that asking for permission without caring if it's granted is still cheating, and that I don't grant my permission. I tell her that if she leaves with him, she should not return. She will not be welcome. She glowers at me but says nothing.
She turns on her heel, ascends the stairs, and locks our bedroom door. My shoulders slump. I've already started to grieve, and there's nothing useful to do right now, so I'm stuck alone with my thoughts. There is no outlet for my anger and sadness yet. I go to the spare bedroom, change out of my clothes, and climb under the covers, tossing and turning for the rest of the night.
I know my wife, and I know that I won't sleep easily tonight.
Susan is gone by the time I wake. Her suitcase is gone. Her warm weather clothes are gone. Her phone is not; it lays charging on the bedside table. I will not be able to contact her, even if I wanted to. She has left me a note under it, telling me that I'll change my mind once I've had time to think. She explains that she will return Monday evening. She writes that she loves me and hopes that while she is gone I will take advantage of my hall pass, the one I told her that I did not accept and do not want. She hopes that I will reclaim her when she returns; she mistakenly thinks that she will still be a valuable treasure I wish to see returned, instead of trash I'd sooner be rid of. Her confusion is understandable. She was, until now, my greatest treasure. But not anymore.
She is on a plane, and I am here. It is Friday morning. I set an out of office message, as there is more important work to be done. I had no outlet for my emotions last night, but now I have nothing but time on my hands and rage in my heart. I call an old friend and set the legal wheels in motion. He begins to draft divorce papers. I send him a copy of our prenuptial agreement, which notably has an adultery clause, along with the details of our assets. I ask him to be fair in deference to the fact that she is the mother of my children, but not in any way generous. Given how our holdings are structured and the details of our prenup, that should be very easy.
I know my wife, and I know she's never paid much attention to legal details.
Susan kept a neat house; it was one thing she excelled at. Over the weekend, it is easy to find all of her belongings, box them up, and send them to a storage unit. I want her to understand as soon as she opens the door that this isn't her home anymore. The exertion of packing and storing her things is good. It lets me focus on something I can control. It takes most of the weekend and leaves me exhausted enough to sleep some at night. On Monday morning, I prepare for the confrontation to come.
I call our children and inform them what is about to happen. I keep the details somewhat vague, but they know that their mother has chosen to cheat on me after trying to force me to open our marriage. They're smart kids. They know me, and they know that there is no dissuading me from my course. I cry with them and tell them I love them; at least she hasn't poisoned this. I call our closest friends, and they are shocked. I call my parents, and they are supportive. I call her parents, and they are aghast.
I know my wife, and I know that no one is on her side.
Susan's plane will land soon. My friend burned the midnight oil as a favor to me and worked through the weekend. He has given me a copy of the papers in a plain but unmistakable manila envelope. I have chosen to not have her served at the airport. It is not out of any loyalty; I hope that she is embarrassed. I hope that she does feel shamed by her actions. I have made sure that the game of telephone has begun amongst our social circle, after all. Her phone, now on the entryway table, is filled with texts and voicemails condemning her.
I did not have her served at the airport, because I want to see her face when she realizes what her weekend has cost her. I am not normally a cruel man. Perhaps my soon-to-be ex-wife has mistaken my kindness for weakness. Perhaps she has seen my generosity as a lack of will. But even a kind man can be driven to cruelty. Even a generous man can put his foot down and say, "no more."
I know my wife, and I know that she will soon be far less comfortable than she is accustomed to.
Susan opens the door with a broad, relaxed smile on her face. She truly is beautiful, and I feel a brief pang of regret at what is about to happen. But then I remember that it's not about to happen; it's already happened. She betrayed our vows. She chose this. She chose him over me. She chose to throw our life together away, even as I warned her of the consequences of her actions.
Her expression freezes when she sees our living room. It takes her a moment to process what's changed. There is an absence. An absence of things, yes: the crystal vase she loved to put her birthday and anniversary flowers in, her wedding portrait, souvenirs from our travels, and many more besides. But far more painfully, there is an absence of love. Even when we had fought, even when I was angry with her, there was always love. But not now. I do not rush to greet her. There is no fondness in my manner. I do not say hello. And I am holding that unmistakable manila envelope, the one that will show her exactly how little she will have when we've gone our separate ways.
I know my wife, and I know that she is afraid.
Susan's eyes grow wide. She begins to protest, to beg, to cry. I am impassive. She recycles all of the arguments she made before she left, the ones about how it was just sex, about her love for me, about how she'll do anything for me. I am uncaring. She tries to reminisce about our marriage, our children, our shared life. I am enraged.
I rise to my feet, anger barely contained. I hiss through my teeth that I was the one that remembered those things, not her. I valued those things. She did not. I begged her not to throw them away, to not go with him, but she blithely, selfishly refused. They had been the best parts of my life, and now she was trying to use their memory as bargaining chips. I tell her that she disgusts me.
I know my wife, and I know that she finally understands that she has ended us.
Susan begins to storm about now. She tells me that I can't do this to her. That I can't take her life from her. That this is her home. That I have no right, that she supported me, that she raised our children, that... I begin to tune her out. She eventually runs out of steam, finally collapsing on the couch and crying with great, heaving sobs. I am not a cruel man, and it is time to grant her mercy with a final stroke to end her futile histrionics.
"I didn't take this from you. You threw it away. There's nothing for you here anymore. Now go."
I know my wife. Now, finally, for the first time, I think she truly knows me.
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"So, this is how it ends."
I speak to myself, a few quiet words muttered in the front room of a small, sparsely decorated flat that only I occupy. The rest of the mail that I brought in, all of it junk, has tumbled to the floor, leaving me holding only a legal size envelope. I know what it is. It's what I've spent nearly the last year both hoping for and dreading. It's the final declaration of my divorce from Lisa.
The envelope is from my lawyer. Its contents record the final disposition of all of our worldly goods and properties. The details don't matter. I got this, she got that, our accounts are split so and so. We have... We had no children, no pets, nothing living to split between us. At least not at the end. There had been a love that lived between us, that once thrived, but it had withered away as I stopped tending it. Our love finally died as she turned to another, first for the comfort that friendship brings, then for the comfort that a man and a woman give to each other.
I could have stopped it. She could have stopped it. But neither of us did.
Ten months ago, I was rushing home to surprise my wife. Finally, finally, my hard work and long hours had paid off. I had received word that my promotion was assured and took the day off to celebrate. My drive for this promotion had put a strain on our marriage, but now it would all work out. Our future was secured. We could finally buy a home and start our family.
First, though, that which had been damaged must be mended. I stopped off at the store to buy flowers and the ingredients for Lisa's favorite meal. It was not enough, not nearly enough, to bridge the distance between us lately, but it was a place to start, a good faith effort to begin repairs on that most central pillar of my happiness.
Arriving just after lunch, I saw her car in the parking lot of our apartment complex. I had hoped to surprise her after work, but perhaps this was better. A day spent together, ending with a meal prepared side by side in our tiny kitchen might be exactly what we needed to strengthen our bond. I smiled at memories of the beginning of our eight year marriage, when we had just moved into our first apartment together. It was too small and too crowded for two people, but we weren't two people: we were a couple, a single unit tightly woven together with love.
We hadn't been that for far too long. I, no, we would rectify that. Together.
I took the stairs two at a time, out of breath as I reached the door. Even a few years back, I would have barely felt this exertion, but the closeness of my wife was not all that I had sacrificed for our future. Long hours at work must mean shorter hours elsewhere, and I had stopped treating my body as anything more than a machine to create money. I fueled it with the standard American diet of fast food, spending my health to save time. I stopped working out, pretending that merely taking the stairs and parking further away in the lot would let me keep the physique that I had created when I was a distance runner in school. Then, when that pretense failed, when ten pounds gained became twenty, then forty, I stopped making even that small effort.
As I closed the door behind me, I heard the shower shut off. It had been too long since I had seen my wife's beautiful body fully naked in daylight. When I had seen it recently, it had been only glimpses as we made love under covers in the dark. Calling it "making love" is, to be honest, too grand a term for what our sex life had been in the last six months. We had slowly turned to treating it as a biological function rather than the all-consuming obsession it had been when we met in college nearly eleven years ago. It wasn't even the simple, familiar shared pleasure it had become by the beginning of the last year, before my drive to create our future destroyed our present. It was just a thing we did because we needed to release tension so that I could focus at work.
From our bedroom came laughter like a crystal bell, high and sweet. I smiled and rushed forward, hoping perhaps to find her in our room, wet and naked, and to take her in my arms. A day together, yes, but how better to start than to reignite our passion with a session of lovemaking in the middle of the day, as we had done when we were younger? Something to remind her, to remind us both, that our passion had only been delayed by the realities of the cost of housing, by the cost of raising a child, and not denied by it.
Then I heard another laugh. A deeper rumble, like the distant sound of thunder in an approaching storm.
My heart sank. The door to our bedroom was slightly ajar, and I felt a fear welling up in me. I was the victim in a horror movie now, and I knew that I shouldn't open the door. I could almost hear the audience begging me to not go in there. But, as the doomed protagonists of those films do, I didn't listen to that sense of foreboding. And, like them, I was punished for it.
Lisa, my wife, my college sweetheart, was looking into the eyes of Pete, my best friend since childhood. His muscular arms encircled her as they stood in profile to me, and, had it not been for her nakedness and the towel around his waist, one could have mistaken them for a wedding portrait. Her chestnut hair was made almost black by the water still dripping from it. She looked at him with a love and adoration I had not seen in some time, and it was reflected and magnified in his face. Behind them, I could see our bed had been stripped. The soiled sheets lay heaped in the corner. The smell of sex lingered in the air. She stroked his chest and opened her mouth to speak just as he saw me.
He spoke, but I did not hear. The bag of groceries that I had absentmindedly carried in my hand fell to the ground, the glass jars inside shattering. Lisa's face ran through a range of emotions in a moment: shock, guilt, regret, then finally resolve. Never in the array of feelings on display did I see love. Never did I see fear. They had been found out, and there was nothing to be done but to come clean. I knew then that she was gone. We were done.
Pete came towards me with his calloused hands raised, palms outward, as one would approach a wounded animal that needed to be granted mercy. "Don't worry, soon it will be all over. You're hurting, but it's going to be okay. It's almost done." From somewhere, a roar of anger sounded. I closed the distance between us and slammed my fist into the side of his face. I took another swing, and then another, but he easily dodged them both. Where I was a distance runner, Pete had been a wrestler and a boxer. I knew then that he had let me land the first hit, that the black eye already starting to form was a last token of loyalty at the end of a twenty year friendship. His eyes showed so much more anguish for what was gone than my wife's had.
I had never felt more lost in my life.
They both spoke then, but I couldn't hear, wouldn't listen. Just as I couldn't register that the roar of rage had come from me, I couldn't make sense of the words coming from their mouths. My head spun. My hand ached. I felt bile rise into my throat. With tears in my eyes and an empty heart, I fled from our room. From our apartment. From our life.
The past blurs here. I was in shock. The next I remember, I was in a hotel room staring at the ceiling. My phone was incessantly buzzing in my pocket, and I was as reluctant to take it into my hand as I would be if it had been a wasp's nest. When I finally overcame my dread, I saw a string of text messages from Pete and Lisa, alternating apologies, concern, fear, anger. Begging me to call. Imploring me to not do anything rash, to not harm myself. As though I could do more harm to myself than they already had.
I hurled the phone across the room, a thousand dollars of silicon and glass shattering into a pile of refuse. Then I laid on the bed, weeping for the future that I'd never see, with the children I'd never have, in the home I'd never live in. My body, abused by the last year of neglect and the sharp shock of grief, ached and shook as sobs wracked it. I finally fell into a deep and blessedly dreamless sleep.
It was still dark outside when I woke the next morning, confused and lost. I looked about for Lisa before I remembered the reality of my situation, and I mourned what I had lost again. My tears were exhausted for now, but they had been replaced with a deep fatigue. I knew I needed to get up and move, but I couldn't find the strength to face the world. Finally, however, I began to assess my situation more rationally. The biological need to survive temporarily drowned out the emotional wounds that made me want to die.
In my animal terror of the day before, I had fled with nothing but the clothes on my back and contents of my pockets. I had to rectify that. I called my work and left a message that I was sick and would be away for a few days, along with the number at my hotel where they could temporarily reach me. I knew that I couldn't face Lisa (and Pete? Together? God, why did they... no. I couldn't think about that now. Survival first.), but I also knew that I needed to visit the apartment, if only to retrieve enough clothes and essentials to pretend that I was still alive.
Mind still numb, I drove to our apartment complex. We are, all of us, creatures of habit, and I knew that Lisa left the complex by the same gate every morning. It was just a matter of waiting until I saw her car pass through on its way to work. So I waited. And then I waited some more. By eleven, I realized that she either wasn't at our apartment or she wasn't going to leave today. I don't know which one made me more despondent: had she decided to stay overnight at Pete's, or would I have to face one or both of them if I wanted to get my things?
It didn't matter. I needed fresh clothes and toiletries, I needed my laptop, I needed... I needed my life back, but I wasn't going to get that. So I would have to scavenge what remnants I could to try to start some grotesque semblance of a new one. The things I needed to retrieve were all in the place where I had experienced the greatest pain of my life, and I was going to have to face that.
I finally got up the courage to drive into the complex, park, and go up the stairs to our... to her apartment. This was the last time I would ever set foot in it. We could wrangle about the lease later, but it was never going to be my apartment again, never going to be ours. So that made it hers. I felt a new wave of sadness, but tamped it down. There were things that I needed to do.
The apartment was quiet and clean, cleaner than it had been when I fled the day before. Empty. Sterile.
From our... her little kitchen table, I collected my laptop and bag. I remembered many a long night sitting there after Lisa had gone to bed. In the beginning, she had asked me to come with her, trying to entice me by hinting at the pleasures she'd show me if I'd just quit at a normal hour that night. But I was too focused on building a future for us to see that I was destroying "us." Finally, she gave up. We became roommates that shared a past and sometimes a bed, not a husband and wife.
I had started with my laptop because I had hoped to think of other things I needed to collect in the living room or the kitchen, but there were none. I didn't want to go to the bedroom but could find no reason to delay the inevitable any further. Everything in my life that mattered had died there yesterday. But I still needed what lay inside, needed the things that would let me pretend to still be among the living.
I stole down the hall to our room. I realized halfway there that I was sneaking, as if I were going to open the door again and find them together. Shaking my head, I stood up straight and walked with purpose. The worst thing that could have happened here already had.
Inside, I found the bedroom that we had shared. It was as if nothing had happened. The room was clean. The bed was made. It looked like it did when we left for work every morning. There was no sign my best friend had fucked my wife in it, fucked her in my home, IN MY BED the day before.
The feeling of rage urged me on, as much as the fear that they might return. Moving quickly, I grabbed as many of my clothes as possible and threw them into my overnight bag. My suit bag was still hanging in the closet from my last trip, full of the clothes I had worn when I last neglected my wife for a long week. The clothes that didn't fit in the overnight bag were dumped into a few garbage bags. There were a few personal items that I wanted to keep, and those went into the garbage bags, too. I didn't want any photos of us, nor souvenirs of our time together. I couldn't imagine surrounding myself with those painful reminders of a decade wasted. She could keep the TV and the furniture; I had no idea where I was going to be in a week and couldn't see coming back to this place for a handful of easily replaceable items. But then, I guess it turned out that I was pretty easy to replace, too.
Once I braved the bathroom to retrieve my toiletries, I was ready to leave. I looked at the trash bags heaped on the bed and felt hollowed out. Eleven years together. Eight married. And all that remained was a pile of expensive garbage.
I loaded the items into my car, huffing and puffing by the second trip up and down, having to stop and rest midway through the third. After the last trip, I left a note on our entryway table.
Lisa,
I don't know how you could betray me like this, and I don't think you could ever explain in a way that would satisfy me. Please do not contact me. My lawyer will be in touch. I will make sure the settlement is fair; at least one of us should try to be fair in all of this.
Mike
I took off my ring, left it on top of the note, then locked the door as I left.
Of course, it was never going to be that cut and dried. I replaced my destroyed phone later in the day, and it started blowing up almost immediately. I received texts and voicemails all day. To the lead roles of Lisa and Pete were added a Greek chorus of friends, parents, siblings, in-laws, and others contributing their own proclamations and exhortations.
"I just heard! What happened?"
"You need to call her!"
"Try to work it out!"
"Dude, I'm so sorry."
"Dump that fucking bitch."
"What the fuck did you do to my sister?"
"Are you okay?"
"No one's heard from you. We're scared. Please call."
"Bro, let's go get drunk."
"What a cunt. If you were my man..."
"I love you, Mike. I'm so sorry."
I ignored these as well. I messaged one close friend to let them know that I was alive, unharmed, and wished to be left alone for a while, and asked them to convey it to our friend group.
But that was the problem, wasn't it? It was "our" friend group. Pete and I had been friends for twenty years. Lisa and I had been together for eleven. We all went to college together. My friends were Lisa and Pete's friends. Lisa's friends were mine and Pete's friends. And Pete's friends were mine and Lisa's friends. Outside of some people from work and a few friends from hobbies that I didn't share with Pete or Lisa, and which I hadn't had time to engage with since my mad dash to "the future" began, all of our friends were shared. Which meant there would have to be a reckoning. Lisa and Pete had thoroughly fucked me over, and people were going to pick sides whether I forced them to or not. It's just in the nature of how shared friend groups work when there's a falling out.
When the dust settled, they ended up with the lion's share of our mutuals. It was simple, brutal calculus. There were three of us. Two of us were still together. One of us had been drifting away because of work for a year, and the other two had stuck around. Everyone felt a little more distant from me than they did from Lisa and Pete. People thought that I had been wronged, but when it came down to it, Lisa and Pete were together now. That just made things easier for everyone involved; everyone involved except me, that is. The people that would have naturally sided with Lisa sided with Lisa and Pete. The people that would have naturally sided with Pete sided with Pete and Lisa.
And the people that would have naturally sided with me? Some of them did. A very few, the ones that had higher ethical standards or were only part of our shared group because they were in my orbit. But not as many as I would have hoped. Siding against Lisa and Pete meant siding against their other friends, too. And that meant that, even if they felt I had been wronged, it was less difficult to simply go with the flow.
Within a week, the number of people that messaged me dropped to almost nil. Within a month, the only people I ever talked to were my family and the folks at work.
I hated work. I had sacrificed everything, and for what? A little more money. A little more prestige. A better life that would never come. Every day, before I went in, I considered calling and quitting, but then what? I would have absolutely nothing to show for my suffering.
I stopped going on social media. I had blocked Lisa and Pete, of course, as well as a few of their most vocal defenders. But that still left a legion of people who had not entirely picked sides. Within a few weeks, I was seeing pictures of the happy couple out and about, my "friends" taking cheerful group pictures as they toasted, or danced, or went to game nights. It was too much. I deleted all of my social media apps, leaving me even more isolated. It felt like another retreat, but this war had already been lost. What did one more rout matter?
To their credit, I wasn't contacted by Lisa or Pete again until after I had her served with papers. I felt I was very fair. Not because I wanted to be; if I could, I would have burned her and Pete's life to the ground and salted the earth afterwards. But then I would have had them in my life that much longer. Too much effort and too much pain for too little return. Too much more of my soul gone and my life wasted on people that I would never be able to adequately repay for the pain they had caused me.
I moved into a small one-bedroom flat. I didn't need much more. I had no friends to speak of. I had no one to love me. My hobbies were either solitary or took place outside of the house. I didn't even bother with a TV; after all, if there's no one to sit on the couch and cuddle with, why not just watch on my laptop? It was easier to just lay in my bed and binge watch Netflix until I passed out and then get up in the morning, go to work, and do it all over again, day after day. So that's what I did.
For almost two months, I went through this ghostly existence, a shade that went out into the world but could never be seen, never feel its touch. I tried to go out occasionally to a bar, but much like my former friends, all of my old haunts were Lisa and Pete's, too. Restaurants, coffeeshops, bars, clubs, any place where I might try to go and be social, I would run into former friends or, worse, the happy couple themselves. I tried one time to go to a bar that we only infrequently visited, and ended up turning the corner just as I saw Lisa and Pete walk in, laughing, hand in hand, a couple in love with each other and their life. That was a bullet dodged, but I didn't feel like trying my luck again, so I just kept to myself at home.



I gained more weight, being up almost sixty pounds from where I started. I was tired and sick all the time. On top of that, I started having trouble sleeping. My first month alone saw me passing out at night from depression, stress, and fatigue after staying up too late watching whatever Netflix's algorithm served up. I was so worn out that I just didn't dream. But that didn't last long.
The dreams came early in the second month. Dark. Hopeless. Constantly shifting.
Shadowy figures stuffed me full of food and flayed me alive, yielding a hide made of dollar bills while I screamed impotently. Pete railed Lisa on top of my desk as she begged him to give her the babies I never would. My friends pointed and laughed as my fat, naked body was chased by hellhounds with the faces of my ex-wife and best friend. My subconscious was vivid, but it wasn't exactly subtle.
I began to dread sleep. Hoping to reach that wonderful dreamless sleep again, I began to walk at night, late into the night. My new neighborhood wasn't too bad, so I'd spend time meandering through its streets. My stamina had been sapped by my sedentary lifestyle, and I could only walk for a half an hour at a time, but I eventually got to the point where I was walking well into the early morning hours.
I achieved my goal, sort of. I did tire myself out, and I did sleep without dreams again. But as I started to lose weight and increase my endurance, I had to walk longer to do that. And if I didn't, I began to have nightmares again. My work started to suffer. Either I wasn't getting enough sleep because I was up too late walking, or I wasn't getting enough sleep because the nightmares would jolt me awake. Something had to change.
Allie, my sister, recommended a therapist, Jim, that had gotten her through her breakup. I dithered at first; I knew what had caused this. I knew that I had given too much of myself to my work and too little to my wife, and because nature abhors a vacuum, Pete was there to be the man I couldn't be. Allie told me something that Jim told her that finally convinced me. "Sometimes we look at the symptoms and think they're the disease."
Our first sessions were about getting to know each other. I got to know Jim just enough to be convinced that he could help me, while I laid my history bare to him. At first, I talked about the immediate past; it's why I was there, after all. He listened as I related the history of us, both Lisa and me and Pete and me, before talking about the last year of my marriage and friendship, my drive for promotion, and finally finding them together. He nodded sympathetically and asked a few basic questions, but mostly let me vomit out a stream-of-consciousness accounting of my life.
When I finished, he asked, "Why do you think that you deserve this pain?"
First, I was gobsmacked. Next? I was angry. More than that, I was furious. I rose to my feet screaming at him.
"Fuck you! How dare you say that? I don't deserve this! I don't deserve this at all! I tried to be a good husband and a good provider! I loved her and she threw it away. I treated him like a brother, and he stabbed me in the back. They did this! They deserve to feel this pain! I don't!"
During my diatribe, Jim had sat there, almost impassive. When he spoke, it was in a soft, soothing voice.
"I didn't say that you deserve this. You don't. I asked why you think you deserve this."
I sank back into the couch, eying him warily. "I don't think that I deserve it. I don't know what you're talking about. They did this, not me."
"If you don't think you deserve the pain, then why are you torturing yourself?"
My anger surged again. "I'm not! I'm in pain because I've been hurt! God, what the hell kind of quack are you?"
He took a deep breath and paused, as though he was centering himself. Then, he told me a story.
"A merchant is traveling along a road. He needs to reach the next town before sundown, so he hurries along it. The road goes through a wood where bandits are known to ambush travelers, but he does not take the precautions that he should. Instead, he keeps his head down, trying to quickly reach his destination.
"He misses the signs of danger awaiting him. The forest has become quiet, but he has not noticed. The side of the road is clearer of foliage than it should be. He becomes uneasy, but it is too late. He hears the twang of a bow and feels an intense pain as an arrow strikes his arm. A lone bandit has stepped out from behind a tree some distance down the road and is nocking another arrow.
"Why does the merchant continue to stand in the middle of the road?"
I stare at him, waiting for him to get to the point, but it soon becomes clear that this isn't a rhetorical question.
"What? I don't understand. He wouldn't. What are you asking?"
"It's a simple question, Mike. Why does the man keep standing in the middle of the road, when there is another arrow that's about to be launched towards him? Why doesn't he move behind a tree? Why doesn't he charge his attacker? Or drop prone? Anything besides being hit by another arrow?"
I snort at this. "I don't fucking know! He's shocked. He didn't expect it."
Jim thought about this for a moment and nodded slightly. "Possibly. If it were you, what would you do?"
I was so sick of this nonsense already. I was going to give Allie a piece of my mind about sending me to this asshole. "I'd get out of the road. Get behind a tree, like you said. Give myself time to think."
"So why are you standing in the middle of the road now?"
My blood was starting to boil. "What the fuck is that supposed to mean?"
He fixed me with a sympathetic gaze. "You were married, trying to get to a place where you were stable enough to really consider a house and children. But you were focused to the point of obstinacy; you had to get there as soon as you could, and you missed the warning signs in your relationships until it was too late. When you walked in on Lisa and Pete, you were struck by that first arrow, and it was so painful that it was almost impossible to deal with rationally.
"The pain of losing them, and then losing your friends, was immense. It was an arrow you didn't see coming. But it's been almost three months, and you're still standing in the road. You weren't able to avoid that first arrow. But the bandit has been raining arrows down on you since, and you've been standing there taking them.
"You lost your love and your friends, including your best friend. But you haven't tried to replace them. You lost your favorite haunts, but there are other places you can go. You have time on your hands. It's time you'd rather not have, admittedly, but you've wallowed in your pain by yourself instead of going back to your hobbies. You-"
I exploded at him then. "Because it fucking hurts! Because everyone I love turned their back on me! What's the point of going out just to be by myself? Who gives a shit about going out to drink or dance or play games and pretend everything is okay? How am I supposed to make new friends when I can't trust? I can't do it! I can't bear to try again, because I'd just fuck it up all over again!"
He waited until I processed what I just said, waited until the sudden recognition spread across my face.
Jim spoke quietly. Soothingly. "You didn't fuck it up, Mike. Not entirely. Not by yourself. You've put the responsibility for this all on you. Did you make mistakes? Yes. We're here talking, after all. But your wife had her place in this failure, too. So did Pete."
He shifted in his chair, leaning forward slightly, and asked, "When you decided to focus on your career, how did Lisa initially take it?"
I tried to think back on the time before all of this. Before the anger, before the betrayal, when it was us against the world. "She said that she was proud of me. She was so happy that we were going to have a house and kids. She supported me in it. She knew I was going to have to sacrifice time with her. That I'd have to give up hobbies and leisure time. She was going to try to pick up some of the slack; cooking, cleaning, that sort of thing. We were going to be a team."
"How did that make you feel?"
"Proud. Like I was doing everything I could for us. For her. I felt... I know this might sound sexist, but I felt like a man. I was doing everything I could to provide and get us ready for the next step in our lives."
He made some notes. "So, to recap: she supported you, was proud of you, did what she could to make it so this was a thing you could do together. Working as a team, like a couple should."
"Yeah. That's how it started, sure."
"Let's move forward a little then. When you described to me the way that your relationship ended, the slow decline of both your emotional and physical intimacy, what did Lisa do about it? She tried to lure you to bed at the beginning, but what else? Did she ask you to stop? Tell you that you could slow down, that as long as you got there together, that was what mattered?"
I pondered that for a moment, trying to parse out my thoughts.. "Not in so many words. She hinted, I think. 'Let's go out to dinner instead tonight.' 'Can you come cuddle with me on the couch?' 'Would you like to go out this weekend, just the two of us?' But when I kept telling her no, she just seemed to shrug and keep going out by herself."
"Did she ever ask you, explicitly, to stop? Tell you how much it was hurting her? Did she tell you that she thought the two of you were headed towards an end?"
"No, I... looking back, knowing what I know now, there was a time, somewhere about, I dunno, maybe four or five months in, where I could tell the strain was getting to her. But she wouldn't open up to me. I think she was trying to be strong for me. I know this was hard on her, too, but I thought she was just... compartmentalizing, maybe?"
He looked up from his notepad. "How do you mean?"
"She'd sit on the couch while I worked and watch her shows. She invited me a few times at first, but I never had time, so she eventually stopped. She started making meals that would microwave well, because we stopped being able to eat together as much. When she went out to socialize, she stopped asking if I wanted to go and started just telling me that she was going."
He nodded slowly. "I see. So, you went from being a couple, to being a team, to being two people living together."
"... yeah."
I lowered my head, looked off to the side. I didn't want to meet his gaze. I was ashamed. When it was laid out like this, it was clear that there were problems long before I saw them. Problems that weren't just about how much I worked, but of how little Lisa talked about her pain and loneliness with me. How could I have not noticed? Why did we let it fall apart like that? Why didn't I fight for it?
His voice shook me from my reverie. "It's not your fault."
"What? Of course it is. Who else's?"
"Let me rephrase. It's not just your fault. Clearly something happened to prevent communication, effective communication. Hints and sad glances aren't enough. Do you know why the two of you didn't just talk? Why she didn't just come to you and say 'this isn't working, we need to work on us?'"
"I don't. I... I knew things were bad by the end. But I thought we were still at least a team. I was going to surprise her, remember. Try to rebuild."
"But she had moved on."
I felt myself tearing up. I had cried a few times since that first week, but I thought I was mostly past the sorrow. I wasn't. My throat tightened, and I could barely croak out a "Yeah, I guess so," before I started to sob at the thought of what I'd lost.
Jim let me cry for as long as I needed, giving me tissues and space. When I finally got myself back under control, he asked "Have you talked with either of them since?"
I violently shook my head. "No. No way. They stabbed me in the back. Even if Lisa and I were having problems, she still cheated on me. And he, that fucking snake, he took her from me. I never want to see them again."
He frowned at this. "You're going to need to forgive them eventually, Mike."
I was stunned. "Are you out of your goddamned mind? How can I forgive that? She cheated on me! He stole my wife! They can both burn in hell for all I care! God, the only reason I didn't try to fuck her in the divorce was because I wanted to get this over with as quickly as possible."
He took another one of his slow, calming breaths. I felt myself mirror him and realized I'd been unconsciously doing it each time he had. It pissed me off even more, but I realized this was part of what he did, part of what I was paying for, and let it slide.
"Forgiveness isn't forgetting, Mike. It's not letting people back into your life, nor is it about trusting them again. They did betray you, both of them. It is perfectly natural to feel anger towards them. But holding onto that anger will kill you, just as surely as if you drank poison. It'll choke out your new relationships. It will suck the joy out of the things you love; your anger at them will always be waiting around the corner, just out of sight. Forgiveness is not saying that what they did was right. It's about not letting what they did have power over you anymore. It's swallowing the antidote before the poison kills you."
My teeth were clenching so hard it felt like my jaw might break. "I can't just let them off the hook. What they did was wrong, completely and totally wrong."
He smiled sadly. "I know. It was. But that was the first arrow. You didn't have the choice whether you got struck by that one. Now, though, you can choose to not get turned into a pincushion. You're not letting them off the hook. How they process what they did is on them; they may feel a deep regret, or they may have let it go by now."
He sighed. "You loved both of them once. They loved you, it sounds like. If they did, I can almost guarantee that they both feel deep shame and guilt. They're still together, it sounds like, and it may poison their relationship-- "
"Good. Fuck them."
"-- but that's something they have to deal with themselves. Whether you forgive them or not probably won't matter much to how that shakes out. It probably won't matter much to how they move on through their lives; they'll have to forgive themselves or not. But whether they've moved on completely or not, whether they stay together or not, you can't control that. All you can control is you. You owe it to yourself to learn to forgive them, so that every time you think of them you don't spiral back into anger and resentment."
I looked down at my hands, balled up into fists. I could barely hear my own voice when I asked, "How?"
He pulled out a book and a worksheet. "Start with this. I'd like you to read the first three chapters of this book and complete this sheet. Do you think you can do that before our next session?"
I snorted. "It's not like I'm doing much else with my time."
"Good. There's another task I want you to think about. You don't need to do it yet, but I want you to keep it in the back of your mind while you're working on your first task."
My face turned to a grimace. "If you're giving it that much buildup, I assume it's going to be unpleasant."
"It might, but it doesn't have to be. Eventually, I think you're going to need to reach out to Lisa and sit down together."
"Why on earth would I ever spend time with that lying, cheating bitch again?"
"Because you only know part of how your marriage ended. You saw what happened at the end, when you caught them together. But you don't know how the end started, if you catch my meaning. You might have some guesses, but you need to know in order to really forgive. If you don't, if you guess and get it wrong, then you might have to go back through this whole process again if you ever find out the whole truth."
I rolled that around in my head. "I'll think about it. No promises."
He smiled warmly. "That's all I ask. Think about it. Read the book and complete the worksheet. I'll see you back here next week."
I spent the week thinking about what he said. I read the chapters and put in the work. I wasn't entirely convinced, but I did feel a little bit better after talking about it with him. I figured, worst case scenario, maybe I could learn enough working with him to keep this from happening again.
I realized then that I was thinking about "a next time." It was the first time since I caught them together that I had even thought of being with anyone again. I was scared and hurt still, but I knew I needed to get on with my life eventually. Sitting in my apartment binging trashy movies and taking solitary walks late at night like some kind of incredibly boring vampire were starting to wear thin.
The nightmares had receded somewhat, probably due to therapy, but also just time. Exhaustion and dreamless sleep were still my best defense against them, but I had reached the point where there was not enough time in the day to wear myself out by walking. I was up to a couple of hours a night, and there was no way to make more time. I had started to jog some as well, but that got my heart rate up too much that late at night, still preventing sleep.
I hadn't been eating much, either. Depression had done a number on my appetite; at first I shoved whatever food down my gullet that I could stand, and then I just stopped wanting to eat anything at all. Between my extended walks and taking in no calories at all, I had started to lose weight. I had backed down from 60 pounds at my worst to 30 currently, but I still looked like a mess. Since I hadn't been eating, my body had been stripping off muscle as well as fat. So now, not only was I fat, I was "skinny fat," that limbo where man boobs pretend to be pecs and flexing your bicep just makes the flab drop down to the other side. I looked like a joke.
I'm an analyst. Senior analyst, actually, since the promotion. I sat down and did some simple equations. I needed to exhaust myself. I was starting to feel sexual urges again after months of nothing. I was going to want at least short term female companionship in the not-too-distant future. And I looked like shit.
With my keen analytical mind, I hit on the solution: go get a gym membership, idiot.
I went to the local fitness box and got a month-to-month. I wasn't really in the mood for any kind of commitments at this point, as might be expected. The very fit, very bored woman at the counter handed me off to a man that reminded me far too much of Pete, but he seemed knowledgeable and ready to help me get started. It had been years since I'd really trained, and then only at an amateur level, focused solely on running.
Not-Pete gave me a simple workout aimed at strength and endurance, along with some dietary guidelines. He also gave me a few pointers on exercise form. Then, equipped with the bare minimum to prevent a lawsuit if I did something stupid to my body, he sent me out into the gym.
With this final step, I had finally heeded all of the wisdom of my elders: Lawyer up. Delete Facebook. Hit the gym.
I did not take to this new environment immediately. It had its own social hierarchies and unspoken rules. A towel left on a machine meant it was reserved, even if there was no one around. Beautiful women abounded, but anything beyond a glance was considered creepy. If someone had headphones on or earbuds in, they were not to be bothered. Don't curl in the squat cage.
I had the paranoia that I found out later was common to everyone that started going to the gym. I was an out of shape divorced guy in his thirties, and I felt like I was constantly being judged as my chubby ass thundered along on the treadmill, far slower than even my slowest speed in college. The weights I felt proud at first to be able to lift turned out to be the warmup weight for the next guy at the bench. There were mirrors everywhere; no one was looking at me, but I felt like I was always observed.



I did my best to keep my head down and do the work. That was true in therapy as well; we had progressed through the first book and onto another. Jim peeled back the onion layers of my psyche, showing me how I was repeating patterns I had learned from my parents, especially my father. Hard work, laser focus, and emotional blindness were my inheritance. We worked on that, too, trying to ready me for the time when I'd try my luck in love again. If ever.
I left my job. I just couldn't stand it anymore. Being in a place that was a constant reminder of my failures as a husband and the end of my marriage was taking too much of a toll. Luckily, I still had a few friends I had previously worked with, people that had left and gone elsewhere. One of them called me up to recruit me to a company that was in the not-quite-a-startup phase: good benefits, hours that weren't too crazy, and much higher pay, but still a chance I would come to work and find out that the founders had run off with all the money. I relished the chance to try something high risk/high reward while I wasn't responsible for anyone else. It was something I'd never experienced in my adult life.
My social life continued to suck. It's hard making friends when you're in your thirties. Sitting around a bar by yourself is lonely, you're too old to go to the clubs without feeling like a relic or a predator, and coffeeshops are for frustrated writers and young adults wrestling with young adult angst. I considered diving back into my nerdy old hobbies, but most of my nerdy old friends had kids and careers themselves, making scheduling a nightmare.
Lacking any other outlets, I threw myself into the gym. I had been going half an hour a day to walk, then jog, then run on the treadmill, but within a couple of months I had extended it to one hour and sometimes two hour sessions, adding cycling, weights, intervals, and even a little time in the pool to my repertoire.
During one of these extended self-inflicted torture sessions, I heard a bubbly voice pipe up behind me. "Can I get a spot?"
I turned to find myself looking down at an adorable pixie of a woman. She had on the standard gym wear of a sports bra and yoga pants, both of which she filled out admirably. With her diminutive size, ample curves, slim waist, blue eyes, and blonde hair done up in a messy bun, she was Tinkerbell-as-gymrat. I had seen her before, but, of course, had not watched her. Much. That way lies pariah status.
"I, uh, sure." Very smooth.
Her face split into a wide grin. "Thanks!" Then she paused and frowned. "Wait, am I interrupting your sets?"
"Nonono, I was just about done with them," I lied through my teeth.
That dazzling smile again. "Awesome! If you're doing arms today, we can spot each other."
Well, I sure as hell was doing arms now.
We went through her workout together, and I felt slightly pleased that I was lifting heavier than her, if only a little. Emily was her name. She was very talkative and surprisingly foul mouthed. I soon found out that she'd been working out religiously for five years, since she was a senior in high school. Twenty three years old, she'd graduated a couple years ago with a degree in computer science, and we were soon speaking with each other in the arcane languages of the nerd: acronyms, in-jokes, and oblique references to pop culture.
Her body was truly something to behold and, given that I had a duty to ensure she had good form, I took the opportunity to drink it in without seeming too much of a lech. But her face was what really set her apart. She was pretty. Not beautiful like a model, but the kind of girl next door wholesomeness that felt warm and approachable. She had a light dusting of freckles and a little scar above her left eye that I later found out was from when her baby brother embedded a rock in a snowball when they were kids.
We clicked immediately, and she became my workout buddy. We synced our schedules up to make sure we'd be there at the same time, and within weeks we were starting to spend time together outside the gym, grabbing a coffee together after our workouts, meeting up at her favorite bar, or catching the newest comic book movie.
She was gorgeous, so of course I kind of wanted to think of it as something more than it was. But she was almost ten years younger than me, and she had never flirted or made any sign that she was interested in that way. Over coffee at our usual post-gym place, I finally asked her what made her approach me at the gym that first day.
She laughed. "You were one of like three guys there that didn't try to ogle the girls when they thought we weren't looking. I figured you were either gay, taken, or just a good dude, roughly in that order of probability. While you were spotting me that first time, I realized it wasn't the first, and I know you're single, so process of elimination..."
I blushed fiercely as she laughed. "Hah, no, Mike, it's okay. I know I'm hot as fuck, and you still tried to be at least a little discreet. I appreciated that. And, if I'm honest, you kind of had a sad puppy dog thing going on. I figured you needed a friend, and so did I."
I think she saw a flicker of pain across my face then. She took my hand and squeezed. "What happened to you?"
I suddenly felt overwhelmed and afraid. This was the first time someone had asked me about myself, about my pain in a long time. I felt a real connection to her, even if it was simple friendship, and I knew that if I started talking about it I'd either lose it, freak her out, or both. I couldn't bear the thought of fucking up yet another relationship, even if it was just friendship.
She could see my sudden tension. "That bad, huh?" I nodded, not trusting myself to speak. She squeezed my hand again and caught my eye. "Hey. Dude. You can talk to me. I'm not going to bail on you. I'm your friend, and I'm here for you." She stood up, still holding my hand. "Come on, let's get out of here. My place is just down the street."
Her apartment was like a mirror of mine. Small, sparsely populated, electronics and furniture and little else. I sat down on one end of her couch and she on the other. I could feel her eyes on me, but she didn't say anything, instead waiting patiently for me to speak.
"My wife cheated on me." Her face fell. "With my best friend." Shock. "I found them together when I came home to surprise her. Our marriage had been in trouble for a while..." I spent most of the next hour relating everything that had happened to me in the last few months: the betrayal, losing all of my friends, loneliness, struggle with my weight, therapy, all of it. As I started to break down, she edged closer to me and put her arm around me, then held me in her arms, making little shushing noises. "It's okay, Mike. It's okay. I'm here. You're going to be alright."
And I really felt that way. For the first time in a long time, I felt safe. Protected. I had felt a little of this in Jim's office, but I knew that, for all of Jim's good qualities, our relationship was transactional. Here, I felt comfort, real comfort, from someone who wanted nothing more from me than to be with me. This realization triggered another bout of tears. I could let it out here. It was going to be okay.
Emily held me tightly, lovingly. Not lovingly as a man and a woman, nor just as two friends who enjoyed each other's company. She held me like someone who had broken down like this in someone else's arms before, someone who recognized a painful trauma and its effects as though it were her own.
When I was done, she kissed me sweetly on the top of my head, then pulled back from me. The front of her shirt was wet with my tears. She took my hands in hers, smiled encouragingly, and serenely said, "What a fucking cunt."
I burst into laughter and she joined me. We shared that high after the low, and it made us stronger together. I could feel our friendship deepen in that moment. She was, right then, everything I needed.
The sun had dipped low in the sky by this point, and for the first time in months, I felt really, truly hungry. "Hey, I am suddenly starving. Do you want to go grab something?"
"You're still in your workout gear. How about we just order some pizza, instead?"
I hadn't had pizza in a couple of months. I'd been trying to eat clean, but just this once, I decided it was okay. She changed into something less sweaty and tear-stained while we waited, then we sat on the couch together trying to find something to watch. We finally settled on some old Star Trek reruns, something we could just mindlessly enjoy together while munching on pizza.
She cuddled up to me, and it felt like the most natural thing in the world. The warmth of her body against mine felt wonderful; perhaps too wonderful. I felt myself begin to harden, and was trying to shift so that she wouldn't feel it as well. She looked up at me, then down, and I realized I had been caught.
I stammered, "I'm sorry, I-- I didn't mean..." as she edged away.
She looked down at the ground, thinking, then back up at me with an understanding smile, "No, no. I understand. You've been... alone since?"
I nodded.
"I get it. It's just a biological reaction. I was just laying there against you, and your body responded." She flashed that wonderful grin again. "It's kind of flattering, if I'm really being honest. Don't worry about it, okay?"
"Thanks," I mumbled.
She paused before going on. "Mike, I like you. I really do. You're sweet and cute and funny. And I feel really honored that you trust me enough to open up to me about what happened to you. I really value our friendship."
Ah. This talk.
"And if things were different in my life, I think I might want something more with you. But they're not. I wish they were. I know that you're not going to be on the market long, as great as you are... What's with that look?"
I chuckled ruefully. "I'm a gloomy, divorced, fat nerd in his thirties. I appreciate you keeping my spirits up, but even if I was ready to date again, I can't imagine I'm going to be snapped up as quickly as you're saying."
Emily scoffed and shook her head. "Man, she really did a number on your self esteem. You say 'gloomy,' I say 'brooding, intense, focused.' You say 'divorced,' I say 'experienced and connected with his emotions.' You say 'nerd,' and I say... well, 'nerd.' Yes." She giggled. "But also 'smart and sweet.'
"And as to 'fat,' yeah, okay, you're a little out of shape, but you're working on that. I see you getting better every time we work out. Stronger, faster, more endurance. When you're ready, you're going to fuck some poor girl into oblivion if you're not careful. And I'll tell you, there are already girls at the gym noticing you. I know there's at least a couple of gals that get moist when you get that 'in the zone' look you get sometimes."
She shook her head. "But that has nothing to do with you and me. Or, rather, with me. I... I had some bad things done to me. I did a lot of bad things. One day, I'll tell you about them, and I hope it doesn't ruin how you see me. But right now, I'm still working on myself, and I can't... I'm not ready to be the person I'd need to be for you. For anyone. Not like that. I don't know if I'll ever be ready to be with someone again that way. And if I am? It's going to be a long, long time.
"So, yeah. It's not you, it's me. It's not a line; it really, really is me. And I wish it wasn't, because you're great." She sighed sadly.
"I've really enjoyed my time with you. Today, I mean, but also hanging out after the gym and everything. If you feel like you can't be comfortable being just friends-- "
I put my hands up and interrupted her. "Hey, whoa, no. There is no being 'just' friends with you. This isn't... look, truthfully, if you asked me to go to bed with you right now, I'd already be halfway to your bedroom door. Like you said, you're hot as fuck-- "
She laughed as I continued, "--but that's not why I'm here with you. I'm here with you because hanging out with you 'just' as a friend has been the happiest I've been in... hell, at least a year. Maybe longer. So, no. I'm not looking to blow that up just because you're not interested in dating me. And I don't mean that in the creepy incel 'well, I'll just be waiting in the wings until she's ready to date' way. I mean that I want to be your friend because I want to be your friend."
She had misty eyes and a tight smile. "Thank god. I was worried that..." She scooted back closer and hugged me, rather than finish the sentence. I held her tight, and it felt good. Warm. Right.
When our embrace ended, I asked, "Do you want to... I dunno, keep watching? We don't have to cuddle..."
"I'd like to, yeah. And I was enjoying the cuddling."
"I can't promise you that I'm not going to 'respond,' as you put it."
Emily laughed. "As long as it doesn't bother you, it doesn't bother me. I meant what I said before. It's just a biological reaction. But, if you want..." She sat on the opposite end of the couch and patted her lap. "Put your head here instead."
I laid my head in her lap and we kept watching in a comfortable silence. She smelled wonderful, the lingering scent of sweat from our workout still on her skin. She stroked my hair as we watched, and I began to get sleepy. "I should..." I yawned. "I should get going. Going to fall asleep if I stay here."
She hesitated. "You can stay if you want. I'll get you a pillow and some blankets. I'd... I'd like it if you stayed."
I was still in my workout clothes, and I couldn't imagine they'd feel too great to sleep in. But I got the feeling that she wasn't offering to let me stay for me. She wanted me to stay for her. I didn't understand why, but it was the least I could do. "Yeah, okay. That'd be great."
She got me situated, and we chatted for a little while longer before she headed to her room. Before she left, she kissed me on the forehead and said, "Thanks, Mike. Thanks for... well, just thanks." I fell asleep that night, and, for the first time in months, I dreamed without nightmares. Instead, I dreamed of a beautiful smile and freckles, of the way she held me. There was no promise of us together as lovers, but I had my friend, and that was more than enough.
We got closer. She introduced me to some of her friends. Em had a weekly D&D group that I joined. It included Rowena, a lovely, zaftig redhead from the gym; Adam, one of Emily's co-workers, tall and gangly with a mop of sandy blonde hair; and Gordon, the Platonic ideal of "D&D Dungeon Master." Rowena flirted with me shamelessly, which helped my ego a bit; she flirted with everyone, of course, but hey, a win's a win. She even flirted with Adam, even though he was both married and gay. I think Gordon resented my close friendship with Emily a little bit, but we all still got along fine.
I played a barbarian and, for once, I didn't optimize all of the fun out of my character. I had been working hard to overcome my obsessive need to analyze and plan everything out. I knew that I could very easily get into a mindset where I had a plan, and then I would block out all of the things telling me that plan wasn't working. I had made a number of bad choices throughout my life where the inflexibility that came with my focus had led to unhappiness. Sometimes they were small failures, like sucking the fun out of a room when I got too focused on winning instead of being with friends. But I was pretty certain that same tendency had helped to end my marriage.
I talked with Jim about my friendship with Emily and the talk we'd had. He encouraged me, saying that it was good to make new friendships. But he did give me one piece of advice. "Don't make the same mistakes twice. You put all of your eggs in one basket when it came to your friendships before, and if you and Emily ever do have a falling out, you should have people you can still rely on."
I took his words to heart and looked for other activities I could get into. I'd been enjoying my time at the gym, both in itself and because it meant spending more time with Emily and now Rowena. But Emily was much more into weightlifting than me, whereas I enjoyed running. Rowena was there for the bare minimum of fitness; she was pleasantly padded and happy about it, but she wanted to keep her heart and lungs healthy. I decided to start training for a half-marathon and found a group in the area. I made some new friends there and also at my new job, occasionally going out to the bar after work.
Em was very supportive of my running, and when the half marathon arrived, she was there at the finish line cheering me on, along with Rowena, Adam and a couple of my work friends. I finished well towards the back of the pack, but I did finish. When I finally stumbled across the line, Emily was there to pick me up and help me hobble to her car. I was thoroughly beaten up, and she spent the rest of the weekend at my place, nursing me back to health.
The following Friday, I came home to my apartment in a great mood. My soreness and blisters from my first half marathon in over a decade were mostly gone. I felt great. I had friends and a good job. I swung by my mailbox before going up the stairs to my flat, which is when I found the envelope from my lawyer.
I was stunned, of course. I had been living my life, and the distance I had placed from my old one somehow made the decree far more of a blow than I expected. I had dreaded this, because I knew it was the demarcation point between my old life and my new one. I had hoped for it for the same reason. And now it had arrived, and I didn't know what to do.
I stood there dumbly for a couple of minutes, my brain struggling to reboot. Then I bent down, picked up the rest of my mail, and tossed it all on the counter before calling Emily. In this time of distress, she was my first thought, even before my family.
She picked up the phone on the second ring. "Hey, nerd, what's up?"
"It's here."
"Well, that's nice and cryptic. What's here?"
"The divorce decree."
"Oh. Oh shit. Oh, Mike, are you okay?"
I thought for a while. "Mike? You still there?"
"Yeah, Em. Yeah, I'm here. And... yeah. I'm okay. I really am. It just feels so unreal, you know?"
"Sure, I get that." A pause. "Are you still dressed for work?"
"What? Uh, yeah, I am."
"Great, come on over here. We're going out."
"Where?"
"Well, first, we're going to get something to eat. Then we're going to a bar."
"Why?"
"Because my best friend is newly single, and we're going to celebrate."
I hesitated. "I dunno, Em."
"I do. Go brush your teeth and get your ass over here."
When Emily wanted something, she usually got it. I knew she was trying to help, to keep me from brooding more than I usually did, and I always enjoyed hanging out with her. Worst case, we'd just get drunk together and end up passing out on her couch watching some dumb movie.
I got to her place a little before seven. When she opened the door, I stood there with my mouth hanging open. She was dressed in a cute miniskirt and midriff-baring halter top, showing off her flat, toned stomach. She looked amazing. Of course, she always did, but I'd never seen her dress in a way that was so intentionally, overtly sexy before.
"Trying to catch a fly there, Mike?"
My jaw snapped shut. "Em, you look..."
"Too frumpy, you think?" She waggled her eyebrows at me. "Come on in and sit down."
I followed her to the couch, unable to keep my eyes off her. I was used to Em being gorgeous. I'd always been aware of it, but I had been like the proverbial frog in a pot of water. I'd gotten used to the temperature, and she'd suddenly brought the heat all the way up to a boil.
She flopped down onto the couch next to me, and the familiarity of the movement meant that I was able to again think of her as Em, my best friend, not Emily, sex on a stick. At least for now.



"Okay, Mike. Here's the plan. We're going out to dinner. Nothing fancy, nothing too heavy, just something to fortify you for the night ahead. We'll hang out for a bit, then head down to a bar. No place where we'd usually go, but someplace busy."
"... Alright, so far so good."
"And then, we're going to get you laid, buddy."
I almost choked on my own spit. "Excuse me?!"
"Get you laid. Get a leg over. Get your ashes hauled. Make the beast with two backs. A bit of slap and tickle. Want me to keep going? I got a million of these."
"I know what that means, Emily! But..."
"But nothing, Mike! This has been hanging over you for months. You've been in some kind of limbo where you weren't single but weren't married, and your wonderfully overdeveloped sense of morality wouldn't let you do anything. Now it's settled: you're your own man again. And you need to get out there and go fuck some willing slut. As flattering as it is to get jabbed in the back by your hardon every time we're snuggled up watching a movie, you're going to explode if you don't do something about it."
"Yeah, but..."
She made a shushing motion with her hand. "No buts! I am going as your wingman. Wingwoman. Whatever. I'm going to go out with you to show the world that you can pull a girl like me; think of me like the five bucks a busker puts in their hat to encourage other folks to throw money in."
"That's an... interesting analogy."
"Look, if a woman sees you with this..." She gestured to herself, "... they know you're probably worth their time. We're going to go to sit at the bar and have a good time. You point out the girls you think look cute, and I'll help you separate the ones that are there to kick the tires versus the ones there to take a test drive. So to speak. Don't give me that look. A woman knows."
"I don't know, Em. I'm not really looking to get into anything right now."
Emily rolled her eyes at me. "I'm not talking about finding your next girlfriend, Mike. I'm talking about finding you a great one night stand. You gotta get back on the horse and get your confidence back."
I let out an exasperated sigh. "C'mon, Emily. The way I look, the only women I'm going to pull are going to be 45 year old divorcees desperate enough to fuck anyone that pays them attention. That's not really going to do much for me."
She looked at me like I was an idiot. "The way you look? Are you serious? You look incredible, Mike."
I rolled my eyes. "Laying it on a little thick there, hon."
"No! I'm serious! How could you..." She trailed off and started talking to herself. "You never change at the gym. You only have that tiny shaving mirror at your place. Haven't traveled in a while-- " She looked up at me, suddenly excited. "You really don't know, do you?!"
"Know... what?"
She was giddy now. "Oh my god, Mike! Stand up!"
I rose slowly from the couch. "Okaaaay."
She dragged me into her bathroom.
"Now strip."
I started laughing until I realized she was serious.
"Take your clothes off. Not your boxers, just the rest."
I suddenly got very self conscious. "What are you doing here, Emily?"
"It's nothing I haven't seen before, Mike. But you haven't seen it, and you need to." She smiled encouragingly. "Close your eyes and take your clothes off. Please Mike? Just trust me?"
I grumbled, but began to strip to my underwear, with my eyes closed as requested. I didn't know what she was trying to prove. I knew that I looked better than I did when we first started working out together. She wasn't going to show me anything new.
Once I had my clothes off, she turned me around and said "Now, open your eyes."
"Sure, okay. But I still don't see-- "
And then I did. I had expected to see the old me there. Maybe not quite as fat, but still the same skinny fat Mike that I had seen when I last looked at myself in a full length mirror on a business trip five months ago. What I was presented with barely resembled that. I knew my face had gotten leaner, that my arms and legs were a little more defined. I knew I wasn't carrying as much weight as I had been around my midsection. But I was unprepared for what the total package looked like.
I looked great. Like, really great. My body was lean and muscular. I didn't quite have a six pack, but it definitely wasn't a keg anymore either; I could see just a hint of definition there. My arms weren't massive, but they were thicker than they'd ever been, with a few veins starting to pop out here and there. I had the pleasant V shape that the health magazines tell us that men should have, with delts that... well, they weren't cannonballs, but they had aspirations to being cannonballs. They were cannonball-adjacent.
I looked healthier than I had since at least college. I looked younger, too, than my 32 years of age. I couldn't pass for college aged, but a charitable person might put me at around 26 or 27. My skin was clearer from not eating so much crap and less pasty due to the extra sun I was getting. While I still spent 10-12 hours of the waking day indoors, the time spent running outside meant I had the beginnings of a decent tan.
More than that, I could see how Emily was looking at me. She was my friend, but she was also a woman. There was clearly more than a little bit of lust there as she swept her eyes across my nearly naked body. "I'm telling you, Mike. You look hot. I mean, not as hot as me, of course, but if you combine the way your body looks with that intense stare when you're really focusing on things? Serious daddy vibes."
I just laughed, "Daddy, huh? Okay, little girl, if you say so."
Her expression froze for a second, then she slapped me on the arm. "Jerk! Take a compliment already. And get dressed. I have to find a way to make the fashion disaster you call your wardrobe into something that can work for a night on the town."
She fussed over me for a little bit, tweaking the way I wore my clothes and adding a little product to my hair. Finally, deciding she had done what she could, we headed out to get some dinner.
We picked a decent little Thai place. Emily hung onto my arm as we entered, in a way that felt a little more friendly than usual. We sat down opposite each other, ordered our food, and chatted about our week. It was our usual fun, light conversation, but there was a twinkle in her eyes I'd rarely seen. She leaned in closer when she talked, occasionally giving me a flash of skin, intentionally or not. She even flirted a little bit. I thought about saying something, but I was enjoying it too much. She was easily the most beautiful woman in the place, and if it felt more like a date than two friends hanging out, well, she had told me that part of her strategy for the evening was making me seem more desirable to the women around us.
We finished our meals and headed for a nearby bar. I hadn't been there before, but Emily had apparently scouted it out. She grinned conspirationally as she told me, "Lotsa women here looking to hook up. It's going to be like shooting fish in a barrel." I laughed and we took our seats at the bar.
Where she had been flirtatious before, she was downright shameless now. Anyone looking over at us would see a woman that looked like she was having the time of her life with me. We had been there for a while when she whispered, "End of the bar. Don't look, dork. Brunette in the red dress over there has been checking you out for the last fifteen minutes.." I looked at the bartender to get another drink, but took a moment to glance at the woman.
Her curly midlength black hair framed a pale, angular face with dark green eyes and ruby lips. Where Emily reminded me of Tinkerbell, this woman was Snow White all grown up. And out. Her red minidress was clearly chosen to enhance and draw attention to her breasts, but she could wear a potato sack and still stand out. I had been out of the game for a while, but I still remembered the basic openers. I motioned to the bartender and sent her a drink.
Emily rolled her eyes. "Oh my god, you're so corny. What's next? Going to invite her up to see your etchings?" But she changed her tune when the woman took the drink from the bartender and smiled at me invitingly. Em chucked my shoulder. "Well, fuck me. Go get her, tiger."
Snow White observed me as I walked toward her, an almost predatory smile on her face. As I got closer, I realized she was probably around my age, but she wore it very well. Before I could ask, she said "No, the seat isn't taken. I'm Sarah." I sat down next to her. "Mike."
We chatted amiably for a while. She was 30, also divorced, no kids. She worked as a personal assistant at a local firm. Our interests didn't converge much, but there was clearly a spark between us, at least a physical one. When she learned that I was out "celebrating" my divorce, she gave a soft, knowing chuckle and put her hand on my leg. "Ah, I remember how I 'celebrated' mine, too. What kind of 'celebration' were you looking to have tonight?" Suddenly, I was a deer in the headlights. She laughed loudly, but not unkindly. "I'm sorry, but you really are rather cute when you blush." Which, of course, meant that I blushed even deeper, setting off another laugh.
She leaned into me. "I'm up for celebrating if you are, but I have to ask: why are you here with me when that cute young thing you came in with is available?"
"Em?" I shook my head. "This whole night was her idea. Help me 'get back on the horse,' as she put it. We're just friends."
She raised an eyebrow. "Are you sure about that?" She tipped her head in Emily's direction, and I turned slightly to follow her gaze. Since I'd been sitting here, Emily's entire demeanor had changed. I would have expected her to be bored or even flirting with one of the guys who I was certain would be circling her, but she was just looking down into her glass, a glum expression on her face.
"Sweetheart, if that girl is 'just' your friend, I'm the queen of England." I looked back at Sarah. She pensively took a sip of her drink, then continued. "I've been enjoying our talk, and the idea of leaving tonight with you is certainly an attractive one. But I don't think that's what you really want. And... Em, was that her name? I'm pretty sure that's not what Em wants. So why don't you go over there and see if you can both get what you actually want?"
"I--"
She interrupted me. "No girl goes to that much trouble for a guy friend then looks like that when her plan works. Unless, of course, she didn't actually want the plan to work." She could see I wasn't entirely convinced. "You seem like a decent guy, Mike, and I'm definitely into you. But I don't want this hanging over your head if we leave together. So I'll make it very easy for you. I'm going to sit here, and you're going to go check on your friend. If she's okay, you come back over here, and we'll go have a nice, long 'celebration' all night back at my place. But if she's not, you do what you need to take care of that. No harm, no foul, and maybe we can celebrate another night if it doesn't work out." She kissed my cheek. "Go on now."
I stood up. She said, a little regretfully, "Good luck, handsome."
Emily didn't even notice me until I was standing next to her. "Mike? What are you doing?"
"I'm checking on you. Are you okay?"
"Oh my god!" She looked exasperated. "Yes, I'm fine. I..." Her voice wavered. "I... the reason I... come on, we were supposed to be out here for you. Get back over there before some other guy moves in on her."
I ignored her protestations. "You don't seem fine, Emily. What's going on?"
I saw a tear form at the corner of her eye. "I thought this was going to be... I thought I could just be your friend and go out with you, help you get back into dating. But... God, Mike, I'm sorry. I can't. I feel like such a hypocrite."
I sat down next to her and wiped the tear from her eye. "Why?"
Em sniffled and her words tumbled out in one long stream, "Because I gave you the big speech about how I could only be your friend, and I'm still working on myself, and none of that has changed, but I had such a great time at dinner tonight and it really felt like a date, and I could see us together, but then we got here and I told you to go over and hit on that woman and then I sat here like a fucking mope because I couldn't stand seeing you with someone else, and I really want to kiss you right now and I'm just all fucked up and I'm sor--"
I kissed her. Her body went rigid for a moment before she closed her eyes and leaned into it. What started as a gentle, sweet brushing of my lips against hers quickly escalated into something deeper and more passionate. She slid off of her stool and into my embrace. My arms wrapped around her as her hands found the back of my head, pulling me harder to her lips. I felt her tongue begin to probe my mouth. But then, suddenly, a glass crashed to the ground, and we remembered we were in the middle of a crowded bar. We broke apart, both looking slightly embarrassed.
With sudden decisiveness, Emily grabbed my hand and pulled me away from the bar, towards the parking lot. I glanced back and saw Sarah smiling at me beatifically, her glass raised to us.
The ride back to Em's place was filled with nervous energy. She held my hand tightly as I drove, as though the spell would be broken if she let go. We didn't talk, but when we stopped at an intersection, I smiled reassuringly at her. The tension seemed to melt from her. I opened my mouth to speak, but she just yelled, "Light's green! Go!"
At her apartment, we took the steps two at a time. She fumbled with her keys, cursing, before finally unlocking the door. We crossed the threshold together and resumed the kiss that had begun back at the bar. Our tongues danced together as we stumbled back towards her bedroom, shedding clothes as we went. By the time we were through her door, I was down to my pants and Emily had on only her bra and panties.
My hands worked furiously at the clasp of her bra, until, with a triumphant flourish, I freed her breasts from its confines. They were magnificently round and perky, despite their size. Her nipples were tiny, light brown, and hard enough to cut glass. My mouth descended from hers to suckle at one nipple, while my hand cupped and squeezed her other breast. She gave out a gasp as my teeth lightly grazed her nipple. "Oh god, Mike..."
Emily pushed me away after a moment, a lusty grin on her face. She sat on the edge of the bed, pulling me along with my belt loops until I stood in front of her. I moved to undo my button and zipper, but Em slapped my hands away with a laugh. "Oh no you don't! You got to unwrap your present, now I get to unwrap mine."
Her fingers deftly manipulated the button. She looked in my eyes as she slowly unzipped me, smiling the whole time. My hands free, I reached down to tweak one of her nipples, drawing a little squeal out of her. "Meanie!" She tugged my pants and briefs down together in one motion, leaning in as she did so. My dick was as hard as it's ever been. It popped out as the tension was released, smacking her in the cheek and eliciting a peal of laughter.
My little Tinkerbell held it in her hand, examining it. "Hmmm, so you're the one that's been poking me in the back when I've been trying to watch TV." She looked up at me, eyes clouded with desire. "God, I knew you were going to have a nice dick. It's so gorgeous." She opened her mouth wide and took an experimental lick, lapping up a bead of precum from the slit. Then, that wicked grin of hers again. "Mmm, and it tastes so yummy, too."
She dove forward, taking me into her incredible mouth. Her head bobbed up and down, and I could feel her tongue sliding along the underside as she did so. Emily's technique was amazing, and not just her oral skills. She kept catching my eye, and in her glances, I could see a mixture of longing, enthusiasm, and playfulness that heightened my pleasure. All of it felt truly genuine, even if it was played up a bit for my benefit. At that moment, I felt like I was the only thing in her world, and I never wanted to be anywhere else.
Too soon, I could feel my impending orgasm. My hands began to tangle in her hair, and I moaned, "Em, I'm gonna..." Emily grabbed my ass, pulling me towards her. She swallowed, and I could feel the head of my cock in her throat, driving me over the edge. I came then, loudly moaning her name as I emptied my balls down her throat. She held on all through it, sucking greedily until the last of my cum had found its way into her stomach.
Then she pulled back from me and laid a soft, sweet kiss on the head of my cock. Her hands began to work at my dick, avoiding the most sensitive parts, but readying me for another round with her. She kissed at the shaft, then withdrew. My friend and lover pushed herself backwards up the bed and wordlessly stretched out her arms to me.
I knelt on the bed, gazing at this most beautiful of creatures. Emily's legs were spread wide, the crotch of her panties visibly wet. She was ready for me, but I wanted to take my time with her. I wanted to give her pleasure commensurate with what she had already given me. I tugged at Em's panties, pulling them down past her knees. Her pussy was slick with her juices, the labia engorged with arousal. Her hair was trimmed into an inviting golden blonde landing strip, and I wondered if she kept it that way all the time or if she had done this just for our not-a-date.
I threw the panties aside and began to kiss my way up Emily's leg, starting at the ankle, then knee, and on up her thigh, licking and nipping at her sensitive flesh. Just before I reached my goal, however, I felt a tug on my hair. I looked up between her legs, between her breasts, to see Emily staring at me with an almost pained expression on her face.
"God, please, Mike. I need you inside me."
I drew myself above Emily, looking down into her eyes. I kissed her, tasting a hint of myself on her lips. Her slender hand stroked my dick, bringing it to her entrance. She broke our kiss and looked me in the eye. "Please, Daddy. Please give your little girl what she neeeee-- "
Her sentence was cut off into a mewling whine as the head of my cock slipped inside her hot, wet cunt. She was so tight that it was almost painful, but I needed her, had to feel her body yield to mine. She bit her lower lip and moaned, eyes half closed, as I slid further into her. It was like being gripped by a velvet fist as her tunnel opened to accommodate me.
I stilled for a moment, and she leaned up to kiss me. She hung onto me like I was the only solid thing in the world. After all too brief a time, Emily pulled away and pleaded, "All of it, Mike. I need all of it." She laid back down onto the bed and gripped my arms, staring into my eyes with an eager, almost manic light. My sexy little pixie crossed her legs around my back and nodded to me with a smile. I pushed in the last few inches, slowly, almost teasingly, forcing a loud groan from deep inside her.
Her hand stroked my chest, not to stop me from moving, but as an intimate gesture of affection between two lovers. It moved around to my side and down to my hip, gripping it as I began to move. She gave a whimper as I withdrew, followed by a contented little sigh as I buried myself to the hilt in her again.
I began to move in and out of her more rapidly, and her other hand slid downwards between us. I felt her fingers playing at her clit and started to fuck her then, really fuck her. She had already given me so much pleasure, and I wanted to return it to her.
"God, Em, you feel so fucking good. So-- nnf-- so tight," I grunted as I began to slam into her.
"Oh, fuck, Mike. I... I..." I felt her insides begin to flutter, and I knew her orgasm was coming.
"That's it. That's my good girl. Cum for me. Cum on Daddy's cock. Show Daddy what a good girl you can-- " I felt her clench down on me. Her mouth opened in a silent scream as she came, body tensing hard against me for what seemed like minutes, before finally going limp.



I kept slowly fucking her as Emily gradually came back to her senses. She began to babble, begging me for more. It was almost nonsense, like a snake handler speaking in tongues, but eventually it began to form into a chant. "Fuck me, Mike! Fuck me! Fuck me!" The chant grew in volume and speed as I began to hammer into her. I had wanted to give her even more, but I couldn't. The pressure was building up again, and I knew that no amount of thinking about baseball or trying to do calculus would stop what was about to happen.
As I got closer, the chant changed. Her legs tightened around my back, drawing me deep into her on each thrust. She hung off me as I felt her begin to tense once more. "On- on the pill. S-safe. Cum in me. Cum. Cum, cum, please cum, Daddy. Cum in your good girl, Daddeeeee!" She began to howl as her orgasm took her, and as she clenched down on me, I joined her in chorus. I thrusted hard into her one final time, and my seed splashed against her cervix, pulse after pulse painting her insides.
I slumped down, trying not to crush her. She was still locked into the aftershocks of her ecstasy, her body trembling beneath me like a leaf. I rained gentle kisses down onto the beautiful woman that had made me feel alive again. Like a man again. I didn't know what the future held for us, but if she had asked me right then, I would have stayed with her forever.
As her tremors subsided, I rolled to the side, pulling her with me. Emily rested her head on my chest as we both tried to catch our breath. I kissed the top of her head and absentmindedly stroked the small of her back as we basked in the afterglow.
Long minutes stretched by before either of us spoke. This was uncharted territory for us. In the moment, it had felt so right, and it still did to me. But I didn't know how she felt, and I didn't want to shatter the silence. I was afraid that she had regrets. I was afraid that this would be the one and only time this happened. I was afraid that I had lost my friend.
Finally, she spoke. "Jesus, your ex was a fucking idiot."
She looked up at me with a broad, satisfied smile on her face. I laughed, but I worried that there might be something else behind that smile. I opened my mouth to speak, but she silenced me with a kiss. "Let's worry about tomorrow tomorrow. For tonight, I just want this." She kissed her way down my body and started to clean me with her tongue. I hardened again almost instantly. I hadn't even had this kind of refractory period in high school, but I was beginning to suspect that somewhere between my fitness regime and the incredible beauty and talents of my lover, getting hard wouldn't be a problem tonight.
Emily climbed on top, holding me in her hand. She rose up to her full kneeling height, sliding the head of my cock up and down her slit, before sitting down on me and impaling herself in one motion with a loud "FFFFffffuuuck!" I arched my back then, grabbing at her hips with my hands. I'm sure my fingers left bruises on her, but she didn't complain. Her head was thrown back as she began to move, hips swaying back and forth, grinding herself against me.
That was just the beginning of the night. I lost count of how many times she came. I tried to bring her to orgasm as often as I could, but when she would urge me on, begging me to finish in her, I couldn't help myself. I began to use her as a toy when I was close, my own personal moaning, screaming fleshlight. This seemed to drive her even wilder, knowing that I couldn't control myself with her, and she would cum hardest when I was least gentle with her.
Finally, early in the morning on Saturday, our spirits still willing but our bodies weak, I spooned against her under the covers, whispering gratitude and affection in her ear. She laid her head on my arm and kissed my bicep before whispering, "Goodnight, Mike. Thank y..." and then she was fast asleep. I followed her not long after, and while my slumber was dreamless, I went to it with a smile on my face.
I awoke the next morning in full daylight. I smelled Emly on the pillow next to me and felt the dried, sticky mess she had left on my body and the bed, but there was no other sign of her in the bedroom. Squinting at the clock, I could see it was almost 10. I stretched and put my boxers on, then went to find my... lover? Friend? Girlfriend? I supposed we'd have to have that talk.
I didn't have to search far. Emily was sitting on her couch, hair a mess, wrapped in a blanket. She had been looking out the window, but as I opened the door, her face turned to me. Her eyes were red rimmed, and tears had stained her cheeks. I approached her slowly. "Em?"
She sniffled as her eyes began to fill. "I'm so sorry, Mike. I fucked everything up."
Sitting beside her on the couch, I pulled her close into me. "Hey, shh, no. Nothing's fucked up. That was the best night of my life, and I want-"
She pushed me away. Not angrily, but forcefully. Her sad expression had hardened into a steely resolve."No, Mike. Don't say anything else. Not until..." She looked so lost then. "Not until I tell you."
I hadn't seen this Emily before. "Tell me what, exactly?" She clearly wanted space, so I moved to the far end of the couch.
She looked down, concentrating like she was trying to remember something long forgotten. Something she had tried to bury and hoped to never dig back up again. "My parents had an unhappy marriage. They got married too young, right out of high school. Not because mom was pregnant or anything. They were just dumb kids that thought they understood the world, and they thought that their love would stand the test of time. It wasn't even two years before they were both ready to be done with each other, but then I came along. They tried to stay together for me and later for my brother, but that only lasted until I was six. I'm pretty sure that mom cheated on dad first, but I know they both slept around.
"They tried, they really did, to be good parents. But they weren't cut out for it. I became a bargaining chip, or a messenger, or a sounding board for things I shouldn't have known about at that age. They each had a string of boyfriends and girlfriends in their lives. A couple even managed to make it long enough to earn the 'stepparent' tag. None of them were awful, but I was an afterthought to pretty much every adult in my life."
"God, I'm sorry, Em. I--"
She looked at me wearily. "Please, just let me finish before you talk. There's so much more to tell you, and I'm not going to make it through all of it if... if you show me affection like that. I'll break down, and this will take much longer. I might even chicken out. So please, if you care about me, just let me talk, okay?"
I reluctantly nodded, and she resumed. "The only place I found any solace was at school. I was smart. Loved reading and math and science. Good with computers. So that's what I used as my retreat. Some kids have treehouses and friends; I had a stack of books and a first-name-basis relationship with the library staff.
"I wasn't athletic. I just wanted to be by myself with my books, and gym class always seemed dumb. It was a bunch of competition for no reason, just trying to tire us out so our parents wouldn't have to deal with us at the end of the day.
"Unfortunately, having shitty but well-meaning parents meant that I lived on microwaved junk, fast food, and unhealthy snacks. I got big. Not morbidly obese big, but still way bigger than a kid should have been. By the time I was in high school, that's who I was: the fat nerd girl. I didn't have any friends, and I convinced myself that I didn't want any. But I was still a hormonal teenager, and I really started to feel that in my junior year."
She sighed. "Every school has their Todd: athletic, rich, handsome, and a total dick. He was the star quarterback and in the same year as me. Of course, he dated one of the cheerleaders, Bethany. She was about as mean as they come, enforcing the social hierarchy with an iron fist. And, when it came to hierarchies, I knew exactly where I belonged: on the bottom. She used me as her regular whipping girl over the years, and I'm ashamed to admit I let her get away with it.
"Between our junior and senior year, I heard that the two of them had broken up. It was interesting at the time only as a curiosity to me, the same way that hearing about two Hollywood celebrities divorcing is. But when school started up that fall, Todd and I were taking a couple of the same courses. He was having trouble, and he asked me for help. I started to tutor him. We became close, and eventually he asked me out.
"I was elated, of course. I had no experience with boys at all, other than a little fumbling behind the bleachers in sophomore year with a sorta-boyfriend. But now I was dating the most eligible boy in school, and he seemed to really be into me. It wasn't long before he took my virginity; I say took, but I was very willing to give it up to him. I thought he really cared about me, and even if he didn't, so what? He was hot, I was horny, and I wanted to be shed of it anyways.
"But then..." She paused, trying to will herself to go further. I wanted to comfort her, but I held to my promise of letting her tell her story in her time. "Then, he said that he wanted to have a different kind of fun. That some of his friends on the team were lonely. If I was a good girlfriend, I'd help them out. That it was just sex, we'd still be boyfriend and girlfriend. That it was just a thing that confident adults did with their partners. He harped on it for a few weeks, and I finally gave in."
Tears began to slowly fall down her face. "I slept with probably half the team. I don't feel particularly guilty about that; I knew I wasn't the only girl that had that dubious distinction. Except... except I found out that the whole thing had been a lie. I was about to go down on one of Todd's teammates for the first time, and he had an attack of conscience.
"Todd had never broken up with Bethany. The whole thing had been one long prank. She had convinced him to seduce me so that he could video me, and so that his friends could video me. Then, later on, they planned to release all of the videos on some porn sites and send links to everyone at school. Just for fun. Just to be cruel to the fat nerd girl."
"Jesus!"
She ignored me and continued with a sneer. "Fucking stupid of them. What did they think was going to happen? I went to my parents and the school administrators. There were revenge porn laws by then in California, and between those and the academic sanctions for what they'd done, Todd and Bethany ended up having to repeat their senior year and pay a bunch of fines. They barely missed jail time, too. Some of the others got caught up in it, but most of them flipped on Todd and Bethany and got away with 'just' a sex offender designation.
"By then, though, the damage was done. If I had been unpopular before, now I was a leper. I stopped eating. Barely went to school. My grades suffered. I started taking long walks during the day to be alone." She laughed without humor. "More alone. My parents got me into therapy, but I wasn't ready for that yet. I wanted to hold onto my rage so I couldn't be hurt again. The one useful thing my therapist did suggest was that I find a new outlet for my anger. She suggested I start going to the gym.
"The next year, I went to college in another state. I didn't want to chance running into anyone that knew me. By the end of my first year in college, I had clocked so much time in the gym that I was well on my way to looking like I do now. Guys stopped looking at me as the fat nerd girl and instead as the hot blonde chick. I tried to date, but I was still so angry about what had happened to me that I couldn't form any real connection with anyone. I craved sex, but it was so tangled up in my head with what happened in high school that I couldn't have more than a one night stand without getting paranoid and distant."
She paused again. Her fists were clenched, and she was shivering. "One night, I was out at a bar and saw a couple. A sexy brunette with an athletic blonde guy. They weren't the spitting image of Bethany and Todd, but they were from the same batch. She was being an absolute bitch, putting down some poor girl for no reason other than to feel superior. So while she was doing that, I seduced her boyfriend. I figured if I was going to just have a string of one night stands, why not dole out a little justice? I made sure to take a picture with his phone and text it to her in order to document his little indiscretion.
"That became my modus operandi from then on: find a girl being a bitch, seduce her boyfriend, break them up. Sometimes it was as easy as that first couple. Sometimes it took a little more research, finding out what the guy was looking for in bed and what she was denying him. But I always got what I wanted. Or what I thought I wanted.
"Eventually, my standards got less stringent. I started out targeting assholes. Then, they just needed to be a little bit shitty. Then it was just because they were a pretty couple. I justified it to myself by saying that if he strayed, they were going to break up anyways. Or, sometimes, that they probably were assholes but I just hadn't seen them act that way yet.
"It all came to a head when I got my summer internship before my last year in college. I was at a big corporation working with a nice group of folks. One of them was a recent graduate himself. Newly married. I had seen her picture on his desk, and she looked like she was cut from the same cloth as the other girls I had targeted. That's what I told myself, anyways.
"I started to flirt with him. Found out a little bit more about him and what he liked. I finally had the hook set and was starting to reel him in when I attended a company picnic. And that's when I found out that his wife was eight months pregnant with their first child. The way he looked at her... it was love. Real love. They so clearly belonged together. And she was so kind to me and to everyone else, even though she had to be so uncomfortable in that heat. She went on and on about how much her husband talked about me and how much he liked me. She told me that she hoped when I was done with school that I'd come work with him. I felt sick to my stomach at what I had almost done.
"I made my excuses and headed back to my apartment to have a good, long cry. I had become the same type of monster that I hated, the kind that had made me this spiteful, vindictive woman. I played with people's lives because I could, and I almost wrecked a marriage, and why? Because the wife was pretty? I knew I had to stop. I hadn't been ready for therapy before, but I had to get help now.
"I've spent the last two years trying to fix myself, to undo the effects of the trauma that made me into that person. No, that I let make me into that person. It's been a lot of tears and hard work, but I still don't..."
Em had tried to stay strong and hold back the tears, but she was starting to lose that battle. "I don't know if I can... I want to be in love. I want to be worthy of love. But how can I be when I've been so awful? What if I push you away? What if I cheat like your ex did? What if I break your heart? I wouldn't be able to live with myself.
"So I kept you at arm's length. I knew I wanted to be with you, but I couldn't do that to you, especially after you told me what happened with Lisa. But it only worked partially. I love being your friend. I love you as a friend. But I started to realize..." She trailed off, her expression conflicted.
"Last night, I was really sincere about getting you back out there. I wanted you to have the experience of just going and having some fun with someone, because you're my friend and you deserve to be happy. But when you went off with her, I realized something else. I love you. I'm in love with you. And I was so torn. On the one hand, I wanted to beg you to come back, to come home with me. But then I was worried that, if you did come home with me, it would be just some rebound fling. Especially if I didn't tell you all of this first. You'd think I was hiding my past from you, and when you did find out you'd hate me.
"So I resolved myself to letting you go after her. I figured we'd meet up later this week, and I could tell you everything, and then we could figure out where to go from there."
Her tears started to come in full force now as her voice cracked. "But I fucked that up, too, just like I've fucked my whole life up. You came back to me and I couldn't stop you to tell you about how fucked up I am. I just had to get into bed with you, even... even though...
She sobbed openly. "Even though I'm a monster. Even though you must hate me now. I've wrecked everything and-- "
I had heard enough. Promise or no, I rushed to her side and took her into my arms. "Shh, Emily. No. You haven't wrecked anything. I'm here. I've got you, and I'm not leaving."
This brought about a new paroxysm of weeping. I held her close and whispered soothing sounds to her, telling her how special she was to me. How much I loved her. She clutched me tightly to her and buried her face in my neck.
We sat together on the couch for a long time before she pulled herself back together. She finally sniffed and said, "You don't have to... I know this is a lot. I'm a lot. You don't need to feel obligated to be with me just because..." I silenced her protestations with a firm but gentle kiss. "No, Mike, I mean it..." Another kiss, this time more insistent, before I pulled away from her and said, "Shush. I love you. Whatever that means for us, whatever we are now, I am here for you because I want to be. Because I need to be with you."
She smiled, really smiled, for the first time this morning, but I could see questions beginning to bubble up. "But what about..."
"Em, stop. You've been hurt, and you did some things you shouldn't have. I get that. But you are... god, you're amazing. You've already gotten through so much, and this amazing person has come out the other side of it. You're smart and caring and funny and kind. I love being with you. Whatever healing you still need to do, I'm here for you. I've got my own issues to work through, and you've helped me so much. We'll get through together. As long as you're here for me, I'll be here for you. Okay?"
She snuggled into my side and squeezed me, quietly whispering, "Thank you, Mike."
We stayed like that for a while before she pulled away from me. She looked me in the eye and said, "About last night... I don't want you to feel like... If you want that to be a one-off thing, I understand. We can go back to being friends if that would be... if you'd be more comfortable."
I cupped her cheek. "Now why would I do a damned fool thing like that? I felt more loved and desired last night than I've ever felt. You were so incredibly sexy. The way you talked and moved and felt, I thought I had been dreaming when I first woke up. Honestly, if you had still been in bed with me this morning, I don't think we would have gotten up the rest of the day. If that's what being with you is like? I am in this for the long haul."
She turned into my hand and kissed it, then took my hand in hers. Her smile turned into that brilliant grin that I'd fallen for. "I can't promise to be quite that intense every time. But it's going to be fun to try."
I leaned into her and kissed her on the lips, a sweet, tender gesture of affection. Her hands cupped my cheeks, and in doing so, dislodged the blanket that had been draped around her shoulders. Her body was on full display for me again as I pulled back. "God, you're beautiful." Her hair was disheveled and her body crusted with the dried remnants of last night's exertions, but she was the most amazing thing I'd ever seen.



She stood up. "Come on. Let's go get cleaned up." That wicked grin again. "You can do my back."
We stayed in the shower until the water started to turn cold. Our hands roamed across each others' bodies, pretending at first to be cleaning each other, but ultimately just taking the excuse to explore. We kissed as though we would never get to again. Emily's pussy was sore from the night before, and she hissed slightly as my fingers cleaned her. I could feel her heat, felt the juices begin to drip from her. I knew that as sore as she was, she wouldn't be up for sex. But I hadn't had the chance to taste my lover, and I rectified that. She leaned against the shower wall and draped one leg over my shoulder as I held her up, noisily lapping at her pretty, swollen quim until she begged for release, then granting it to her. Em slumped down, and I carried her from the shower before drying her off and taking her back to bed for a short nap.
We woke in the early afternoon, happy but hungry. I changed into my clothes from the night before while she switched into something a bit more casual, then we went out into the world for the first time as a couple. After a quick lunch, we swung by my house so that I could change into something fresh. She hovered at the threshold to my bedroom door. "Would you like to... do you want to pack an overnight bag?" I stepped close to her, still buttoning my shirt as she continued. "I don't want you to feel like I'm pushing too fast, but I was so happy last night. I really... I want-- "
I kissed her. "How many days should I pack for?"
She grinned happily. "How big a suitcase do you have?"
Our D&D game was that night, so after I'd packed, we headed over. We knew there was no way to hide this new development in our relationship, and we didn't really want to, so we entered Rowena's apartment hand in hand. Adam just laughed, "It's about fucking time." He looked over at Rowena. "You owe me five bucks."
Rowena mock-glared at Emily. "Tch. He wasn't even on the market a day, you little tramp! I wanted a crack at him." She smiled and rolled her eyes. "Ah, well. I knew it was a lost cause anyways. I'm kind of surprised you're here. I thought it'd take a crowbar to separate your genitals once you two started going at it."
Gordon just mumbled some congratulations and went back to his preparations for the game. I don't think he'd ever fully given up hope of wooing Emily, but he wasn't completely clueless. And it didn't hurt that Rowena had been subtly giving him pointers to make him less, well, Gordon. He'd even had a date a few weeks back that didn't go too awfully.
We settled into our usual spots for the game, with Em scooting her chair closer to me than usual. Gordon led us through the climactic adventure for the campaign he'd been running, and I was struck more than once how happy my life was compared to where I'd been a year ago. I had friends, things I enjoyed doing, a healthier body and outlook on life, and, to top it all off, a sweet, smart, beautiful girlfriend that loved me for who I was. I couldn't imagine a better life.
After the session was over, while Emily helped Gordon and Adam clean up the table, Rowena pulled me to one side. "I'm happy for you guys. I hope you know I was just teasing earlier." She smiled slyly. "Well, not entirely. It would have been fun to have my way with you at least once." Then she grew more serious. "Emily's great. You both are. But she's been through a lot. I really love her, and I just want to make sure --"
I held my hand up. "I love her, too. She told me about everything. I mean, I assume everything. It was certainly a lot. I want to be there for her. I promise, Ro. I'll take care of her."
Rowena grabbed me into a big bearhug then, almost crushing me. "God, she's so lucky. Fucking bitch." She kissed my cheek. "Go on. Go help her finish clearing up. See you at the gym on Monday?" I nodded and hugged her before going to straighten up and toss out beer bottles.
I had wondered before if Emily's claims that there were women at the gym just waiting for me to make a move had been true or just a way for her to pump up my ego. While it was nice to know for sure, it didn't really matter anymore. I had the woman I wanted.
We drove to her apartment in happy silence. When we reached her place, I walked up the steps behind her with my suitcase. I watched her shapely ass all the way up, bringing a smile to my face as I thought about the night before and the shower this morning. As she unlocked the door, there was still an edge of sexual tension between us. We both wanted to get inside and see what happened next, but it was much more relaxed now. It wasn't last night's pleasant agony of not knowing whether anything would actually happen. Instead, it was the anticipation of deciding what would happen tonight and what we'd leave for future nights.
When we got inside, she yawned and stretched. "Well, I don't know about you, but I'm beat. Why don't you go change into your pajamas in the bathroom, and I'll get some blankets and a pillow for you? You were planning to be on the couch, right? I -- eeeeek!" I picked her up and threw her over my shoulder, and she started laughing and kicking. "You brute! What do you think you're doing! Will no one defend my virtue?!" She laughed even harder as I slapped her ass on the way to her bedroom.
I tossed my little Tinkerbell onto the bed and climbed over her, pinning her wrists to the mattress. "I don't know about defending your virtue, but I'll be happy to make sure you don't have to worry about it anymore." I leaned down and kissed her, my mouth pressing hard on hers. Her teeth pulled at my bottom lip as she ground herself against my erection.
She pulled back and pouted. "But Daddy, you were so rough on my puss puss last night. And your big, fat cock made my jaw ache. How else can I get you off? Is there another way your little girl can make you cum, Daddy? Another hole you can make yours?"
Em laughed at the shock on my face. "Oh, Mike." She tilted her head up to give me an affectionate little kiss. "I know we've talked about how vanilla things were for you before, but I forget sometimes. That's all in the past. As long as you're mine, you are never going to go without." My hands slackened on her wrists, and she held my face in her hands. "I'm yours, lover. Every and any way you want me. Whenever you want me. As long as you'll make that promise to me, too." I could only nod dumbly. "Then get your clothes off. I want to see my man naked. I want to see how hard I make his cock. And then I want him to take that beautiful, perfect dick and fuck my ass so hard that I can't sit down tomorrow."
I could not have undressed faster if my clothes were on fire. Emily gestured to her bedside table as she slowly, teasingly stripped for me. "Lube's in there, lover. Get my cock ready for me?" I pulled out the tube and sat watching her, stroking my cock as she revealed herself to me agonizingly slowly. She leaned over when she was down to her panties and took the head into her mouth, sucking at it like a lollipop. Then she stood up, pushed her underwear down, and let them slide to the floor.
She climbed onto the bed and kneeled, face down, ass up. I wanted her badly then, but I also wanted to tease her as much as she had teased me. She was right, of course. I did have a very vanilla sex life when I was married. And I was pretty sure that Em had much more experience in general than me. But that didn't mean I couldn't still surprise her. I had been with girls before Lisa, and I remembered one in particular...
"Oh! Mike! What are yooooo... oooh oh ffffuck--!" I had spread Emily's cheeks, as if I were going to lube her up. And I was, just not as she expected. My tongue pressed against her starfish, and I tasted the sweat of the day mixed with the soap from the shower earlier. I teased at her, pressing against her little pucker, then withdrawing. Em's hips began to sway, so I pushed her down onto the mattress. She reached back to hold herself open for me, leaving my hands free to grab at her hips.
I pulled her against my face roughly, and my tongue fully penetrated her. There was a not-unpleasant earthy taste, but I was most aware of her bucking, as she somehow tried to simultaneously get away from me and press my tongue further into her. She urged me on, pleading for more. "Oh fuck oh fuck Mike fuck I love you fuckfuckfuck lover don't stop oh pleaseplease don't stop!" As my assault on her ass continued, I felt her begin to tremble. My fingers gripped her tightly enough to leave marks, keeping her from getting away from my insistent, probing tongue until she began to sob, "Oh fuck Mike, fuck oh god I'm gonna--!" Her body tensed, going rigid as she came, but I kept at her tight little asshole, extending her orgasm for as long as I could. I only relented when she slumped to the bed and moaned, "N- no... no more, lover. It's too- it's too much."
I nibbled my way up her back and lay beside her. Emily turned her face towards me and kissed me, drawing my tongue into her mouth, tasting herself, before flopping back down. "My god, Mike. Where the fuck did that come from, and when can you do it again?"
I laughed. "Whenever you want me, lover. Any and every way."
She smiled softly. "Thought I was going to be the one showing you new things. No one's ever done that before." A wistful look flickered across her face. "Not a lot of guys out there just dying to tongue their girl's ass but get told 'no.'" I could tell she was starting to think about her past. She had that sad, worried expression on her face from this morning again.
My voice broke her out of her reverie."Hey." She looked at me. "We both have pasts. I don't care about those right now. We'll deal with them together when we need to. What I care about is our future together." She sniffled a little and nodded, then scooted closer to me.
She nuzzled at my neck. "I love you, Mike. I don't deserve you, but I'm going to do everything I can to try."
"Hush. It's not about deserve, and even if it was, it's me that doesn't deserve you. But I don't want to hear about that anymore, okay? We get what we get, and I've got what I want right here with me."
"Okay, lover. Okay. No more talking about 'deserve.' I promise." She grinned. "Well, not like that, anyways. But I do think someone 'deserves' a little something for making me cum so hard with his tongue." She started stroking my cock and talking in her little girl voice. "Daddy, I'm sorry for worrying so much about the past. Would you like to punish my little asshole so I remember to not do that? It's all nice and open and ready for you now." She took the lube and began to liberally apply it to me. "You're so hard, Daddy. So thick. Do you think it's going to hurt?" Her lips brushed against mine, then her mouth lowered to nibble at my earlobe, where she whispered, "Oh, Daddy. I sure hope it hurts. I know you'll hurt your little girl just right."
Her words were like electricity bringing a monster to life. I got behind her and roughly pulled her hips up with a grunt, drawing a cute little growl from her throat. The head of my cock was against her rosebud, and I started to press against it, firmly and insistently. Her growl changed to a whine as she pushed backwards. The head popped past her ring, and she let out a yelp, whether of pain or joy I wasn't sure. Maybe both. I gave her only a moment to adjust before I began to push deeper into her. Emily's groans grew louder and louder as the length of me disappeared into her bowels until my balls were slapping against her cunt. I leaned forward and spoke in her ear, "Is this what you wanted, little girl? Is this how you should be punished?" She nodded rapidly, then squealed, "Yes, Daddy! Pleeeease!"
I began to saw back and forth in her ass. I knew I wouldn't last long, so I wanted to savor this while I could. She was so tight and hot, and the little noises she was making were tickling at the most primitive parts of my brain. This woman was mine, and she was opening her body to me in a way that was both intimate and taboo. My pace quickened, and my thrusts became rougher. I was worried I might go from hurting her to actually injuring her, but she made no sign of it. Her pained noises turned into sounds that were wholly, unequivocally of pleasure. "Yes, Daddy! Need it! Please... please Mike. Fuck me h-hard! Please!" As she started to tense again I grunted, "Good-- unf-- girl! Come for me. Come-- ah-- come while I fill your ass!" I could hold my release no longer, and I flooded her gut with my semen, propelling her to her climax. I held tight to her while she finished, before finally pulling myself from her well-used hole, releasing a gush of cum and lube.
She fell to the bed, tilting onto her side and gasping for air. I got up and went to the restroom to clean myself, then returned with a warm washcloth. She whimpered a little as I bathed her ravaged, gaping asshole, but soon she was all clean. When I laid down next to her, she crowded close to me, putting her head on my shoulder. Kissing her softly on the forehead, I lovingly told her, "Thank you for giving yourself to me like that."
She squeezed me tightly and laughed. "And thank you for taking me like that." Her lips grazed my chest. "I love the way you fuck me, Mike. It's so... perfect. Not just the sex, but everything before and after, too." She looked up in my eyes. "Do you know how many guys would have made me come with their tongue like that? Not many, I'll tell you that much." Her expression softened. "And afterwards, the way you took care of me? The way you cleaned me, like I was your delicate little treasure? And this morning, when you knew I was so horny and took care of me in the shower without asking anything of me?" She laid her head back down on me. "I know it's early, yet, Mike. I don't... I don't want to spook you. But I love this. I don't ever want it to end."
I held her tight against me. "I don't want to promise you anything I can't deliver, Em, but I love you. I'm so happy. And I can't imagine ever wanting to be anywhere else than with you. I want this, and I want you, for as long as you'll have me."
We kissed and chatted for a while about nothing in particular, then just lay together in a contented silence. Eventually she stirred. "I need to go to the bathroom." I let go of her, but she didn't move. "Ugh, I can't get up. I'm so fucking sore; my abs feel like I did a thousand crunches because SOMEbody won't stop making me cum."
I chuckled. "Aw, pobrecita." Then I laughed, remembering something she said months ago. "Hey, you were right!"
"About what?"
"I did fuck some poor girl into oblivion once I was ready to date again!"
I chortled as she slapped my chest. "Asshole. I should just piss on you instead."
"Hey, it's your bed. And I can get up and take a shower, unlike some people." She pouted, but I was already standing to help her to her feet. By the time she was back to the bedroom, I was feeling drowsy, so she slid in next to me and pulled the blanket over us. We kissed goodnight, and then I was out like a light.
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The next morning, we just decided to relax together. Emily was still sore, and I was feeling lazy, so we spent the day lounging around. My new girlfriend and I stayed in bed kissing and cuddling when we woke, then I cooked her breakfast from the meager supply of staples in her kitchen. We did the dishes together, me in a pair of sweatpants with no shirt and she in a t-shirt and boy panties. Then we retired to the couch to binge watch whatever caught our eye while snuggling.
I laid on my side, spooning against her as we searched for something on Netflix. We made our selection, some execrable 90s sci-fi trash, and settled in. Halfway into the movie, I felt myself stirring against her back. As had become my habit, I shifted a little so that I wasn't disturbing her, but then I realized I didn't need to do that anymore. Instead, I pressed myself against her ass so she could feel exactly the effect she'd always had on me.
Em gave a low, throaty chuckle. "Bored, lover? Movie not holding your attention?" She reached down between us to stroke her hand over the front of my sweats. "You know, ever since that first day we laid here together, I fantasized about this. You were always such a gentleman, trying to make me feel comfortable. I loved the way that you showed me that respect, how you wanted to be honest about being attracted to me, but didn't want to hurt our friendship." She half turned towards me and gave me a soft kiss. "I liked you before that. But, looking back, I think that was when I really started to fall for you."
She turned further towards me, a gleam in her eyes. "But you don't have to restrain yourself anymore. And I've been waiting months to help you out. I know it's been hard for you." She giggled. "No pun intended. But if you knew how damp I was after you left each time? Mmm my god. My fingers were like prunes after I got myself off, I was so wet for you."
A sharp intake of breath from me as she gently squeezed my cock. I gasped, "Wait. Show me."
She looked at me quizzically. "Show you? What do you mean?"
"I want to watch you. Show me how much you wanted me before you could have me. I want to see how you make yourself come."
A light went off. "Oh! Oh. That's..." She bit her lip. "Fuck Mike, that's so hot. Yeah, lover. I want to. But only if I can watch you, too." I nodded and Emily slid off the couch, down onto her knees, legs spread wide. One hand slipped down into her panties. She began to slowly stroke herself while the other reached up under her shirt to squeeze at her breasts.
"Wait," my voice commanded, and she stopped. "Take your shirt off. I want to see you. You can keep your panties on, but I want to see those amazing tits while you play with them." She bit her lip in that sexy little way she does. She took the hem of her shirt in her hands, slowly raising it, teasing me a little before she pulled it all the way off. Her breasts bounced as they came loose, and I felt my mouth water. I wanted to taste those perky little nipples, to suck on them until she moaned for me to take her. But that wasn't the game we were playing right now.
She fell back on her haunches, staring at my crotch hungrily. "Your turn."
If I stood, I knew she'd be tempted to take me into her mouth. While part of me was screaming out, 'yes, dummy, that's a good thing,' I was enjoying the building anticipation. Instead, I raised myself up just enough to pull my sweats down, then leaned forward to pull them off and throw them aside. As I did, my face dipped towards Emily's luscious lips, but I only came just close enough to tempt her before sitting back with my legs spread wide.
My cock was standing free now, hard and proud. I wrapped my hand around the shaft and began to stroke it slowly. Emily watched, mesmerized. Her hand slid back down below the waistband of her shorts. I could see movement there, delicate motions hidden by the fabric. I imagined her teasing at the lips and sliding a finger between. A soft schlicking sound could be heard as her movements grew in speed, and she began to moan quietly. My hand moved up and down, spreading precum first on the head and then the length of my dick.
I breathed, "Is this what you'd do wishing I was with you? Is this how you'd finger yourself each time?" She nodded without speaking. "You're so wet. So eager. You need this, don't you? You need me." She nodded again, eyes alive with desire as she stared at my cock.
I stroked myself faster. "That first night I stayed with you, when I slept on your couch, do you know how hard I was? Do you know how much I wanted to come into your room and take you, to claim you as mine?"
I thought about how frustrated I'd been for months. She was starting to pant, and her eyes became unfocused. "Every night when I'd go home after we hung out, Emily. I tried not to. I tried to just think of you as my friend, but I couldn't stop myself. Every night, I'd stroke myself just like this. I'd wish I could bury my cock in your tight little cunt. I wondered what you'd sound like when you came."
Her hand moved, almost of its own accord, up to roughly squeeze at her breast. I stroked myself rapidly. "You're so much better than I dreamt, Em. So much. You're mine, you understand?" Her head bobbed vigorously, desperate to show me that she knew. "And I'm going take you whenever I want to. And you're going to love it. Isn't that right, my good girl?" She pinched her nipples and gasped, "Mike. Oh god, Mike. Yes. Yours. Oh, god, ohgod gonna cum soon..." Our hands were both blurs now. I felt my body responding to her moans and motions, the familiar tightening in my balls. "Em. Em. I-- "
She looked me in the eye then, for the first time since we'd started. There was an animalistic hunger there. "On me, Mike. On me. Mark me, lover. Give me-- " and then I was over the edge. I was barely able to shift forward on the couch before ropes of cum showered her tits and belly. She arched her back to receive my tribute, triumph and ecstasy written across her face.
She hadn't cum yet, but she was so desperately close. As one hand brought her closer and closer to the edge, the other scooped my cum from her chest. She licked at my seed, sucked her fingers clean, and went back for more. It was so lewd and so loving at the same time, as if she couldn't bear the thought of not having my issue inside of her. She watched my face to see how I'd respond to this shameless display of lust, her expression hopeful and fearful. I think she still foolishly worried that I might reject her, as if her naked wantonness would frighten me.
I spoke to her in a low, even tone. "Show me, Emily. Show me how desperate you've been to feel my love. The love I've always had for you."
Her body shook, then froze in the way I had seen often in the last few days. A short cry escaped from her first, then transformed into a wail of pleasure as her release came. I slid off the couch and took her in my arms, held her against me as her body juddered with ecstatic energy. She gasped, taking in lungfuls of air as her orgasm began to pass and released her from paralysis. I felt her arms weakly encircle me as the gasps gave way to sobs, not of sorrow, but of joy. We had found our way to each other, and everything was right with the world.
She pulled away a few moments later and laughed ruefully, wiping a happy little tear from her eye. "God, I'm such a mess. Are you sure this is what you want?" I kissed her lovingly. "Never been more sure of anything." She looked down at herself and chuckled, "How do you make that much jizz? It's like a fucking firehose every time."
She stood shakily. "Help me to the shower?"
We left the shitty movie behind us as we got into her shower and cleaned each other. When we returned to the couch together, while I felt some stirrings again, I think we had finally fucked ourselves out for the time being. We found something a little more distracting to watch this time, though, just to be sure.
Our life began to settle into a new, fun routine. Most days, we'd go to work, meet at the gym, grab some dinner, and then go to one of our apartments, usually hers. We'd settle in together and cuddle in front of the TV some nights, go straight to bed others. Sometimes we'd make love. Mostly, though, we'd fuck. The love between us was always implicit, but the sex was just more fun when it was explicit.
Our bedroom romps were adventurous and varied. We combined our experiences to find the things that we both enjoyed. It. Was. Great. Em had tossed out most of her old sexual accouterments from her college days, unwanted souvenirs of a past that she was trying to forget. But she still had some that she didn't part with, and we enjoyed those together, too, making good memories to replace the bad.
After several months, it was rare that we repeated the same kink more than a handful of times. There are some women who take a transactional approach to sex: "One piece of jewelry is worth three blowjobs or one anal session." Em wanted nothing to do with that. Instead, she viewed our time in bed as a great journey that we were on together, and she wanted to see all of the attractions. It was enjoyable, but also exhausting, like trying to hit every ride at Disney World on the first day.
One night, after a particularly vigorous ride, she was cuddled up in my arms. I decided to broach the subject. Foolish, perhaps. Why risk a good thing? But I was beginning to worry that it was less a good thing and more an extension of the insecurity that Emily had about our relationship, and that mattered more than any kind of sexual acrobatics.
"Hey, Emily? Can we talk?"
She tensed. "What's wrong?"
I squeezed her reassuringly. "Nothing's wrong, Em. I am so in love with you, and I'm so happy to be with you. You know that, right?"
Emily drew herself up onto her elbows. "... but?"
I sighed. "I just want you to know that... look, the sex is amazing. It's incredible, and if you give me a little time to recuperate, I'll be happy to show you exactly how I feel about it-- "
She laughed and kissed my chest.
"-- but I don't want you to feel like you have to... I dunno. Entice me to stay? I love that you want to do all of these things with me, and I very, very much want to keep doing them with you, but I just feel like..." I was at a loss for words. As I talked, this started to seem like a really dumb complaint, but I was sure there was something to how I was feeling.
She picked up my train of thought. "... like we're speedrunning the Kama Sutra?"
I laughed loudly. "Something like that, yeah. I don't mind taking some time to circle back to things we enjoy more. Does that sound silly?"
Em shook her head and looked at me apprehensively. "I'm sorry. I just-- I'm going to tell you something now, and I don't want you to get mad, okay?"
I nodded slowly. "I'll do my best."
She nestled back into my arms. "After everything that happened, when I went to therapy, I decided to be celibate for a while. I didn't want to be with anyone until I'd fixed whatever the fuck was wrong in my brain. A while turned into two years. More than two years, actually. That night with you was the first time I'd been with anyone since before my last year in college.
"And it felt great. It was so amazing. I've never had sex like that before: mindblowing orgasms, emotional closeness, all of it. I've never... I've never been in love before. My first 'boyfriend' turned out to be a cruel bastard that was playing a joke on me, and after that, I couldn't be close to anyone. Until you."
My pixie turned her head up to me, smiled, and gave me a quick, sweet kiss, then cuddled up again before continuing.
"I had a lot of sex before you. Some of it was because I was tricked into believing things that weren't true. Some of it was because I needed to blow off steam and just used whatever guy was available. And some of it... some of it was because I was manipulating people. Trying to ruin their relationships. As awful as it is, there was a real feeling of power in that. Knowing that the way I looked and what I could do with my body gave me the power to..." She shuddered, and I hugged her tight until she was ready to talk again.
"I knew that something had changed in me in the last two years, even before we were together. My masturbation fantasies had changed; I found my mind drifting towards fantasies of love instead of pure sex. When they were purely sexual, the power dynamics in them had shifted. I stopped needing to be the one 'in charge' in my fantasies, sometimes preferring the idea that I would take care of my lover instead of being taken care of by them.
"When I talked to my therapist about it, she told me that I might find that, as I healed, as I came to terms with what had been done to me and what I'd done to others, my sexual tastes might change in ways I didn't expect. They really have.
"I told you before that the way that I got between some couples was to find out what the guy liked that the girlfriend didn't, and I took advantage of that. There were things that... that I did and enjoyed at the time, but I've since realized I enjoyed them because I felt powerful, not because they were things I liked actually doing. And there were other things that I didn't like because they required me to give up power, to be submissive, but that I find now..."
Emily stopped as if collecting her thoughts. I had known her long enough now to let her sort them out, instead of asking. She wasn't stalling, just thinking.
"Do you remember that first night, when we were going out to get you laid, and I had you go check yourself out in the mirror?"
"Hard to forget that night."
She chuckled. "Do you know that we almost didn't make it out of the bathroom?"
"Really?"
"When I told you that you were giving off daddy vibes, and you jokingly called me your little girl, I got so fucking wet. I've never had that kind of reaction before. I had to play it off like I was angry, because right then, I wanted to beg you to bend me over the sink and fuck me til I couldn't walk. I had never been into the whole Daddy/little girl thing before. I found it kind of creepy. But right then, god, I was so turned on."
"So that night, when you called me Daddy..."
"That was the first time I'd ever done that. I was trying it out. And I think you know how that went."
The "Daddy" thing had become, if not a constant, then certainly a recurring theme in our love life. I had never been into it before either, but at this point, I had a completely Pavlovian response to Emily calling me Daddy. Truth be told, I was starting to get hard and had to try to will it down.
She continued. "Later, when you told me to show you what a good girl I was by cumming on your cock? Holy shit, I had never cum that hard in my life. And then you just fucking railed me for the rest of the night, using me like a little fuckdoll, and I..." She looked down at my dick and laughed. "I'm sorry, do we need to stop? Am I draining all the blood from your big head?"
I grunted, "I'll manage. Keep talking."
"Anyways. I realized then that my... sexual compass, I guess, had gotten completely realigned. I still like to be dominant sometimes, as you know..." She grinned at me, and I winced a little remembering how deftly she could wield a riding crop when she wanted to. "...but mostly I just want to be your good girl. I want you to take me and own me, because... I think because I feel so safe with you. I love you so much. I'd trust you with my life."
Em leaned up to kiss me, and I asked, "So, the reason we've been so adventurous is you... trying to figure out what you like again?"
"Yeah. Yeah, that's pretty much it in a nutshell. I mean, some of it is because it's just fun watching you when I suggest something we haven't tried before." She smiled sweetly at me. "You get a look on your face like a kid opening his Christmas presents. But it's definitely a journey of rediscovery for me."
"Why didn't you just say something?"
She looked ashamed then. "Because... because I was scared. I didn't want to give you a reason to be worried. I didn't want you to think I was a freak, or, I dunno, not want to be with me."
I thought for a long time before I spoke. "I wish you had told me. I really do. My marriage failed, I think, because Lisa wouldn't tell me when things were wrong. She'd just hint at them, and I'd have to piece things together. I'd like to think I'm more perceptive now than I was then, but I don't want to fall into that trap with you, too. Please don't do that to us. I got into this knowing we both have healing to do, so please stop worrying about losing me because you still have things to work through. The only way I'm going to leave is if I feel like I can't trust you, okay? So talk to me."
She winced. "I'm sorry, Mike. I will. I promise, I'll do my best, okay?"
I hugged her. "That's all I can ask for. You made a mistake. I'll make mistakes, too. But let's try not to make them twice, okay?"
She nodded and sniffed. "Thank you. I love you."
"I love you, too."
Emily hugged me tightly, crushing me against her. "God, you are just the best guy, you know that? Understanding, and cute, and sweet, and the absolutely most perfect cock I'm ever gonna have."
I laughed. "If you say so."
She got on her elbows and looked at me again. "I'm serious! You are such a great boyfriend. You really are sweet and... ooooh, this is about your dick, right? What am I saying? Of course it is. You're a guy."
I rolled my eyes and said, "Look, I know I'm not the biggest guy in the world. I doubt I'm even the biggest..."
She put her finger on my lips. "Shush. I never said you're the biggest guy I've had. You're not. You're not the longest, or the thickest. I said you're perfect. You're perfect for me." She straddled my legs, and took my cock in her hand, stroking it slowly. "Most girls, unless they're size queens or masochists, don't want enormous dicks. They aren't fun, other than as a novelty. They hurt a lot of the time. We don't want little dicks, either, but most guys with little dicks learn to supplement with their tongues or their fingers. But you certainly don't have a little dick, so that doesn't apply to you, either."
My dick was fully erect now, hard and throbbing in her hands. "Your length is so nice. Unless you just take me roughly without getting me ready first --" She grinned that wicked little grin, "which can be fun sometimes, admittedly -- but unless you do that, you're long enough to occasionally kiss my cervix, but not bang into it, which hurts. So you're the perfect length. I feel you deep inside me each time you thrust, but only in the best ways."
Emily wrapped her hand all the way around. "And you're just a little too thick for me. That first night, yeah, I hadn't had sex in two years, and you felt like a goddamned elephant. But even now, I still feel you stretching me when you push in. And I love that. You make me feel like..."
She thought for a moment. "You know how I said before that I love how you take me? How it feels like you own me? I love the way your cock stretches me. Love that your thickness makes me just a little uncomfortable when you first fuck me each night. It hurts just enough to know that you're taking me, because you have to take me to get all the way inside. I love that, after you fuck me, that I can still feel how much you stretched me afterwards. That ache the next day is a reminder of how much you desire me, how much you need to push yourself as deep into me as you can get. I get a little thrill each time I feel that soreness, because I know you can't resist me, and that you just take what you want from my body. And that's good, because I want you to take it, too."



She licked her hand, tasting my precum, then getting me slick with her spit. Her speech and her hand had me almost ready to burst. "This cock, your perfect cock, is the best I've ever had, and it's the best I'm ever going to have. It fits me perfectly, like a key in a lock."
I grinned. "The key to your heart, eh?"
She leaned forward and kissed my forehead. "No, that's here." Then, she raised herself up over me and brought the head of my cock to her slick, greedy cunt. She winked saucily. "But your dick can sure open my box any time, Daddy." She sunk down onto me and I groaned loudly. She smirked down at me. "Feels good, lover?"
I grunted, "Nah, that was for the pun."
Emily slapped my chest and started to pull off. "Dick!"
Grabbing her hips, I pulled her back down, hard. "Your dick. All yours, good girl."
My gorgeous blonde girlfriend moaned and started to grind against me. "Oh, you bastard. That's... ah!" I pushed my hips into the mattress and slammed up into her. "That's cheating. You d-dirty-- ah!-- cheater." She smiled a silly, teasing little smile at me.
We began to move together, sliding against each other. "Whatever keeps me in the sweetest pussy I've ever had. My good girl is so tight. So hot. I'm happy that she loves giving this to me, even if it hurts. I'm glad that she likes how it hurts."
I used a little leverage to flip Emily over onto her back, rolling with her. I pinned her wrists above her head, and she groaned loudly. "Does my good girl want to be filled with my cream?" She nodded frantically. Another thing that I knew, for sure, was that Emily preferred that I cum in her. She'd have me do it every time if I could. So I took a little chance. I started to piston in her harder. "What would my little girl do if I hid her pills? Would she still want Daddy's cream in her?"
Her eyes shot open and stared into mine in a mix of lust and horror, much more the former than the latter. She moaned even louder then, "Oh, fuck Mike. Oh my god. What are you--?"
I kept hammering at my beautiful little pixie's pussy. "Does my good girl want me to knock her up? Maybe Daddy should fuck a baby into--" I didn't even finish the sentence before she started thrashing and howling, her orgasm blowing right past her usual paralysis and into violent, energetic motion. I kept fucking her straight through, pinning her down with my weight, slamming my full length into her over and over. She had barely stopped cumming when another started. Emily howled my name as I came what felt like buckets inside her sopping cunt. The girl next door with the insatiable appetites fell limp under me.
She didn't move at all. "Emily? Em, are you okay?" I rolled off of her to check her, worried I'd maybe injured her. She was breathing and staring glassy-eyed at the ceiling. I was about to call her name again when she got the goofiest, most satisfied grin. She looked like she was high.
"Holy fucking shit, Mike. Do it again, Daddy!"
I laughed, "Jesus, Em, you scared me."
She langurously rolled to face me, her eyes slowly becoming more fixed. "I scared myself, lover. I think I blacked out there for a minute."
I kissed her and stroked her hair. "You okay now?"
"Okay? Dude, I'm fantastic." She giggled. "I guess we can add 'breeding fetish' to the things that press my buttons. When you said you were going to hide my pills and knock me up..." She shivered. "Mmmf. I know you'd never do something like that to me, but wow. It was like a bomb went off in my head." She touched her nether lips and found the copious discharge leaking there. "Guess it did it for you, too, huh?"
I sheepishly answered. "I knew you liked me cumming in you, so I figured..."
"Uh huh. And it had nothing to do with you liking to fill my little cunny up with your boys? Maybe a little fantasy about wanting to see me barefoot and pregnant?"
"Well, maybe a little bit," I chuckled.
She got pensive. "Do you? I mean, do you want to knock me up?"
"What? No! I mean... maybe eventually. I want us to be together, and I want kids. But not right now."
She nodded slowly, her expression a little regretful. "Yeah. Yeah, same. Don't get me wrong, I love you. I want us to be together for..." She paused, deciding if she should say what she was thinking. "For the rest of our lives. I really do. But I think we've got a lot of steps between here and there, yeah?"
"Yeah." I lay on my back. "Come here, Em. I want to hold you before we go get cleaned up."
She scooted close to me and chuckled, "God, if you keep cumming in me like that, I think we're going to put that 'birth control pills are 99% effective' disclaimer to the test. Feels like a gallon of your stuff is up in there." She laid her head on my chest. "I meant everything I said before, you know. You really are the best guy. And your dick is perfect. And... and I really would like to have your kids some day."
I stroked her hair. "I love you, Em."
She snuggled. "I love you, too. So much."
After our heart to heart about the variety in our sex life, we actually talked more about it, not less. While we still experimented liberally, we discussed things more beforehand. We were a pair of nerds, a computer programmer and an analyst. While we didn't quite put it into spreadsheets, we discussed the things we knew turned us on, the things that were a hard no for each of us, and the things we hadn't tried yet, either together or separately.
We talked about fantasies; Emily, realizing how much she liked being held down by me, thought she might want to try breathplay. For me, I had never had a threesome, and I was curious. When she found out that I'd much prefer another woman, she just rolled her eyes and said, "Typical man." Then she laughed and kissed me. "Maybe if you're a very good boy, Santa will bring you one."
The breeding kink was a potent new tool in our toolbox, but one rarely used. Partially, I think we both wanted to have it as a fun little surprise to spring occasionally, something to get us both really going. But the main reason, even if we never spoke it aloud, was that there was some pain there. We both wanted something we shouldn't have yet, and it stung a little.
Concrete talk of the future, the idea of us maybe having kids together some day, along with our discussions about communication and trust, finally convinced us: this really was for the long term. I was convinced, and I think she was too, that we'd get there eventually. We'd have the house, the kids, growing old together, all of it, if we didn't screw this up. So, of course, I had to go and do my best to screw it up.
A few weeks after our talk, I went to meet Emily at the gym. I had to work late, but I was hoping I could get a quick workout in before we headed home. Home. It's funny, I'd been going to her place so often these days that I just started thinking of it as home.
When I got to the gym, I quickly found Em, but she was talking with someone. He was massive, like someone has slammed Pete and Not-Pete together and sprinkled in one of the Marvel Chrises for good measure. I was taller than Emily, and he was taller than me, so he towered over her. Big McLargehuge had a relaxed look on his irritatingly handsome face, and Emily was laughing and chatting with him like they knew each other. She was standing close enough to him that I wondered if she might have known him in the biblical sense.
I walked towards them. Her face brightened and she waved me over. But then she saw my expression.
"Hey. Emily. Who's. This?" I tried to sound nonchalant, but I was absolutely chalant.
She looked at me like she didn't recognize me. "This, uh, this is Abe, Mike. He was my workout buddy when I first started here."
Abe, an amiable slab of beef, put his hand out. "Bro! Thanks for taking care of my girl."
I wasn't so far gone that I couldn't at least observe social norms. I took his hand, and we shook. He didn't try any kind of macho alpha shit. It was just a nice, firm handshake.
"Your girl, huh?" I looked at Emily, face blank.
"Yeah, brah! She's super sweet. Helped me out a lot when I was feeling down. I've missed her, but now we can start working out together again, so thanks for watching out for her."
Emily quickly said, "Abe got moved to night shifts just before you joined the gym, Mike. He's back on day shifts now and wants to work out with us."
"Is that so?" My teeth ground together.
He laughed. Even his laugh was irritatingly masculine. "Yeah, bro! Em says you're a runner. That's cool. You do you, brah. But she likes to lift heavy, right? So I figure I can do supersets with her while you do your thing. Get her pumped."
I gritted my teeth. "I'm. Sure. She'd. Like. That." I turned on Em. "Why don't you and your 'bro' get to it, then." I stalked away towards the treadmills.
I heard Abe call out from behind, "See you later, brah! She's in good hands!"
I knew I was being irrational. I trusted Emily, didn't I? I loved her, and she loved me. She told me she hadn't been with anyone since college. I wanted to believe that was true. But she helped him out when she was down? Like with me? She had never mentioned him. Was I just replacement Abe? Even if I wasn't, was that how I started? Did she just befriend sadsacks until she found one that tickled her fancy?
I got on the treadmill and ran. I was angry. I felt foolish. I didn't know if I felt foolish because I felt like Emily had hid something, if it was because I knew I was being a jealous asshole, or if it was because I had a sinking feeling that I hadn't gotten nearly as far along in my recovery as I'd hoped. I didn't notice that I'd let the treadmill ramp up way past where I normally would have. I set a new personal best that day. I barely noticed that, too.
When I was done, I saw Abe and Emily were still laughing and working out. She was achingly beautiful, even sweaty and with her hair mussed. I thought of her in our bed and smiled; but then I saw her with him, and creeping jealousy crowded out the pleasant memories.
They had a familiar ease between them that reminded me of her and Rowena. Or... her and me. I knew I should go and see her. I should try to be friends with her friend. He hadn't been anything but nice to me. But I couldn't. I knew I was being stupid, but that didn't make my feelings any less real.
I texted Emily that I wasn't feeling well and was going to go home. I told her I'd see her tomorrow. She turned off notifications while she worked out, so I was able to slip away to my car unnoticed. It was the first night I'd chosen to not go home with her. I knew I was making bad choices, but I couldn't stop myself. Or maybe I just didn't want to. I wanted to go sulk.
I knew I had nothing to eat at home. I'd barely been at my apartment other than to check mail and get fresh clothes to take to Emily's. But I wasn't hungry anyways. I sat in bed with my laptop, trying to find something to watch. I knew I was just doing what I had done after I found Lisa and Pete together. It was a bad pattern to restart, but I just couldn't summon up the energy to care.
About twenty minutes later, there was a knock at my door. Emily's voice. "Mike. Let me in."
I sighed. I knew her. I should have known she'd come straight over.
I opened the door. She had a look I don't see too often on her face: disdain. "Sick, huh? Really?"
"Yeah. No. I just..." I sighed. "What do you want, Emily?"
"I want you, you fucking moron!" She was angry now. We'd never fought before, but I got the feeling that was about to change.
She kissed me, hard. Okay, not fighting. Yet.
"I love you, Mike. You are the best part of my life. I. Am. Yours. Always. Do you understand, you asshole?" She was starting to tear up. I reluctantly nodded.
I stood aside and let her in. We sat on the couch together, and she took my hands. "Why did you leave? Why did you not talk to me?"
I let it all tumble out. My jealousy, feeling stupid about my jealousy, feeling like she hid something from me, all of it. She listened compassionately, until I got to the "replacement Abe" part. Then she burst out laughing for what had to be a full minute.
She finally stopped and caught her breath. "Abe? Really?" Her face softened. "Oh, my man. My beautiful, sexy, stupid man." She kissed me, silencing my protest. "Abe is a sweet guy, but he's... Abe. It took me weeks to get 'bro' and 'brah' out of my daily vocabulary after we stopped working out together."
"Yeah, but he's.." I stopped.
"Huge? Massive? Built like a fucking aircraft carrier?"
"... Yes. Thank you. I didn't have the words."
"Sarcasm doesn't suit you, lover. Yes, he's big. And handsome. I've heard that he's quite hung, too."
"Is this supposed to be helping?"
Emily shook her head like I just didn't get it. "He's not you, Mike. Yeah, he's got a bunch of great attributes. But he's not smart like you. He's funny sometimes, but not witty like you. He's cute, but like a big goofy teddy bear. He's my friend, sort of, but he doesn't 'get' me. Not like Rowena or Adam. Certainly not like you. He's as subtle as a sledgehammer; what you see is what you get with him and not a bit more. Do you know what he was working through when he was 'feeling down' that once?"
"What?"
"He had plateaued on his bench press."
I laughed. "So you and him never..."
"Oh my god, no." She looked mortified. "God. No, never. Oof."
"Did he hit on you?"
Em rolled her eyes. "I mean, yeah. Have you fucking seen me? I get hit on all the time. Unlike you, Abe never bothered to hide that he was eying me. But he asked, and I told him no, and he just gave me that goofy grin and went 'Okay, brah. Back to the grind.' Then he picked up his weights and never bothered me again. Even stopped ogling me."
Her gaze went to the floor. "Look, Mike. You know that I'm a friendly person. I wasn't trying to hide Abe from you, it just wasn't a thing I even thought about. He was a sort-of friend from a year ago. I want to be as open as I can be with you, always."
She fixed me with a serious stare then. "I took it to heart when you told me that the only thing that would make you leave me was if you couldn't trust me. I will always do what I can to be worthy of that trust. But I can't make you trust me, Mike. I can't..."
Emily's brows knitted together as she thought very hard about what she was going to say next. "I will never betray you. I'd sooner cut off my hand than hurt you; that's not just because I love you, but because I can't go back to being the awful person I was before. I won't be her again."
She got very quiet. "And I won't be Lisa, either. I promise."
Oh my god.
I swept her up in my arms. "I'm sorry, Em. I'm so, so sorry. I love you. God, I'm such an idiot." I just started babbling, so fearful of the mistake I'd almost made. The mistake that was only prevented because this woman loved me enough to put aside the way I'd insulted and disregarded her.
She hugged me and patted me. "Shh, it's okay, love. You haven't lost me. I won't let you."
She led me to bed and we made love. She whispered in my ear how much she loved me, that I was her man, that I always would be. As she lay on the bed, welcoming me into her embrace, her hair fanned about her head on the pillow like a halo. She was an angel. My angel. She had saved me from myself.
It wasn't the frenzied fucking that we usually preferred, but it was exactly what we both needed. I thought she was forgiving me, at first. But then I realized she was showing me, with her tenderness and love, that there was nothing to forgive.
The nightmares returned that night for the first time since Emily and I had been together. They were different this time. Most of them faded away before I awoke, but I remembered one: Emily was standing precariously at the edge of a cliff. Lisa and Pete were there, pushing her over. I ran, trying to get there in time, but I was just a moment too late. I could only watch in horror as Em fell to the rocks below. Just before she hit, I woke with a shout, covered in sweat. Emily kissed and patted me, soothing me back to sleep. As I drifted off, I realized what I needed to do.
The following Saturday morning, I sat in a cafe just around the corner from my apartment. I used to be a frequent customer, but since I had all but moved in with Emily, I rarely came here. Still, it was a familiar, friendly place, and I enjoyed the atmosphere. Most of the time.
She came through the door and looked around, searching for me. As she spotted me and approached, I stood to greet her. Old habits die hard, I suppose.
"Hello, Lisa."
My ex-wife smiled almost shyly. "Hey Mike. It's good to see you. Have you been waiting long?"
I got here thirty minutes before we were supposed to meet to quiet my nerves, and she's ten minutes late. "No, not long. I was about to get something to drink. Mocha, extra shot?"
She laughed. "You know me too well, Mike." A small shift in her expression, a little pain quickly hidden. "Thanks. That would be nice." She went to open her purse, but I waved her off.
I returned with our drinks and sat opposite her. As we drank, we furtively assessed each other. Our eyes did the dance of two people who had known each other intimately, but who had not seen each other in some time. We looked for the subtle changes that had moved us further away from who we each used to be and for the familiar details that showed us that the old person was still there.
She looked good. Still beautiful. She'd changed her hair; gone were the long, flowing locks, now cut into something a little more modern and daring. She'd put on some weight, but it looked good on her. Healthy. I hadn't realized how thin she'd gotten by the time our marriage ended until I compared the Lisa sitting with me now to the one I knew then, and then to the one from two years before that. She smiled as much as she used to, but it felt different. Less forced, I realized. She hadn't been real with me in a long time, and I hadn't noticed the slow shift.
Her rings, the ones I had given her, were gone, of course. In their place was a single ring, a nice diamond one. Much nicer than the one I'd gotten her, but I proposed when we were in college. I probably could have gotten her a better one in a box of cracker jacks. But she had loved it back then.
I nodded towards her newer, bigger, better ring. "Still with Pete?"
She was suddenly self-conscious. "Yeah. Yeah. He... he proposed about two months ago. Wedding's scheduled for the spring."
"Mmm."
We had agreed to come alone. I hadn't asked if she was still with Pete or not. She hadn't asked if I was with anyone. But I thought we should meet, just the two of us, and she agreed quickly.
Here we were. Two duelists without their seconds.
'No,' I reminded myself silently. Don't turn this into a confrontation. It's not a duel. Not an argument. It doesn't need to be. I breathed deeply like Jim had taught me and let my irritation go.
I tried to put on a genuine smile. "I'm glad you're happy. You're looking well."
A sudden release of tension from her then. I think she'd been expecting us to get into a fight. That still wasn't off the table, but it hadn't happened yet. There was still a chance this could be civil.
"You're looking great, Mike. Really great. Have you been working out?"
"I have. Needed something to fill my time. Better than moping around."
"Have you-- are you seeing anyone?" Spoken like she wasn't sure if she wanted to know the answer and wasn't sure whether she would prefer "yes" or "no."
I nodded. "Yeah. We've been together for about, oh, six months now? We were friends before that."
Lisa smiled playfully. "Anyone I know?"
"No, I met Emily at the gym." I could feel my expression harden. "I don't see much of our old friends anymore."
My ex-wife looked down at her hands. "I know. I'm sorry. That wasn't fair. We should have... I should have done more to get people to not..."



I stepped into the void left by her trailing voice. "Abandon me?"
She winced. "Yeah. Yeah, I guess so."
"Well, they were just following your lead, I suppose." Idiot. So much for being diplomatic.
Her eyes flashed with anger for just a moment, then calmed. "Why am I here, Mike? If you just want to beat me up, fine. I suppose I owe you that, at least. But I was hoping we could be civil. That we could talk. I'm so sorry for what I did. I regret how things happened every day."
I thought for a moment. "Yeah, okay. That was a cheap shot. Even if, I think you have to admit, it was kind of accurate. Let's talk. You said that you're sorry. Are you sorry you split with me, sorry you cheated, sorry you got caught...?"
Lisa was contemplative. "It's... more complicated than that. I'm so very, very sorry that you found us like that. I still have nightmares about you learning about us that way. It was so thoughtlessly cruel to take that kind of chance. I was terrified afterwards, when we didn't hear from you, that you had... that you might have..." She looked away, eyes starting to moisten. "No matter what kinds of problems we had, you absolutely did not deserve that, and I can't apologize enough for doing that to you."
I swallowed my initial response of 'No, you can't,' as it wouldn't be useful. I was here today to put all this to rest, not to fan the flames.
I barely bit back my irritation. "Okay, so it's more complicated. Fine. I have some idea of how things went wrong. I think I've pieced together a timeline of what you and Pete... did. But I want to hear it from you."
Lisa nodded in assent. She took a drink of her mocha, squared her shoulders, and started talking. She sounded rehearsed, but not as if she was telling a practiced lie. Instead, it was like she'd rehearsed it to make sure she could get it all out without falling apart.
"First, I need you to know that I loved you. I still do. I always will. Not like I did when we were married, but there will always be a part of you in my heart, and it kills me to know how much I hurt you. There were days, a lot of them, that I couldn't get out of bed after... after..."
She shook her head. "I never set out to end up there. I won't say it was an accident, or a mistake. That's just a way of saying it wasn't my fault. It was. I made a series of bad choices. I failed to communicate with you. I didn't give you the chance to be the good man that I know you are. Maybe we couldn't have saved our marriage, because by then, things had already gone off the rails. But I didn't give us that chance. I deeply regret that, and I always will."
I started to speak, and Lisa quickly said, "Please, don't. This is so hard. It's going to get harder for both of us."
I could see that she was having trouble holding it together already. Part of me did still love her, even if it was only a small part now. I didn't want her to feel embarrassed if she broke down. "Do you want to go somewhere more private?"
Her mouth opened then closed then opened again, uncertainty making her hesitate. "Where?"
"We could go to a park. There's one just down the road. Maybe drive somewhere, a parking lot or something? Or my apartment is just around the corner, if you feel comfortable with that."
She nodded rapidly. "Yeah. Yes. Your apartment. That sounds good."
We took our drinks and walked in silence. I figured she needed to get her head together, and if I was being honest, I did too. I had been spoiling for a fight, even though I'd promised myself I'd stay calm. I centered myself as we walked to my apartment, climbed the stairs, and opened the door.
I sat down on a chair, and she the couch. After taking a deep breath, she gave me a look that was equal parts serious, sad, and grateful. "Thank you, Mike. I... you're being much kinder than I deserve. Much kinder than I'd be in your place, I think."
I waved my hand dismissively. "Are you ready to continue?"
She nodded a few times, then looked towards me without really looking at me. Both hands were gripping her cup, like she was trying to find warmth wherever she could. "Things hadn't been right with us for a while, I think. No, that's not quite correct. Things hadn't been right with me, and I didn't let you know. You were still the man I married, still the smart, analytical man who wanted to solve all of the problems. I think... I'm not blaming you here, Mike. But I think that's why I didn't tell you. I didn't want to be your problem to be solved."
Lisa smiled a melancholy little smile. "We were so young when we got married. I had only had two real boyfriends before you, and then we met in college and fell in love. You asked me to marry you before we even finished school, and... and I loved you. I said yes. Please don't doubt that I loved you. I was so deeply in love with you then and so excited for our future together. The day we were married is still one of the happiest of my life, even with everything that came later."
Her face fell, the faint smile sliding into a frown. She was quiet for a time, looking down at her cup as if she'd find the next part of her tale there. "I was happy at first. No. No, I was happy for a long time. It wasn't until the last few years that I began to doubt us. Or began to doubt myself, really. I started to think that maybe I had gotten married too young. It wasn't that you weren't wonderful. You were. You loved me. I always felt like I was the center of your universe. But I hadn't really had any adventures, not ones that were just mine. I loved sharing our life together, but I felt like that's what it was. A life shared. There was no space in it for me, only us.
"I should have said something then. I should have told you I needed to..." She laughed, a hollow sound. "I don't know, actually. I wanted to be your wife. But I wanted to not be anyone's wife. I wanted to be Lisa, her own woman." She shook her head. "So childish. I could have been me with you, me inside of us, if I'd just..."
The woman I'd loved turned her head to look out the window. "I didn't realize a lot of this at the time. Not in a way I could articulate. There was a sense there that things were wrong, but I let them fester, like I said, because I didn't want you to try to solve it. Because I wanted... because I thought that I needed to be 'just Lisa.' My own strong, independent woman. I lost sight of the fact that being with a partner can be a source of strength, if I would have only talked about what I needed and just... asked you to not solve the problem. Just to support me while I figured myself out."
She looked at me, already so tired. "I've been in therapy since the week we split. Trying to figure out how I could have fucked my life so badly. How I could have made the series of bad choices that led to me standing next to my soiled marital bed embracing a man I shouldn't have fallen in love with while my husband looked on in horror. My therapist has told me to not 'overly label my behaviors in negative ways,' but that's bullshit. The truth is that I was a coward, and I was selfish, and I was a bad wife. You deserved better from me. You deserved better than me."
Lisa took in a deep breath, as if to fortify herself for what came next. "So that was the stage set. A year, maybe two years before we had the talk about how we would secure our future, I was already feeling hemmed in, but I didn't say anything. That was where the cracks first started to appear. I hid them from you, because I thought I'd figure out the problem, or maybe that it was just what all young couples go through. I thought maybe if I just pushed through and stayed loyal to you, I'd go back to wanting to be us, instead of just me and you.
"When you came to me and told me about your plan to push hard for a promotion, I thought this was the perfect opportunity. We weren't going to be just casting about as a couple, we'd be a real team. We'd work hard, you at your promotion, and me at supporting you, and I'd find the connection with you again. I convinced myself that the problem was not that I was freaking out at having given up my independence, but that we'd simply spent too long at our current stage of life. I decided that this new adventure would be what brought me close to you again. It would forge you and me back together into us."
Tears started to form in her eyes. "I was so delusional, like one of those women that tries to have a child to keep their marriage together. Except I was the only one that knew there was a problem. Because I was the problem."
Lisa furiously swiped at the tears with the back of her hand, fighting the urge to cry. "At first, I thought it was working. I was supporting your aims for us, and I did feel a renewed bond with you. We were going to get this promotion for you, then the house, then the kids. We even reconnected physically for a little while; I remember our sex got better for a couple of months, even if we had less of it because you were so busy. I felt really loved and really happy in our marriage. I thought we'd turned a corner.
"But then the longer hours came. We drifted apart, just a little. I knew that this was something we'd planned for. Something you'd planned for. But I hadn't really readied myself for it. We started to really fall away from each other. I didn't know what to do. I didn't want to let on to anyone that there was something wrong, because I didn't want it to get back to you. I thought that if I hid it from you, we'd push through, get your promotion, and then we could fix it afterwards.
"But Pete..." She saw my face cloud. "I'm sorry. I know this is going to be hard. The worst part is coming. Do you want me to stop? Or take a break?" I shook my head emphatically 'no.' She nodded. Steeled herself. "Okay. Okay."
Lisa began to speak very carefully, very deliberately. "When I started going out by myself to hang out with our friends, I fell in with Pete. He missed you. He knew what was going on, about our plan. He was so supportive of it. He really talked you up." I snorted. "Please, Mike. I won't lie to you, either to make you or myself feel better. I promise. But I need... Please, just let me try to get through this."
"... Alright."
She took another deep, fortifying breath. "After a few weeks hanging out with the group, he could see something was wrong. He pulled me to one side, and I tried to play it off. I told him that I was just tired, that I was stressed from work, anything but the truth. But you know Pete." I winced and she looked down, unable to hold my gaze. "He's always been insightful. That famous bullshit detector of his. He knew I was lying.
"He took me to a corner table, and I laid out how the plan was going. How... how it wasn't going the way I thought it would. I had been drinking a little, so I began to talk about how afraid I was that we weren't going to make it. I told him a softer version of what I just told you, how I felt like I had lost myself in our marriage.
"He told me I should talk to you. That he knew you loved me and would do anything to fix this. I lashed out at him, told him that was exactly the problem, that you'd 'fix' me, like I was one of your broken systems." She was angry now, as though this had only happened a few minutes before, not over a year ago. "I walked out and came home, seething. That was the first night I slept on the couch instead of coming to bed with you.
"The next day, he came to my work. Asked me to go to lunch with him. I was still angry, but he was our friend. He was the only person who knew the whole story, and I... I needed someone I could talk to. Over the next few months, we went out to lunch often. He'd talk with me about our problems. He'd take your side more often than not, and push for me to talk with you. I was stubborn, though." I laughed unexpectedly, and she looked at me with a wry, tired grin. "Yeah. Shocker."
Her mood quickly became gloomy again. "He began to offer solutions. Not solutions like you would, with a fully thought out plan. More like spitballing with me. Talk with you? Endangers the plan. Marriage counseling? No time. Solo therapy? I didn't believe it would help, because the current problem was an 'us' problem; I just needed to figure out how to tough it out. I hadn't really connected with the idea that our 'collaboration' on your promotion wasn't making things better, because the first couple of months I felt like it had. I was so arrogant, so sure that I knew what would get us back to being a couple again. And you remember what Pete was like back then; he was only just then in his first relationship that lasted more than a year. He had no fucking clue what made long term relationships tick. It was the blind leading the blind."
I remembered Jen, Pete's then-girlfriend. We really thought she would be the one that made an honest man out of him.
"Finally, he suggested I try to do some things for myself. He convinced me that you were putting time and energy into your job, so maybe I should take some time to pursue things I had neglected over the years. I got back into painting then, you may remember?"
I did. Vaguely. I was so focused on my work. I knew she had started painting again, but I couldn't tell you a single thing she painted during that time. I knew from my time with Jim that I had really leaned into my father's tendency to over-focus on things. I'd been working on it, and Emily had been helping me, but fixing myself now didn't undo the mistakes I made back then.
I nodded. "I do. I don't remember much about them, but..."
Her lips were a thin line. "Yeah. I know." Then her expression softened. "I'm sorry. I know that you were so busy then. It's not-- "
"No." She looked up. "Yeah, you were a bad wife. But I could have been a better husband. You were struggling, and I barely noticed. You had a new passion, and I didn't even bother to find out about it. Fuck, you were about to..." I started to tear up. "I'm sorry. I said I wouldn't interrupt. Go on."
Lisa looked lighter somehow. She whispered, "Thank you, Mike."
"Painting made me happy. It felt like it was mine, especially when... especially when you didn't take notice of it. I wanted to try other things. Pete suggested pottery; there was a class starting soon at the rec center. So I did that. I was happy. Well, happier at least. It didn't bridge the divide between you and me, but I thought I could use it as a band-aid until we could fix things.
"Pete and I got closer. He took an interest in my art." She chuckled. "'My art.' Like I was making masterpieces." A shake of her head, as if dismissing her own foolishness. I thought she was being unfair to herself; even back in college, she was a good artist. But I stayed quiet; I wasn't here for her today. I probably never would be again.
"He asked after you. I knew he missed you. It had been a long time since you had hung out. He was starting to have problems with Jen, and I knew he'd always gone to you for counsel. But he didn't want to make things harder on either you or our marriage, so he stayed away. I acted as his sounding board, instead. He had been mine, so it was a natural fit.
"But their problems... they had been together for a long time by Pete's standards, but not really by anyone else's. She was getting restless. Really restless. She had finally decided she wanted out, and she left. Pete was inconsolable. He really thought she was the one."
I remembered that Pete had broken up with Jen, but I barely knew more than that. I thought it was just another case of Pete being Pete. I called him to touch base when Lisa told me it had happened, but... Fuck. I wasn't just a bad husband, I was a shitty friend, too.
"We spent more time together. He had more nights free, so we were at the bar more often. Sometimes I'd go over to his place and watch movies, so he wouldn't feel alone. I comforted him. He comforted me." My jaw clenched, anger building. "Not like that. Not... not yet."
I looked away. "It was the two week trip, wasn't it? Was it during that or just after?"
"... During." I nodded. I had a big trip about four months before I found them together. We had been fighting before I left. Hadn't had sex in weeks, hadn't made love in even longer. She gave me the cold shoulder when I walked out to get on the plane. When I got home two weeks later, she almost attacked me. We fucked every night that week like we had back in college. She constantly told me she loved me. Never left the apartment except to go to work. She had seemed desperate to have me, even at the time. I thought it was because she was sorry for how we had left things before the trip. I figured out later that it was because she was guilty, either for something she had done or was about to do.
Lisa started to cry, not simply tear up. "Do... do you want to know the details?"
I sighed. There was a time when I would have wanted to know everything. For a while after it happened, the curiosity ate me alive. Was he better than me? Bigger? Did he fuck her multiple times that night or just once? Did she suck his cock? Did he fuck her ass, something she'd denied me?
But I just didn't care anymore. It was in the past. I only cared about how we had failed as a couple, so I could finish healing. So I could be the man that Emily needed me to be. So I could be the man I needed to be.
I quietly said, "Let me guess. Don't fill in anything unless I get it wrong, okay? There are some things I don't care to know."
She nodded silently.
"We fought. I left on my trip. You were still angry. You went to him to vent. He was lonely because of his breakup. You both got drunk? High?"
Lisa's voice was barely above a whisper, but I could hear that it was full of self-loathing. "Drunk. Two bottles of wine."
I nodded. "You fell into bed together." She opened her mouth, and I cut her off. "I don't want to know about what it was like, how he made you feel, any of that. Just the timeline." She nodded.
I continued. "You felt guilty?" Nod. "Just that one time while I was gone, then you tried to refocus on us? That week after I got back." Nod. "But you couldn't make it happen. Couldn't bring us back to life." Pause. Nod.
She began to sob. "I'm so sorry, Mike, I--"
I shook my head. I wasn't done yet. "When did you decide that you were going to be with him instead of me?"
She buried her face in her hands, and I knew before she spoke. "The next week. We got back together to talk at lunch. Said it could never happen again. I told him I'd tell you about what had happened when you were done with your work. You'd been pushing so hard for your promotion, and it felt selfish to sabotage that because I couldn't live with my guilt. He agreed. He held my hands and apologized. I looked in his eyes and felt..." Her shoulders sagged under the weight of the word she knew would cause me pain. "...Loved. Like someone was in love with me, really wanted to be with me. Not some idea of what... what we could..." She stopped, unable to continue.
"What we could be in the future." I finished for her, tears falling from my eyes. My voice broke a little. "Why did you stay with me?"
Lisa looked up as she heard the hurt in my voice, regret etched across her tear-stained face. "I was tunnel visioned. It was your promotion. I didn't want to... you had worked so hard for it. Sacrificed so much. I had... If you didn't finish it, it felt like there was no point. Like I had ruined our marriage for no reason. I know now that I was just deluding myself. I was kicking the can down the road for as long as I could, trying to avoid responsibility for my actions."
She returned to the story of how we ended, her voice determined, as though there was a deep need to finish the telling now that she was so close to the end. She needed to be free of her secrets; an exorcism of sorts, to be done with the spirits of our past. "We met regularly from then on. Usually at his place, sometimes at lunch, sometimes when I said I was going to the bar. We fell in love. I was desperate. Foolish. I had jumped from one relationship straight into another, because I felt trapped in the first one. As though I'd be less trapped in the second. I've worked on that with my therapist since, but..." She just shook her head.



"The day... the day you found us, we had gone to lunch. I hadn't intended to do anything that day. It was just lunch. I picked him up, and we drove to a restaurant. We had wine. I spilled it on my shirt. I didn't want it to stain, so I came home and he tagged along. I took my shirt off to throw it in the wash and he... he..." She stopped, looking at me, waiting for my assent to inflict this deepest pain. I curtly nodded.
"We hadn't... I promise, we had never done that before. Never in our home. I wouldn't do that to you... I mean. I... I never intended to. We finished, and I felt so guilty. He did, too, once he was actually thinking.
"We stripped the bedsheets and jumped in the shower. I wanted to get the house cleaned, needed to..." She sighed. "...needed to never have done that to you. But I couldn't, so I was just going to try to hide it, like I had been everything else. I was starting to panic. He made a joke to get my mind off of it. I don't remember what. But he took me in his arms, and told me it was going to be okay. And then you opened the door."
Suddenly curious, she hesitantly asked, "Why were you home early that day? Were you sick?"
My voice was a monotone. "I got the promotion. I had come home to surprise you with dinner. I saw your car there and thought we could make dinner together. Maybe make love. I knew things were wrong between us, but I was ready to start making them right."
There was nothing but shock and horror on her face then. "Oh god. Oh god!" She started to sob again, body heaving with grief. She knew then, finally. Four months. Four months, and maybe we could have bridged the chasm between us. If she hadn't given up on us. If she hadn't fallen in love with him.
I let her cry. I thought to comfort her, but I was too drained. There was still a part of me that loved her, but it wasn't nearly enough to overcome the new grief I was feeling. Not yet.
I knew now how things ended. I knew how complicit I'd been in it: my distance, my focus on work, my inability to see her pain or help her with her struggle. She had cheated on me, but I made our marriage a place where she felt no comfort. That didn't make what she did right. But maybe if I had just paid attention to what was important, I could have stopped the disintegration of our life together. Maybe not. I needed to think about it more, but that was for me to do, not something I needed to hash out with Lisa.
I was almost done here.
I started to nod to myself. I knew. I knew what I had to do.
"Lisa."
She kept sobbing, insensate.
"Lisa. LISA."
She looked at me then, mid-sob, makeup running, face blotchy and red.
"I forgive you."
She choked out, "What?"
I spoke softly. "I forgive you, Lisa. What you did was wrong, and it hurt me. But I forgive you. I won't let it hurt me anymore. And I'm sorry that I wasn't the husband I should have been for you."
Lisa looked at me, unbelieving. Then she began to sob again, almost wailing in the intensity of her sorrow. I got up, found a box of tissue, and brought it over to her. Silently, I sat and waited for her to collect herself. It was a long wait. Finally, her sobs turned to sniffles, then to silence.
She croaked out, "How?"
I tilted my head. "How what?"
My ex-wife was almost vibrating with anger. "How can you be like this? How can you hear that I cheated on you, that I lied to you for months about the cheating, lied to you for years about how I felt in our marriage, and then just say 'oh, I forgive you!?'"
My mouth fell slightly open, but then it struck me: she wasn't angry at me. Not really. But I hadn't stuck to the script. She had played this out in her head dozens of times, hundreds maybe, as she prepared herself for this eventual confrontation. She expected to get through her speech and then be a target for my fury. Maybe not even that; maybe I'd be so angry that I screamed at her before she could even start.
In her mind, my reaction would be the fury of a scorned husband. She had prepared herself for that, but it hadn't happened. I hadn't given her what she needed. She had needed me to excoriate her, to make her a martyr to my rage. But I hadn't given that to her. I wouldn't. I was done giving her the things she needed at the expense of my happiness.
I lowered my head. "Because I can't be consumed by hatred and jealousy anymore. I don't deserve to feel that pain." I looked Lisa in the eyes. "And neither does Emily. I love her. I'm going to be for her the man that I should have been for you. So thank you, from both of us, for letting me know what happened before. I mean that sincerely. I don't know that I could have moved past it without knowing."
Lisa's eyes teared up again. "Oh, god, Mike. I'm so sorry. I--"
I patted her shoulder. "Don't start that again. I can forgive you; I've done that. I can forgive myself; still working on that one, but what you told me has helped. But I can't make you forgive yourself."
She nodded, starting to square the response she imagined with the one she got. "I'm glad..." She smiled, trying to push through. "I'm glad you've found someone. You deserve to be happy." She chewed her lip. "Can I... do you have a picture of her?"
I considered whether I wanted to allow her even this far back in. It was a trivial gesture, but I was reluctant. Then I thought, 'Why not?' There was no malice there, only curiosity. I unlocked my phone and showed her my home screen. It was a picture of Emily dressed up for a dinner date we'd had a few weeks before.
"Oh. Oh, wow. She's gorgeous, Mike." She looked up from my phone, a little concerned. "She's... she's a little young, isn't she?" She could see immediately that she'd overstepped her bounds. I'd forgiven her. I was indulging her curiosity. That wasn't an invitation to comment on my life. "I'm sorry, I-- "
I was stern but quiet. "She is younger than me. Almost ten years. But Em talks to me. Tells me how she feels. Tells me when she needs my help and when she wants to do things on her own. She does everything she can to make sure we work as a couple, and so do I. She's worth putting myself through your confession so I can make peace with what you did. So, yeah. Maybe Emily's young. But she's everything I want and everything I need."
Suddenly ashamed, Lisa rose shakily to her feet. "I should go."
"I'll walk you to your car." I took her arm to steady her. She was collected by the time we reached her car, able to function again.
She unlocked it. "Thank you again. For reaching out to me. For forgiving me. For what it's worth, I forgive you, too. Maybe you should have seen that I was struggling, but I tried my hardest to keep it from you. Please don't blame yourself for that." She started to kiss my cheek, but I stepped back. She looked hurt, but then nodded sadly. "Good luck, Mike. I hope you have a happy life. I'm sorry I can't be a part of it anymore." I nodded, wished her well, and waved goodbye as my ex-wife left my life for good.
I went back to the cafe and sat down, thinking about what I'd learned. Most of it, the stuff with Pete, I'd guessed. The timeline, at least. But all of the other stuff... I needed to be better than that. She was hurting, and I didn't see it. For someone whose whole job is finding and solving problems, I'd missed the biggest one in my life. Yeah, she'd hidden it from me, but still.
Wait, no. No. Not "but still." Lisa hid it from me, flat out hid her problems from me. She hid them from me for literal years. She didn't give me the chance to help her. She didn't tell me what was going on. She didn't trust me to support her in the ways she needed. Yeah, I fucked up in that last year, but even then, she was still hiding things from me. She went to someone else to get the support she wanted. We were supposed to be a team. I thought I'd forgotten that, and maybe I had, but she had too.
I felt lighter. I had blamed myself for missing so much. But I didn't miss it. Some of it, yeah, sure; there were signs I should have picked up on. But for most of what I missed, it was the difference between not being able to find your car keys because you left them in the wrong place and not being able to find your car keys because someone took them and hid them under the couch. Lisa eliminated any chance to get us back to where we should have been because of her stupid pride. She stopped even trying to be my partner.
Emily didn't do that to me. She told me how she felt, and she told me when she wanted my help. Told me when she didn't, too, and why. We had a partnership, a real one. It was time to acknowledge that.
I stood up and left the cafe, deep in thought. As I drove to Emily's place, I considered what I wanted to say to her. What I wanted to ask.
I ran up the steps to her apartment and unlocked the door. Em had been waiting for me. She hugged me tightly, and we moved to the couch to talk.
Emily was on tenterhooks. "So?"
"It went well. Really well." I gave her the outline of what I'd learned, both of their affair and all of the things that had led to that point. She listened sympathetically, but I found that, while there was a little sadness, no tears came. It felt like it had happened to someone else, someone I had now left in the past.
She smiled encouragingly when I finished. "So... how are you?"
I breathed out a sigh of relief. "Good. Great, really. Learning that I had missed all of the problems that Lisa was having felt bad, but she was hiding them from me, you know? She didn't talk to me. Didn't trust me."
I shook my head. "But I don't want to talk about her anymore. She's my past."
I looked my love straight in the eyes. "You're my future. I know this is the wrong way to do it, and I'm sorry. But I can't hide how I feel from you. I've never been able to." I slid to one knee in front of her as her hands came up to her mouth. "Emily, will you--"
"Yes!" She threw her arms around my head and squeezed so tight I thought she might smother me. It would have been a good way to go. "God, yes, Mike! I love you! I love you so much!"
I let out a muffled, "Ow."
When Emily was done crushing my skull, we sat together, talking, laughing and kissing. I apologized for not having a ring and promised we'd go shopping first thing in the morning. When she asked, "Why not now?" I just grinned and picked her up.
We spent the rest of the morning and into the early afternoon making love in her bed, then moved into the shower to continue. We kissed under the water when we finished, then spent our time cleaning each other. Mostly. When we went out into public to get a late lunch, she giggled as we talked, making sure to use the word "fiancé" as many times as possible. "I have the most handsome fiancé in the world." "I wonder where my fiancé and I should go ring shopping." "Yes, thank you, my fiancé would like a refill."
I laughed, "Stooooop."
Emily just grinned. "No way, mister. I don't even have a ring yet. How are people going to know that I'm not some trollop out with a man who hasn't made his intentions known?"
I took her hands. "Are you mad that I didn't...?"
She laughed. "No, idiot. God, I'm so in love with you. If you had never asked, I would still have stayed with you forever. I still would have had your children." She leaned in close and whispered, "I still would have opened my legs for you every night of our lives and begged you to fuck me until I screamed." Then she leaned back and laughed at the look on my face.
I smirked. "Ok, so no ring then? I guess-- "
A fierce look on Em's face. "Don't you dare! There better be a fucking rock on my finger this time next week, my fiancé." My impish little pixie looked around to see if there was anyone listening. "But don't worry. You can still have my ass whenever you want until then; I know you're good for it."
We talked about details: how long we'd wait to get married (not long at all), when we'd have kids (she wanted to wait five years, I wanted to have them sooner, we compromised on two or three years), dogs or cats (both), where we'd live (I had saved plenty of money for a down payment on a house), and all of the other minutiae. The talk of concrete plans really brought it home for me: this was real. And I couldn't be happier.
After the bill was paid, we headed for our weekly game at Rowena's. The door hadn't even closed behind us when Emily shouted out, "We're getting married!" Adam turned to Rowena and deadpanned, "That's ten you owe me now." Rowena ran to us and grabbed us both in a big bearhug, then said, "The ring! Let's see the ring!" I tried to look anywhere else but at our friends as Emily said, "We're going to get one tomorrow." Gordon leaned out from the kitchen and yelled, "Dude, you didn't even get her a ring yet? What the fuck?"
We decided on a small, intimate wedding. Emily had no friends from before she moved here for her job, and I had almost none from before my divorce. Family, close friends, and that would be it. Perhaps a couple dozen people in all. We decided to spend the money we saved on a honeymoon. The Bahamas seemed a good choice: sun, sand, surf, and the love of my life in a tiny bikini for two weeks.
About a month before the wedding, while we were laying in bed in post-coital bliss, she asked for a peculiar wedding gift.
"Mike, I... I have a favor to ask."
My curiosity was piqued. "Okay..."
She got up on her elbows and kissed me, then got a serious look on her face. "It's not bad, but it's kind of weird."
I made the "get on with it" gesture.
She rushed through it all in one breath. "Iwanttoabstainuntilthewedding."
That... I couldn't have heard that right. "Come again?"
She closed her eyes and said it more slowly. "I want to abstain until the wedding."
We hadn't gone without some form of sex for more than a day since we got together. Even when one of us traveled, we sexted and had Skype sex. For goodness sake, when she wanted to try orgasm denial, she lasted about half an hour before she safeworded out and then came as soon as the word "Okay" was on my lips.
I was, needless to say, alarmed. "Why? Is something wrong? Are you-- "
She kissed me lovingly. "No. No, my wonderful, sexy fiancé. There's nothing wrong. I was just..." She breathed a deep sigh. "I was just remembering that first night we were together. It was magical. The way you desired me, the way my body opened so slowly for you, even though I needed it so much, the pure, raw need as you fucked me. I want that again."
"Have I not been-- "
"No! God no! Oh my god, the idea of being without you inside me for a month is so painful I want to cry. You make me feel alive when we're together."
"So-- "
"So I want to drive us both wild. We didn't know what we had in each other before, the way we fulfilled each other's needs. We do now, and that will make the longing so much more acute. I think... I think it's going to be agony, to be honest. But at the end..." Her eyes glazed slightly as she imagined. "... at the end, my husband will have me for the first time as his wife, and he will be as ravenous for my body as he's ever been. Starved. I want that. I want that for my wedding gift."
I thought. This would be hard. And I frankly didn't know if we would be able to make it that long. "Are we... like, can you masturbate? Can I?"
She rolled the idea around in her head. "I think... yeah, I think that's fine. Not together, obviously; I think we both know that if the clothes come off, we're not going to make it. But we did that before we were together. We fantasized about each other then, too." She flashed a devious little smile. "I seem to remember a very clear illustration of how that looked on our first Sunday morning together, when you started poking me on the couch." She laughed as she saw the reminiscence flash across my face.
I pondered. "I'm going to see you naked every day, though, and you're going to see me. This apartment is too small for us to not see each other in at least our underwear."
My Tinkerbell frowned, disappointed. "Yeah. Yeah, I guess... shit, I really wanted this."
This was all she'd asked for. The only wedding gift she wanted. "I have an idea."
She smiled. "Yeah?"
"When we started dating, we didn't really start dating. We went from friends to basically living together over a day or two. We never actually went on dates without sharing a home. I still have my apartment, even if it's covered in a fine layer of dust now. What if... what if we lived separately until the wedding?"
Emily gasped. "No! I-- I can't sleep without you now. I need to see you every day! I can't do that."
"Well, hold on. Hear me out. You'll still see me. We'll go to the gym together. We have our D&D game. I don't think we can go over to each other's apartments to watch TV or hang out alone, but we can still go out on dates: dinner, movies, hanging out at the bar. We kind of missed out on a lot of that. And at night, we can talk on the phone together until we fall asleep."
She laughed. "So we fucked, moved in together, got engaged, and now we're going to date?"
"Yeah. Yeah, something like that. What do you think?"
A slow nod. "I like it. I think it sounds really sweet."
"So when do you want to start? Tomorrow?"
Emily took a deep breath. "Yeah. Yeah, let's start then. But for tonight..." She rubbed my cock, bringing it to life. "I think we need to prepare." She laughed loudly. "Oh, prepare me all night, lover. Prepare me until I can't walk!" And we did. We fucked in every position, in every orifice, ravaging each other with tongues and cock and fingers with all the vigor we could until dawn. We were like animals getting ready for winter, finding and storing all of the carnal memories that we could in our hearts to tide us over for the coming deprivation.
By morning, my little blonde squirrel had collected a whole tree's worth of of nuts.
I packed slowly the next day, wanting to savor this last time we'd be in the same private, shared space for a month. Em was down. We both were. But this is what she wanted, and I would do whatever it took to make sure she got it. I kissed her and knew immediately that I shouldn't have. A chaste goodbye kiss started to turn into something more, and I almost threw her onto the couch to extract more pleasure from her body before getting control of myself again. I took a deep breath and let it out. "I love you, Em. See you at the gym tonight?" She nodded, knowing I had to leave, now, before she wavered.
The first day wasn't too bad. I went to work, then went to the gym afterwards, where Emily and I worked out together, laughed, talked, all the usual things we did. We had coffee and then dinner after. But then... then, it was time to part. It was very hard for me, and even moreso for her. She had chosen this, but I think it was starting to dawn on her how much harder it was going to be than she expected. I went home, watched a movie, and called her as I laid down.
She sounded so lonely. "I don't know if I can do this, Mike. I want it so bad, but I don't know if-- "
"Em, if you really need to stop, we can. If it becomes completely unbearable, call me, say your safeword, and I'll be out the door before you can hang up. But I know we can do this. I want to do it. For you. For both of us." I was putting up a front, and I knew it. I think she did, too. Part of me wanted her to tap out, but I didn't want to be the reason she did. I really did want to give this to her if it was what she wanted.
I heard a deep sigh. "Okay, Mike. Okay. Thank you. Can we... I miss having you here so much. Can we talk for a while?"
We chatted for an hour. I could hear the telltale hints in her voice that she was going to fall asleep soon, and steered the conversation to things that wouldn't require her attention. Just little nothings, spoken between two people that loved each other, words to hear voices. I heard her drop off in the middle of a sentence, and knew my love was finally going to get some rest. I hung up the phone and said, "Good night, my beautiful fiancée. I love you."



My bedroom was so quiet. Em's button nose was adorable, but it also meant she made little tiny snores all night long. Not enough to keep me awake anymore; they were white noise that I needed to easily fall asleep now. I tossed and turned for a while, then finally drifted off.
Our weeks went much like that. I tried to make sure we got in as many dates as our schedules and the approaching wedding allowed us: movies, dinner, dancing, museums, all of the "getting to know you" dates we'd skipped or done only as friends before moving in together. I drove each time; Emily's will was fraying, and I knew if she drove me home, she'd come up and that would be that. I also learned to not walk her up to her apartment for the same reason; the one time I did, she had my shirt halfway off while we were still outside her door.
I masturbated a lot less than I thought I would. Before, when we had not yet been together, it was like a lifeline for me, a way to keep my sanity without the human contact I had needed. Without the contact with Emily I desperately wanted, but would not admit to her. But now that we'd been together, what had been a poor substitute became almost torture; instead of staving off my loneliness, it made things worse. When Emily suggested, a week before the wedding, that we forswear even self-pleasure, it was an incredibly easy "yes" for me.
The day of the wedding arrived. One good thing about living apart was that it made the logistics of the day easier. There was no chance I'd see the bride before the wedding if I was miles away from her, after all. We each made it to the church well before the wedding was scheduled to start and sequestered ourselves away. At the appointed time, I was standing at the altar, the wedding march played, and I saw my bride in her dress for the first time.
Emily was always beautiful, but she was breathtaking now. The white dress was understated, with clean lines and tasteful adornment. She was wearing a veil, as was traditional, but I could see her beautiful smile through the diaphanous material as she walked toward me. Her smile warmed my heart, the big toothy grin that she has when she's so happy that she can't even think to hold her emotions in.
"Hey, beautiful."
"Hey, handsome. Sure you want this? Last chance."
"Be quiet and let the man speak."
The ceremony went off without a hitch: no one objected, we remembered our vows, no lost rings. When the pastor said, "You may kiss the bride," he barely got the word "kiss" out of his mouth before my now-wife had grabbed my face in her hands and was planting a decidedly not-church-appropriate kiss on me. It went on for far longer than was seemly, until Adam yelled "Get a room, you two!" The small crowd laughed, and we, blushing, led the assembled throng to the reception.
As we danced our first dance, Emily laid her head against my chest. We were both anxious to get away and to our waiting hotel room, but the feeling of dancing with her, of holding her in my arms, was sublime. We had already decided to be together forever, but now we had declared it to the world. She kissed me tenderly, and I wiped the tears from her eyes.
We went through the formalities. The toasts, the dinner, the cake, the friend getting falling down drunk and hurting himself. Adam's husband, Chuck, was apparently a lightweight, despite looking like an ambulatory fireplug. Once all the necessary boxes had been ticked, we were ushered to our car.
I drove. It was amazing we didn't get a speeding ticket, but I managed to only moderately exceed the speed limit. If Emily had driven, we would likely have been followed by a dozen state troopers by the time we reached the hotel.
We barely managed to keep our resolve in the elevator. Emily and I both knew that once we started kissing, away from the eyes of our friends and relatives, we would rapidly escalate. The scenario wherein we'd be found half naked and rutting in the hallway was not out of the realm of possibility.
Once inside our suite, I was beyond ready. But here, Emily surprised me. "Wait." She put her hand on my chest. "I have a pair of gifts for you."
I bore down on her, barely able to speak. "Later."
She stepped back. "No, please. Please, my love. My husband. Trust me. Just a little longer. I promise, your patience will be well-rewarded."
I nodded, frustrated but acquiescent. "Alright."
She smiled, but dared not kiss me. "While I'm in the next room, get undressed for me. I haven't seen your body in so long. Please, please be ready when I call for you. I won't be long."
I stood in the suite and began to strip down as she moved into our bedroom. I was naked long before she called me, and my erection which had been throbbing in the elevator was almost painful now. I was about to knock on the door when I heard from inside, "Come to me, lover."
In our bedroom, Emily was standing in a beautiful set of lingerie. It was a dark rose color: a sheer bustier, garter belt and stockings. A choker around her neck. No panties. Her usual landing strip was missing; instead, she was shaved-- no, waxed bare. She was dripping, her juices trickling down her legs. She was as ready for me as she had ever been. I took a step towards her, ready to finally consummate our marriage. "Wait. One last gift."
She held out a small, plain box to me, wrapped with a bow. It rattled as I took it, a strange clattering noise that I knew but couldn't place. "Open it." I untied the bow and lifted the small lid. It was... pills? Wait, I knew these. These were... I lifted my eyes to hers, beside myself with surprise, and the wicked grin I loved so much was there on her face. "I have a confession. I really did want the gift you gave me, our abstinence. I wanted it for the reason I told you. But I wanted it for one more reason. I wanted to make sure my birth control was completely out of my system for our wedding night."
"I thought you wanted to wait until-- "
"I did. Then I realized that I've already had the adventures I wanted when I was single. A bunch of ones I didn't, too. But what I want now, what I need, is to have an adventure only you can give me. I want to be your wife. I want to be the mother of your children. And I want it. Right. Now."
My wife sat on the edge of the bed and spread her legs wide for me. "What do you say, Daddy? I'm ovulating. Want to make your little girl a Mommy?"
Fire burned in her eyes as I crossed the distance between us in two strides. Her mouth was on mine. My hands mauled her body. Emily moaned into my mouth and began to stroke my cock. I slapped her hand away; if she did that, I'd be done before we began. I had a load I'd been saving up for weeks, and her needy, fertile cunt was going to get all of it.
I pushed my bride onto the bed roughly. I couldn't be gentle with her, and she didn't want me to be. I pulled her to me, her ass dangling just over the edge of the bed. I didn't waste time climbing up on top of her. I needed her. Now.
I couldn't enter her in one stroke. I'd never been able to. She was too tight, even when we had been fucking every night, and she hadn't been touched in a month. She whined as the head of my cock penetrated her. She began to beg, "Please. Please. I need it. Missed you. Take me again. Take-- " I pushed hard, and her body accepted more of me. She let out a strangled cry. I pushed once more, all the way in, and she was mine again. She would be mine forever.
I shuddered at the feeling that I'd needed for the last month, my fiancée's... no, my wife's painfully tight walls squeezing me with their silken heat. "Oh, Em. Oh, god. I've wanted you so much." I looked down at her face. Where I expected to see it twisted with lust as it usually was when we coupled, there was instead love and longing. Her placid smile beamed up at me. "Then take me, husband. Take what you want. Take what's yours." Her hand cupped my cheek, and I kissed it.
I began to move again, slowly at first, savoring my wife's wet, ready tunnel. Emily moaned and moved her hands to her breasts, squeezing them and pinching her nipples. "Yes, Mike, yes lover, do it. Do it. No pills now. Not-- ung-- not safe. Knock-- oh! Knock me up!"
I was slamming into her now. I loomed over her, my palms flat on the bed on either side of her head. The pure carnal gleam in her eyes paired with her words and spurred me on. I had no regard for her pleasure now, which only amplified her desire. My fucktoy's moaning exhortations became almost unintelligible. "Cumcumcum, breedme ugh-- bre-- cum-- yoursbreeddaddybreed--!" I felt her clench on me as she came and I was done. I flooded my wife's womb with my seed, spurt after spurt, seemingly endless. "Fuck! Em! Oh, fuck!"
I had been uncharacteristically quiet during our first round. I needed her so badly that I could barely speak more than a few sentences. She was still shuddering as I regained my senses. I leaned close over her and kissed her, talking through the tail end of her orgasm. "Oh, god. I love you, Emily. I love my good girl. My wife. So good. Cum for me, good girl. Cum so my sperm goes deeper in you. Finds your egg."
I was still hard, and she was still shuddering. Neither of us were done yet. I began to saw my length in and out of her body again, and her eyes flew open. Her mouth formed a tight O. "Going to breed you all night, Em. Pin you down. Never let you up. Keep you here til you're full of my cum. Til our baby's in you."
She wrapped her legs tight around me, pulling me as deeply into her as I could get. Her head was thrown back, neck corded with muscle as she began to tense again. "Yes! Yes! Fuck, Mike! Do it! Fuck a baby into me!" I had just cum, but I knew I wasn't going to last long. It didn't matter. I knew that there would be still more after this, more cum to fill my beautiful forever lover. Our state of deprivation had prepared us for a long night. My wife was a devious genius. And she was all mine.
I hissed through my teeth as I fought against my orgasm. "Couldn't take it, could you, Em? Had to-- had to get knocked up tonight. Want-- want everyone to know-- know my good girl-- unf-- needed me to fill her up. My beautiful, fuckable, breedable good girl. Show everyone-- ngh-- that big, sexy pregnant belly." She was so close. So was I. I leaned into her and whispered. "I love you, Emily. Cum for your husband. Cum on my cock, good girl." I could hold off no longer, and I filled her for the second of many times that night. I hoped that it would trigger another climax for her, but right then, it was completely secondary to me. My body was seized by a primal need to fill her to overflowing, and it would not be denied.
I felt lightheaded as my climax ended. Suddenly, I found myself slumped forward on her. Emily was limp beneath me, glassy-eyed and breathing hard. I kissed her softly. "Oh god, Em. I love you. I love you. I love you." Her legs were still wrapped around me; loosely now, her muscles slackened, but I couldn't escape them yet, even if I had wanted to. I tried to not crush her, but I needed to feel her close to me. Her heart thudded against my chest, rapid but starting to slow. I felt her hand on my back, weakly stroking at me. She breathed, barely audible, "Love you, too. Always. Forever."
We were at it all night, mostly in plain old missionary. It might be vanilla, but for this, for our first night as a married couple, it was our favorite. We could see the love in each other's eyes, and, when the mood struck me, I could pin her to the bed. The love was tinged with lust and a little fear then; she knew that she could not stop me from taking her as roughly as I wanted, but she didn't want to. We would cuddle each time afterwards, declaring once again our love for each other. "Husband" and "wife" became our favorite words in the whole of the English language. Well, that and "breed." That word was tossed around enough that night to convince people that a 4H convention was in town.
We almost missed our plane in the morning. We slept in, and Emily had quite a bit of trouble moving at any speed faster than a slow walk. For some reason, she was very sore. The Bahamas were beautiful, but we saw much less of it than we had planned. I wouldn't say the trip was a complete waste of money; I did get to see Emily in the tiny white string bikini she brought for the trip, and we did manage to make it out of the room every once in a while. But we probably should have just stayed home for those two weeks and taken the trip a little later. She wanted me inside her constantly, and I was happy to oblige, but doing this anywhere besides our bungalow was frowned upon by the local authorities. That little bikini of hers did come off at least one time when we were alone among the dunes, though. I'm only human.
Epilogue
I stared into the dying fire in our living room fireplace. Christmas was a couple of weeks away, and we'd just finished hosting a party for our closest friends here at our home in a bohemian section of the city where we met and fell in love. I'd been reminiscing about how we all met, and how far we'd all come.
Emily did fall pregnant during our first weeks as husband and wife. We like to think it was that first night. Nine months later, Aidan was born. A year after that, Theresa. Then, finally, eighteen months after that, Charlie. We decided to stop then, at least for now. Emily went back on the pill and our breeding kink was relegated to a fun little roleplay instead of a potential source of financial ruin.
Em was still the smart, kind, funny, foulmouthed little pixie I'd fallen in love with. Still gorgeous. She'd put on a little weight; we both had, but she had three much better reasons than I did, that was for certain. We still made it to the gym as often as we could, but the kids made that difficult. We tried to make up for the lack of exercise in the gym through our bedroom antics; it probably didn't work, but it was fun to try. It was a little hard to keep our promise of "whenever, any and every way" with kids underfoot, but we certainly endeavored to.
Rowena had become not just Emily's best friend, but mine as well. We asked her to be the godmother to Aidan. She was Auntie Ro; she loved the kids, regularly babysat for us, and was around so often our guest room was just called "Auntie Ro's room." Rowena got a little baby crazy after Charlie was born. She'd decided she was done waiting to find a man and get married before having kids. She's trying to decide between IVF and adoption.
Abe surprisingly became one of my closest friends. We really bonded while working out together, and it turned out he was a huge closeted tabletop wargaming nerd. He was a dependable, loyal, stable guy who just happened to be a giant goof. It turned out that was exactly what my sister Allie needed, too. They met by chance when we were hanging out one day, and they were both smitten. It didn't hurt that he looked like the long lost Hemsworth brother, with, as she confirmed to Emily, "a fucking horse cock." They married last year and were expecting their first child. Poor kid's first words are probably going to be "brah" or "bro." Flip a coin.
Adam and Chuck were still together, still crazy about each other. Chuck still couldn't handle his liquor. We didn't see them as much. They were happily childfree, and while they tolerated our rugrats, they weren't terribly interested in being the fun gay uncles until the kids were a little older. That's okay. They were still part of our found family, even if we only saw Adam for D&D most of the time.
Speaking of, Gordon actually found someone, his very own Dungeon Mistress. Possibly literally; she bossed him around like nobody's business. They were both happy, though, and she'd recently been sporting a nice-sized rock on her ring finger. We were all both very proud of and very surprised at him.
I thought, too, of the people gone from my life. A couple from my marathon group had left the state for new jobs. I'd had a falling out with a friend from work over something stupid that we should have just put aside; I still hoped to mend that one. And, saddest of all, one of the few people that stuck with me from the bad old days passed away earlier this year, taken too young. Rest in peace.
Then there was Lisa and Pete. I heard through the grapevine that they'd gotten married not long after we had. They had a daughter. And they were getting divorced. I didn't know the details; didn't really care. Could have been that one of them cheated, or one or both of them wasn't actually ready to be married yet, or even, as Jim said, that their guilt over me poisoned their marriage. It wasn't my business, but I felt for the kid.
Our Christmas party had ended earlier. Most of the folks had gone home, but Rowena stayed to help clean up. I'd been drinking the last of my glass of scotch, and my darling wife told me to relax and enjoy myself. I'd dressed as Santa to hand out presents, and while I was ready to be out of the getup, right now I just wanted to sit and enjoy the silence for a little bit. My parents had taken the kids for the weekend, since Charlie was finally old enough to be away for a couple of nights, and I wanted to relish it. I knew I'd miss them by Sunday, but right now? Heaven.
"Ahem." Emily cleared her throat behind me. "I think we're done, lazybones. I'm going to help get Rowena sorted. She's had too much to drive. Why don't you go upstairs and get changed out of that ratty old thing and take a quick shower?" She leaned over me and kissed me, tongue teasing at my lips. "Mmm, good scotch." She turned and walked away, then stopped in the doorway, her body framed perfectly in silhouette. "Don't bother changing into anything else, Santa. I'll be in soon. Be ready."
Well. Up to the bedroom, quick quick quick. My gorgeous wife still excited me as much as she had when we were first married. More, actually; we knew so much more about what the other liked that we could bring each other to new heights of pleasure almost every time. Especially if we didn't have to keep quiet for the kids.
It may have come a little early for us this year, but I expected this was going to be a very Merry Christmas.
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I took a long drag from a clove cigarette, the last of the bad habits I allowed myself. Well, other than my fashion sense, which was mostly now restricted to wearing heavy boots with office casual clothing. Both are remnants from my time as a goth, a fun phase of my life during college and into my early adulthood. I liked the music and the aesthetic, especially as worn by the girls, but I never really enjoyed the angst, especially after I got with Ellie.
I met Ellie at a bad time in her life. Well, an especially bad time in her life. She had had a long string of bad luck that started before she was born. Her mother, Gloria, was a drug addict; abusive when she was around, but mostly absent. Instead, she was raised by her father, Don, a high school English teacher. Gloria had baby trapped Don. He had been working on his masters in linguistics when he had the misfortune of being drawn in by her pretty face and wild personality. She fell pregnant with Ellie, and Don stepped up to do the right thing. It cost him almost everything: a promising career, the chance at a faithful wife, his health, and his self-respect. The only thing it gained him was Ellie; he considered it a more than fair trade.
"When are you going to stop smoking those things? I don't want you to get lung cancer, babe." I heard her sweet voice behind me on the balcony. I wasn't allowed to smoke inside.
"You made me give up drinking and pot. You've already improved my lifespan enough, El." I stubbed out the cigarette and turned towards her.
"Sue me. I'm greedy. I want to have as many years with you as I can." She stepped up on her tiptoes and kissed me. "I do love the way you taste after you smoke them, though."
"I mean, I've got a while til I need to be at the doctor's office. I'd be happy to let you taste me some more."
She bit her lip. "Rain check, hon? I'd think I would have tired you out last night. I have to get to the store."
I encircled her in my arms and kissed her again. "If you ever tire me out so much that I can't have another round with you the next morning, check to see if I'm a pod person."
She withdrew and I swatted her ass. I suddenly remembered. "Oh! Do you want me to get your appointment for your physical set up while I'm at the doc's?"
She looked up. "Mmm, no. Thanks, but they're messing with the schedule at work right now. Not sure when I'm going to be able to go." She grabbed her keys and headed out. "Got a long shift today, hon. See you tonight."
I loved to watch her walk. She was shorter than me; most people are. But she was so graceful, and the flowing skirts and peasant blouses she preferred always made me smile. Where I looked like what I was, a corporate IT drone losing the fight to maintain some sliver of individuality, she always looked like she'd stepped out of Haight Ashbury in the late 60s.
I smiled as I drove to my physical. Last night was great. Ellie had been extremely affectionate for the past couple months, and she was always affectionate to begin with. I knew that a dip in that was going to come soon; this had been a pattern with her for almost as long as I'd known her. I worried sometimes that she might have manic depression, but she didn't like the idea of being medicated. It wasn't a huge change, and her dips only lasted for a few weeks, but I worried about her.
I suppose that was par for the course. I usually worried about her. As I said, I met Ellie at a particularly bad time in her life. She'd had a rough childhood; her father, constantly trying to make ends meet and therefore often absent, and her best friend, Derek, were the only real bright spots in it. Derek was from the next street over; he had a similarly bad childhood, and they bonded over it. They were friends, then dated when they got into school. They had been each other's first everythings, and Ellie had thought they'd be together forever. But Derek had different ideas. He was a very talented guitarist and a pretty good singer. Decent songwriter, too. When they were 20, he finally had to pick between Ellie and his dreams, and he picked his dreams.
She took it really hard. Where Derek couldn't wait to get on the road, Ellie wanted to settle down and have a home and family. She craved the stable life that she couldn't have when she was a kid, and had hoped Derek would eventually decide that was what he wanted, too. When it didn't happen, she fell into a deep depression.
Ellie was smart; she had gotten an academic scholarship and thrown herself into her studies. She loved poetry and writing, and was working on a degree in English when I met her. It wasn't much of a meet cute: I was a gangly cheerful goth kid barely passing his IT classes while partying too much, and she was a petite depressed hippy chick trying to get through her first breakup. We ran into each other on campus. Literally.
I hadn't been paying attention to where I was going. Truth be told, I was hung over from the night before and was trying to keep my head down to let as little light touch my eyes as possible. She got distracted by a text, and we slammed into each other; she got the worst of it, dropping her books and laptop on the ground.
"Oh god, I'm so sorry!"
"Watch where you're fucking going, asshole!"
I reached my hand down and she glared but took it. We started to gather her things up; her books were fine, but when she tried to turn on her laptop, no dice.
"Fuck! Fuck fuck fuck! I can't afford to get this fixed! Why the fuck did you not look where you were going?"
"Why the fuck didn't you!"
"I-- I..." She started to cry.
I'm not great with emotions. My default is to be pretty lowkey happy, but that's mostly because showy displays of emotion make me uncomfortable. That was rough for me as a kid; my family are loud folks, with big voices, big opinions, and big feelings. I often wondered if I was adopted, but I looked like a younger version of my dad, so that was pretty unlikely.
"Hey, uh, hey, it's... it's okay. We'll get it fixed."
"How?! I can't afford it! I just fucking said that! Are you going to pay for it?"
"Here." I took the laptop from her. "Let's go to find someplace to sit, and I'll take a look at it."
Inside the student union, I found a relatively clean table and started assessing it. The case wasn't cracked, screen was fine, no obvious damage. I popped out the battery and put it back in. No dice.
"What are you doing?"
"Troubleshooting. IT major. Give me a minute." I pulled out my multitool and started to take the case off.
"Whoa, hold on! Don't break it!"
I sighed. "Look, uh... what's your name?"
"Ellie."
"Ellie, great. I'm Tim. This is going to go a lot faster if you're not shouting at me. This isn't the first laptop I've repaired." I held out a tenner. "Why don't you grab us a couple of drinks. Mountain Dew for me?" She hesitantly took it and marched off.
While she was gone, I got down to it. I popped the case and pretty quickly found the problem: a cable had come loose from the motherboard. I reseated it, put the case back on, and fired it up. It was at the lock screen by the time she was back with our drinks.
"Ta-da!" I turned the screen to face her with a flourish.
"Oh my god! Really?" Her relief was palpable.
"Should be fine now. Just a loose cable." I finally had a chance to really look at her. She was pretty. Stressed, but pretty. We looked oddly similar, both fair skinned with blonde hair. Her eyes were green and mine blue. No one would mistake us for siblings, but cousins? Entirely possible.
"Oh, thank god." She breathed out. "I'm sorry for shouting earlier. It's... I've had kind of a bad, well, a bad few months."
I shook my head. "No, it's okay. I should have paid more attention." I was trying to think of a way to get her to stay and talk. I didn't know much about her other than that she was pretty, but it was college and I was a guy. That was enough for a start.
"Well, I probably should have, too." She smiled and went to stand.
"Wait! Uh, here. Let me text you my number. Just in case it has problems later." Slick, Tim.
She raised her eyebrow, but went ahead and gave me her number. I guess I'm not too bad looking, it was college, and she was a girl, and that was enough reason for her, too.
It's not exactly a love story for the ages, but we started to hang out, then became friends, then became friends with benefits, onto lovers, and then followed on down the chain until we were married a couple of years after we met. We made a funny pair, the happy goth kid and the mopey hippy girl, but the longer we were together, the less mopey she was.
I met her father a few months after we started officially dating, and he thanked me for being a stabilizing influence on her. Don took me to one side after dinner and confided in me, "I haven't seen her this happy in a long time. She's finally starting to think about the future in a positive way again, and I can't thank you enough for that." I ended up becoming close to him as well. By the time we were married, he was calling me "son," which felt really good. He had the same attitude about big emotions that I did, and in some ways I felt more kinship to him than to my actual family. After we were married, I started to call him "Dad." Ellie was his only child. He was thrilled.
I eventually started in my corporate IT career as a lowly network technician. It had good starting pay, and Ellie and I had limited needs, so she was able to stay at her college job at an actual, honest to god physical bookstore. She loved paper books, vinyl records, and all of the other media that was mostly kept alive because of nostalgia and stubbornness. Her schedule was always in flux, but we still found plenty of time to be together.
Her attitude towards Derek shifted over the time we were a couple. Early on, she hated him, when she talked about him at all. That was fine by me; no guy likes to hear about his girlfriend's ex. But eventually, her attitude softened. He started to have some success, mostly just at the indie/small label level, but eventually got a little airplay. The music industry spinner had finally landed on "singer songwriter with guitar based backup band" again. One day we were listening to the radio in the car and he came on. I was going to change it, but she had me leave it on. She took my hand and kissed it. "It's okay. Derek finally got his dream, and I got mine. I'm glad he's happy."
Recently, we'd been talking about having kids. We'd been married for almost five years now, and I had gotten promoted to a lead role; it was probably going to be time to retire my boots soon. We were financially stable, and we wanted to have kids while we were still young enough to chase after them.
Ellie went off the pill. We hadn't been trying, but we hadn't not been trying either, and it had been four months. I talked to the doctor about it at my physical, and he suggested I get some additional tests done; just a blood draw at one of those diagnostic places that specializes in it for now, not the more fun stuff when dealing with fertility issues.
I had taken the morning off, so I headed for the nearest one a few miles away. It was coming up on lunch time when they were done jabbing me, and there was a new cafe nearby that Ellie and I had been wanting to check out. I figured I'd kill two birds with one stone. I was about to enter the restaurant when I saw Ellie. And Derek. And they were kissing.
I felt like I was having an out of body experience. This couldn't be happening. Somebody must be playing a joke, a prank, one of those stupid YouTube stunts. My wife couldn't... oh god. I staggered as though I'd been punched. I shook my head. I had enough presence of mind to take out my phone and snap a few pictures, then I walked away, numb and in shock.
I made it about half a block, turned the corner, and slumped down on a bus stop bench. I couldn't think. My mouth was dry, and I felt like I was going to throw up. An elderly lady saw my distress, and I think she asked if I was okay, but I couldn't respond. She could have been talking in Swahili for all the good it would have done.
I texted my boss and told him I was feeling sick; something I ate. I somehow made my way back to my car. I couldn't drive yet, because I knew I'd get in an accident. Suddenly, I found the value in big emotions. I began to scream in rage, hammering on the steering wheel, shouting about that cheating whore and her douchebag boyfriend. I was going to fucking murder them both. I yelled, shouted, and howled with pain until I made myself hoarse. Then the tears came. How could she? Why would she? He had left her, I had been there for her, why? Why? I put my head on the steering wheel and cried until I couldn't anymore. Then, drained, I started the car and made my way back to our apartment.
I packed a bag. Not mine. Hers. It was my name on the lease. I paid for all of our bills. We had no kids. And there was no fucking way I'd ever touch her again. We were done.
I considered having a beer, but that fucking cunt made me give up booze. I remembered her bullshit from this morning, "Oh, honey, I want to have so many more years with you!" Yeah, so you can fucking fleece me while you bang your trash ex. Or, I guess not-ex now. Fuck. Fuckfuckfuck.
I had no idea when she'd be back, just "late." I couldn't be here anymore. Back in school, I loved to run, loved the gym, loved martial arts. Another atypical thing for a goth kid. I hadn't done any of them in a while, but right now, I just needed to do something. Something physical to distract me from the emotional. I dug my old pair of running shoes out of the closet, switched into some shorts and a t-shirt, and just started to run.
I was out of shape. But I also was probably dissociating, in that fugue state where you can push your body to do far more than it usually can because you've lost connection to yourself. I didn't know exactly how long I ran, or how far. I had the muscle memory to know how to run at a rate that would let me go as long as I could, but I had no conscious knowledge of where I was going or why. When my body finally got through to my brain that a failure was imminent, when my lungs were on fire, my muscles burned with lactic acid, and I simply could go no further, I fell against the side of a building in some part of town I didn't recognize. And. Just. Stopped. Stopped running, stopped thinking, stopped being in any way that mattered.
An indeterminate amount of time later, my brain finally reengaged. It was getting dark. I had no idea where I was; there were no familiar landmarks, none of the buildings contained businesses I recognized, and I had given up my marathon far enough from any street sign to see them in the dusk before the street lights turned on. Anyone who says you can't run away from your problems just hasn't tried hard enough.
The super smart IT guy finally remembered that he lived in the 21st century. I pulled out my phone and checked the map app. Jesus. I'd made it almost seven miles before I collapsed. Amazing what sheer existential dread can drive you to. And then... oh, fuck, yeah, those were my legs. I moaned and groaned to my feet, feeling the fatigue, soreness, and blisters. Uber. Yeah. I'd get an Uber.
My driver Amir and I stopped by a deli on the way back to my apartment and I bought us both some dinner. Just a sandwich and chips, but still. Hey, being a gig worker sucks, and I wasn't going to be having kids now, so why not buy the dude a sandwich? I had the fucking money. Got a six pack for me as well. Amir could see I was pretty fucked up, and he dealt pot on the side, so hey, score! Hustle culture for the win.
I scrolled through my text messages on the way. Oh, that's nice, Ellie let me know she was going to be late. Wonder what she was up to? Probably just slammed at work. Or getting slammed at work. Or on a desk. Douchebag's couch. Our bed. FUCK!
Once at my complex, I dragged my abused body up the stairs as carefully as I could, taking the steps gingerly as my body screamed at me for the abuse I'd inflicted. It was pretty slow, but I was getting there. Turned out the tortoise had lost the race that mattered, though. Aesop would be disappointed.
"Fuck it." I slumped down on the couch. I had a beer with my dinner for the first time in almost five years and it was fucking glorious. It was pisswater, and it was still the best goddamned thing I'd tasted in forever. Tasted like pointless rebellion, drinking poison to spite my wife. I loved it. Lit up a joint from my new dealer, and puff puff puffed my way to temporary bliss.
It was about two hours later that Ellie came in, sniffing the air. "Is that pot? Jesus, Tim, what are you doing? What happened to you?" I hadn't changed out of my sweaty clothes. I was tired, beat up, smelled bad, and juuuust a little buzzed. Also? Pretty fucking high. Amir had some good shit.
"Me? Oh, nothing. You know, same old same old. How was your day?" She was really harshing my mellow.
"Tim, you're scaring me. What's going on?"
Ding ding ding, there's the bell. Time to get the fight started. "You tell me, Ellie. How long have you been fucking Derek?"
She went as white as a sheet and began to stammer. "I- I- I- I- "
"I think your starter motor's stuck, El. Want to take a second to figure out how exactly you're going to lie to me and begin again?" Damn, I should argue high more often.
She started furiously thinking then, her mouth opening and closing. I pulled out my phone and opened up the photo app, then tossed it at her feet. "Let's just skip the lying part, Ellie. I went to the cafe to see if it'd be a good place to take you on a date." I snorted with amused indignation. "Guess so!"
I looked down at the floor. "So. How long?"
"Tim, it's not-- "
I was on my feet in a flash, adrenaline and rage overriding the red warning lights my body was throwing up in my brain. I was in her face, spitting with fury. "HOW. FUCKING. LONG. ELLIE."
She shrunk away from me and started to cry. "Two months."
I just shook my head. "Two months. Well, that's just fucking-- "
Her voice, timid as a mouse. "This time."
This time. This. Time. Two syllables. Eight letters. And that's all it took to destroy my world.
My brain started to put everything together, all at once. Derek was a touring musician. Ellie had been in her extra affectionate mode for two months. She got this way in irregular intervals two or three times a year for a month or two at a time. She was down for maybe a week or so afterwards. It had been going on back to... back to... oh, god. Oh, god! Back to before we got married!
I don't know if it was the exhaustion, the pot, the beer, or just the sudden destruction of reality as I knew it, but I couldn't stay on my feet anymore. "Jesus Ellie. Jesus." I pushed my way past her to our bedroom, trying to get there before my legs gave out. I did, just barely, falling onto the edge of the bed and holding my head in my hands.
"Six years? Six years you've been cheating on me? Why... why did... we got married, El! You married me!" The tears came now, harder than they had before. It had been one thing to think my wife had fallen out of love with me. It was another to learn she never had been in love with me in the first place.
She had followed me into the room and kneeled in front of me, trying to catch my eye. "Because I love you Tim. I still love you. You're the best man in the world."
I started laughing. I couldn't help it. The tears rolled down my face as I heaved with laughter. I couldn't even respond.
Her voice became more insistent. "Please, Tim. Please. I mean it. You are the best man I've ever met. You make me feel safe and loved. Please, I need you to-- "
I snapped then. "I need YOU to get the fuck out of my life! You worthless, cheating cunt! Stop standing here lying to me, get your bag, and leave!"



She gasped and reached out for me, "What, Tim? No! No, I'm not going to leave you like this. I don't want you to hurt yours-- " I slapped her hand away and, overextended from kneeling, she landed on her ass. I'd never laid a hand on her before. I'd never laid a hand on a woman at all. Hell, outside of martial arts in high school, I hadn't hit anyone since I was in the fourth grade.
"Fuck, El, I'm sorry." I stopped. No. Fuck that. "I shouldn't have hit you, but you shouldn't have tried to touch me. Did you think you were going to talk your way out of this? That I'd still want you after you let that diseased prick slide into you? Is it just him, or have you been fucking his whole band, too? How big of a fucking whore are you, Ellie?"
"I'm not a whore!" Sudden anger in her eyes. She reared back. I was too stunned to block her; this was Ellie. She couldn't even kill a bug, always had to get a piece of paper and put them outside. I felt her hand impact my cheek, a loud, full-on slap.
The gloves were off.
I hadn't laid a hand on her before tonight, but I guess it was a good night for it. My adrenaline surged again, even as the warning lights in my head started to go from flashing red to burnt-out black. I grabbed her by the arm, gripping her so tightly that I'm sure I left bruises. Ellie whined in pain as I hauled her to her feet. She stumbled, but I just dragged her with me, grabbing her suitcase on the way out of our bedroom. Our bedroom. What a fucking joke.
"Tim, please! Stop!" I wasn't the strongest guy, but Ellie was tiny and afraid. She struggled, but there was no chance for her to resist. We got to the front door, and she began to beg. "No, Tim, no, please, I'm sorry, I love you, please, we need to talk, babe, I-- "
"DON'T FUCKING 'BABE' ME, YOU GODDAMNED WHORE!" My voice was a roar, and she shrank back, prey trying to escape a predator. I had been Tim, her babe, her love, her cuddlebug. She didn't recognize the person she saw. Good. She was beginning to understand how I felt.
I opened the apartment door and hurled her suitcase through it. Our neighbors were starting to poke their heads out. I shoved her through. She stumbled and fell to her knees. I sneered down, looming in the doorway."You can get the rest of your shit later. Have your dad call me, I'll arrange it with him. I don't want to see your face or hear your voice again."
"Tim, wait, my purse!" It was by the door. I snatched it up, opened it, and fished her keys out, then threw it at her. Not to her, at her. "But my keys, I need-- "
"I paid for it. It's in my name. It's not yours anymore."
"But how am I going to get to my Dad's?" The sheer fucking audacity.
"Call your Dad, call your boyfriend, call an Uber. Hell, go turn tricks on the corner for bus fare, whore. I don't give a fuck." I slammed the door on my life. I turned the bolt as she banged on the door, begging to be let back inside so we could talk, begging for "her" keys, begging for someone she never really valued at all.
I slid down the door, grief welling up in me. Shame at how I'd let my emotions get away from me, from the rage that almost... that almost... Jesus. I almost hit her. There was a moment there, after she slapped me, that I almost decked her. I didn't want to be that person. I started grieving anew, not just for the loss of my love, but for the loss of my sense of self.
All of the warning lights in my brain went black. The gauges flicked to max and then to off. I couldn't stay upright, even seated. My body tumbled on its side, and I fell asleep to the sound of the most important person in my world pounding on the door and crying.
BEEPBEEPBEEPBEEPBEEP
Where? Oh fuck! Shit! Why did everything hurt?
Oh god. Oh. Oh god. Ellie. Oh god.
I slowly pulled myself up to sitting; my neck and back felt like I'd been in a car crash, and my legs were shot. My hands were still working, though. I managed to fish my phone out of my pocket and silence the alarm. There were text messages from Ellie, of course, and Don. Don's were full of concern for me. That was really touching. Some dads would be haranguing me about how I'd hurt their daughter, but Don just wanted to see if I was okay. But then, I guess he'd been through the same thing.
Ellie's were almost all pleas. A little anger at being thrown out, but mostly entreaties: "Please talk to me." "Please don't do anything rash." "Please don't hurt yourself." "Please don't throw us away." Little late for that one, El.
I was going to be late for work. That was just a given at this point. I limped to the bathroom and stripped off my clothes. They reeked of sour sweat and pot. So did I, for that matter. I pissed in the shower and did a cursory cleaning, then brushed my teeth. My jaw ached where Ellie had hit me. The guy staring back at me in the mirror looked like Ed Norton in Fight Club, just before he got into the fight with his boss. Hopefully that wasn't in the cards today, but it had been a week full of surprises.
I got into work almost a half hour late. I could barely walk. I looked like I had been mugged, and wished it had been only that painful. My manager, Al, came to my desk to see why I was late, but he recoiled when he saw me. "Jesus, Tim, what happened?"
There are few things more emasculating than breaking down at your desk at work, but most of those had happened to me in the last twenty four hours, too.
Al gave me the rest of the week off. He was a decent guy, and he'd been divorced before. In his office, he commiserated with me; he had found her in bed with a guy ten years younger and fifty pounds lighter than him. "At least you don't have kids, Tim. I know it's cold comfort now, but you can just get her out of your life." With a manly slap on the back, he sent me out into the world to do... nothing.
It was the middle of the week and the middle of the day. My friends all had jobs. My body was wrecked from my run and my grief. I tried to think of a place to go. I had no appetite. I was too distracted to enjoy a movie. I wasn't quite to the day drinking stage yet. There was no way I could repeat my run from yesterday; probably not for a week the way I felt right now. I sat in my car and procrastinated, until I finally admitted that the only place to go was home.
I started researching divorce in our state. We had no kids, few possessions, and no real property. It was a community property state, so she'd probably get one of the cars, all of her books and records, her clothes, and half of the cash in our account. Maybe alimony. Whatever. It was a bargain to be rid of her. Hell, I could start the paperwork myself.
I sat on the couch and started flipping through Netflix, looking for something that was engaging enough to distract me, but not good enough that I cared about tainting its memory by watching it while I was still so torn up. I hadn't decided on anything when I heard a knock at the door.
I expected Ellie. Or maybe Don.
I opened the door, and Derek said, "Dude, I'm sorry. This isn't how I wanted to meet you."
My fist clenched, and I started to feel rage, but then... I just couldn't. I was so tired. Exhausted. This was just another indignity tossed onto a heap of indignities, and I was crushed under their weight. This douche, with his neck tattoo and messy black hair that must take half an hour to arrange just so, was the pickle on the shit sandwich of my life. I could only start laughing.
"Can I come in? I think we need to talk."
I was still laughing, and this was what it took to make me double over. This is what my life had come to.
We were on the third floor. The stairwell was open, and it was only twenty feet away. Part of me said 'Why not just go pitch him over that? You've got half a foot and thirty pounds on him.' Another said 'You know, you could just go pitch yourself over it instead.' The last one, the really crazy one said, 'You've been on this ride far enough; why don't you see where this goes? Invite him in. You can always murder him later.'
I just turned my back on him, still laughing, and beckoned. He reluctantly entered and sat on a chair while I flopped onto the couch.
"Okay, asshole. You think we need to talk. I think you just came into the apartment of the man whose wife you've been fucking, and he's between you and the door. So you better have something really fucking amazing to say, or you're going out that window."
Derek didn't seem like the sharpest tool in the shed. I think he was the type of guy that really felt things, man. The type of guy that gets how hard this is, bro, that feels your pain. He expected his dimestore faux soulfulness to get him through this, just as it probably got him into girls' pants. Into my girl's pants.
He sighed. "You're mad. I understand that-- "
I snorted. "Oh, do you now? You understand how mad I am that my wife has been cheating on me with you since before we were married? That I only found out because I saw her sucking face with you in public? That I've wasted my almost my entire adult life with some fucking whore that bangs a knockoff Jack White when my back is turned? Oh, but I guess only when you're back from tour. So I get her the rest of the time. Lucky me."
He looked at me with pain. "Yeah, dude. Yeah. Lucky you. You get to have her in your life all the time. I'll never get that."
I snorted. "Well, you can start now, Derek. She's not going to be in my life anymore, so you're free to take her off my hands. Oh, wait, you already did."
He bowed his head. "No, I didn't. I couldn't take her off your hands. Even if you are done with her, and I don't think you-- "
"I don't give a fuck what you think, asshole."
"Even if you are done with her, I couldn't take her off your hands, man. She'd never leave you. You're the man she needs. I think... I think that even if you can't take her back, she'll never be with anyone else."
"Good. Fuck her."
He looked at me. "I know you're hurt. I know she... I know we hurt you, dude. I'm sorry. I wish we hadn't. But please don't take out your anger at my weakness on her."
"'Your weakness.' What the fuck is that supposed to mean?"
He looked out the window, the one I'd threatened to toss him out of. "When I left Ellie behind, dude, it was the hardest thing I'd ever had to do. I loved her. I don't think I'll ever love another person as much as her. But... but I loved my dream more. I'd always wanted to be up on stage, playing guitar and singing. And, at first, it was everything I wanted it to be."
I growled, "Good for you. Get to the part where you decided to ruin my life."
He nodded. "Ellie was my muse. I knew that. But I had hoped... I had hoped that the memory of her in my heart, the pain I felt from leaving her, maybe that would be enough to inspire me. It was, for a little while. But then it wasn't. After we got back from the second tour, I started trying to write new songs. Nothing came. I just couldn't, man. Ellie wasn't there.
He lowered his head. "I hadn't intended to... I knew I couldn't be what Ellie needed me to be. But I hoped maybe I could be her friend. I came to her at the bookstore. She was so angry at me, and I knew I deserved it. But I apologized for leaving her the way that I had. Not for leaving her; we both knew that was a lie. But for doing it so abruptly. And, well, you know Ellie, man." I scoffed, but he ignored me. "She's so kind. So forgiving. We went out for a coffee to talk."
"Talk, sure." I rolled my eyes.
He looked at me. "It was just talk, man. I promise. She told me about you, about how happy you made her. She was sure you were the one." I shook my head. "No, dude. I'm not bullshitting you. I knew that look in her eyes. It was love. She'd felt it for me, but I knew it paled in comparison to what she felt for you. You..."
I saw a tear in his eye. "You were going to give her everything I hadn't been able to. I was so happy for her, man." His voice cracked. "So jealous of you. You got to be her fairytale. I was just the guy that couldn't keep her."
My voice dripped with contempt. "Give me a break with your fucking pity party and get on with it."
He nodded. "I got home afterwards and was able to write again, really write. The songs were good, man, better than the stuff I'd written when me and El were together. But I started to run dry again. I called her and asked her if we could hang out some more. She was reluctant at first; didn't want you to worry about her.
"She... dude, I really fucked her up when I left the first time. I know that. I know you picked up the pieces, man. She didn't want to put you through that again if I flaked on her as a friend, too. That's why she didn't tell you about us hanging out at first.
"We started out meeting for coffee. Then she came over to my place to check out the new songs. Then... then we had a few drinks and-- "
"Yeah, no, I fucking get it. Then you fucked my girlfriend. Or was she my fiancé by then?"
He looked away. "Not yet. She was so guilty afterwards. She wanted to run straight to you and tell you everything, but I... dude, I convinced her not to. Told her that it would kill you. It's my fault. All of it is. Especially... especially what came next."
There was anguish on his face. Real anguish. The guy seemed, frankly, to be too stupid to be a decent actor. "I knew that I needed her. Needed my muse, yeah, but needed her in my life. I hadn't realized... I'd convinced myself that I could get along without her light as long as I had my music. But I couldn't. I was greedy. I wanted to have everything. I came back to her at the bookstore a week later. Played her the songs I'd written after we... after..."
He couldn't look at me. "I... god help me, I tricked her. Got her convinced that, as long as she was everything she could be with you, that she... she could still be my muse. That we could still be together sometimes, that she'd help my art. Dude, we'd been so much for each other when we were younger, given so much of ourselves to each other that... that it just made sense. To her. To both of us. She felt guilty at first, but she... it just became normal, you know? It had nothing to do--"
"If you finish that sentence, I will break your fucking neck." It was said coldly. Without emotion. And it was the absolute truth.
He stopped and nodded. "Yeah. Yeah, I guess you're right. It sounds like bullshit to me, too. But we convinced ourselves it was true. I... I convinced her of that. It felt like that, because... because nothing happened. You didn't find out. The world didn't explode. It was just how our lives were, and you were both happy. I was happy, too. But it was a shitty thing to do to you. It was a shitty thing I got her to do to you, dude. But please, don't punish El for that."
I just laughed again. "'Punish her.' Like I'm grounding her for staying out after curfew. She fucking cheated on me, 'dude.'" A horror suddenly appeared unbidden on the horizon of my mind. "Were you even using protection?" I hadn't even thought about that until just now, my brain too focused on the pain to think logically. Oh, fuck, I needed to go get tested.
He paused. "At first. We... I missed... missed feeling her. I told her I'd stay celibate for the last month on the road. Get tested when I came back. Make sure you were safe. She insisted on that. That was a few years ago. We were so far along, man, it just... it felt normal to..." He spread his hands, as if I'd find the answers to why my wife would let a touring musician go raw in her somewhere in those empty, outstretched palms.
"Oh my god." I would have thrown up if there was anything in my stomach. "Get out. Just get the fuck out of my house." I stood. I'd had enough time to rest, to let my batteries recharge. The anger was returning.
"Wait, dude, please, I'm begging you. Don't punish Ellie because of me. I've known her since we were kids. I knew what buttons to press, how to play on her sympathies. I'm the bad guy here. I am a bad guy. I know that. But please, please. I'm begging you, man. You're her dream. You're the good guy, you're her good guy, she's always called you that. 'The best man I've ever met.' Please, don't take that away. Please, don't take your love away from her, dude. It'll kill her." He started to half stand, but I was already grabbing him by the collar.
I dragged him to the door and tossed him out. I was getting good at it. "Tell the whore I'll have some papers for her to sign soon." I slammed the door in his face.
Once back on the couch, I just stared at the ceiling. I still loved her. That was the real bitch of it. I hated her now, too. I never thought I'd be able to hate her. But I loved her. If she had told me about this, if she'd come to me before I found out. If she'd confessed and cried and apologized and begged, maybe, maybe I could have gotten past it. But this... finding out like this. I just... god.
I needed someone to talk to. Someone besides her and the asshole. Someone besides my big loud family. Someone who'd been through this. Someone who knew everyone involved. Someone who I could trust to be, if not impartial, then fair. I grabbed my keys, got in my car, and drove.
"Hey, son." Don wrapped me in a big, loving hug. I started to tear up, and he held me at arm's length. "Hey, now. It's going to be okay. We'll figure this out." He led me inside his house.
He already had coffee made, and he poured me a cup, cream and no sugar, just like I liked it. Back in my goth days, I'd say "pale and bitter, just like I like my women." That changed when El came around. I liked her sweetness once she was past her gloom. I guess she'd been getting her sugar somewhere else for awhile, though.
We sat at his kitchen table, the same one where I had sat with him when Ellie introduced us. The same one where I'd asked him for her hand; old-fashioned, maybe, but he had really appreciated the gesture. I sat for a while, collecting my thoughts. He gave me the space I needed, but he was always there as a comforting presence. Finally, I was ready to talk.
He had spoken with Ellie, knew I'd thrown her out. Knew the shape of why, of what she'd done. But he had little in the way of details. I filled him in on everything I had learned from the asshole. He just shook his head sadly. "I thought I raised her better than that. I'm sorry, Tim. You deserved better."
He took a deep breath. "Have you decided what you're going to do?"
I took a drink and thought long and hard about it. "I don't know. I'm incredibly angry. I hate her, but I still love her. But I don't think that's enough. I can't trust her anymore."
He was contemplative. "Mmmm, I don't know about that. No, I get it, I understand why you're looking at me like that. But..."
He looked up at the ceiling. "Ellie isn't Gloria. I know you came to me for advice, but I want to start there. Gloria was always a snake. I hate to speak ill of the dead, but she was." He looked at me seriously. "Gloria was an addict. She ran around on me, stole from me. Trapped me in a marriage because she wanted someone that she could use and abuse. She never loved me. Ellie isn't like that. I know that's hard for you to see right now, but she's not."
He stopped, trying to decide if he should tell me what he needed to. Then he nodded to himself. "Son, I love you. I'm going to tell you something very few people know: Ellie isn't my daughter. Not my biological one anyways. She's the same sandy blonde as me, and she looks so much like her mom other than that. I just assumed, even after I knew that Gloria cheated on me. I didn't find out until she was eight, when she got hurt in an accident. They were trying to figure out blood types and there's no way she's mine. It's not biologically possible."
"Oh my god! Don, I'm so sorry."
He smiled kindly. "Thank you. It hurt at the time, but I realized, by then, it didn't really matter. She's my baby. I'll always love her. DNA's just DNA. It doesn't make us who we are, not really. It's just a part of it, and the way we're raised is what matters most. That's what I've always thought."



Don's voice broke. "And I-- I'm sorry, son, I raised her wrong. I know that she's a sweet girl. She's loving and smart, wouldn't hurt a fly. At her core, she knows right from wrong. But she's always been, well, a little gullible. A little too trusting. And Derek..."
The pain on his face was evident. "I never disliked the boy. He was a good friend to her, and they were there for each other when I couldn't raise her like I needed to. It made her reliant on him. And when they started dating, I knew he would break her heart. I was secretly glad when he did. I thought she'd be free of him. I recognized his type. He's not so much a bad guy-- "
I scoffed. "I'd like to see who you think is bad, if you think he's not."
He frowned; not at me, but at himself, for not keeping Derek away from his daughter. "He's weak. He's a weak boy who thinks he's a man. He's needy. Artistic. There's nothing wrong with being artistic, mind. I teach English, and I know art is one of the highest aspirations of humanity. But he got in his head the notion that he needs the adulation that goes with being an artist, rather than the joy of the art. I get that; no one likes to think they're shouting into the void. But it's made him egotistical. It's made him feel like the world owes him."
His brows furrowed. "I want you to think about your talk with him. How much was it about Ellie? Really about Ellie? And how much was it about him?"
I ran the conversation back through my head as best I could. "It was almost all about him. About how this was all his fault, about how he couldn't have her, how he manipulated her. He was apologizing and asking me to take her back, but it was all about him and what he'd done. I assumed it was so that I wouldn't blame her, that I'd put it on him."
Don frowned. "That makes sense. The boy's got a bit of a martyr complex. Goes with the ego. Anything good that happens is because of him. Anything bad that happens is, too. Like I said, a boy, not a man."
He took a deep breath before continuing. "I'm not going to try to tell you what to do. That's up to you. But I will say that I think you can trust Ellie, maybe. Derek is a manipulator. I think she already knows how badly she's messed things up. I know she loves you. What she's done to you is awful. But I know that she loves you dearly. Anyone who sees you together can see that. I wouldn't call you 'son' if you were just her husband. You've earned that by being the very best man for her that you can be. And I want you to know that, even if you can't stay with her, that's always what I'll consider you."
I started to tear up. "I... thank you, Dad. I just..." I couldn't speak. The emotion took my voice from me.
He patted my shoulder. "If Ellie gets away from him, I don't think she'll ever be taken in by him again. And there's no one else that's ever had the kind of influence on her that he did, other than you." He looked away and quietly, sadly said, "Including me, I suppose." But then he took a deep breath and continued.
"I can't lie to you. If I had my druthers, you'd go over to Derek's place, take her hand, tell her to never see him again, and resume your lives. Get some counseling and find a way forward. You've been so good for her, and I think she's been good for you, too. But I can't tell you that's the right thing for you. She's not Gloria, and you're not me.
"I will say one thing, though. People will tell you that you need to forgive her to move forward. But that's... it's not quite right. I forgave Gloria so that I could stop hating her. So I could try to be a good father to Ellie. But I did it wrong."
He took a sip of coffee. "I've always loved linguistics. The way that words come together, how languages evolve to take up or drop bits from other languages, or file off rough edges they don't need any more. Sometimes that's good; we don't have gendered nouns in English, so no 'la' or 'el' to deal with. But we also don't have a second person plural. 'You' is supposed to do double duty, which means a whole host of other words have sprung up to fill that need: y'all, youse, you'uns, and the like.
"Language is always imprecise. It's an attempt to convey ideas in a concise way, at its core. But that means that, in English, we just don't have words for all the things we need to say. It's why we import words like 'schadenfreude' from other languages. But we don't have, or at least I don't know of, a word from another language that we can use in place of 'forgive' for what we're talking about in recovering from the harm people do to us. Some people use 'accept,' but that has its own connotations. Neither of them is right.
"I didn't get that when I was younger. I 'forgave' Gloria in the Christian sense. The 'forgive and forget' sense. I let her back into my life, but I did it with no preconditions. I trusted her, or tried to. When she failed me again, she flung my forgiveness back in my face, tried to use it as a 'get out of jail free' card. She used it as an excuse to keep acting badly. And my well-intentioned forgiveness meant she ended up dead in a flophouse with a needle in her arm."
"He looked me in the eyes. "I don't have a word for what you need to do. 'Forgive' is too slippery a word for it. You need to be able to let go of your anger. I heard that you manhandled her." I started to open my mouth. "Don't. You shouldn't have done it, and you know it. I know you'll apologize. I also know that I did the same with Gloria. It was wrong; our anger doesn't make it right. And you can't keep that with you, or it'll kill you. Could end up hurting the people..." He stopped, miserable about the next thing he'd need to say. "If you can't be with Ellie, it could end up hurting the woman you love next.
"So, yes. Learn to let go of the anger. 'Forgive' her, if that's what works for you. But don't forget, and don't give her a pass on what she's done. I hate to say that; she's my baby girl. But she needs to learn from you what she didn't from me. She needs to learn that her actions have consequences, no matter how she was manipulated into them. That doesn't mean you need to scorch the earth, but don't just take her back without protecting yourself, either. Don't be me, son."
I nodded. "So, what do you think I should do next?"
Don smiled. "I think you know. There's only one person in all of this that you haven't talked to."
Shit. "I was hoping you'd have another option."
He stood up, and so did I. He hugged me. "It was always going to come back to you and her, son. No getting around that."
I left and texted Ellie. She responded almost immediately, agreeing to meet. But she insisted on meeting at Derek's place with him there. He was afraid that I might hurt her. I hated to admit it, but he was right. I didn't like what that said about me, but I couldn't deny it was true. If things went wrong, if tempers flared, I hated her so much right now that I might.
The next morning, I found his building. It wasn't as seedy as I was expecting; I know musicians don't make great money. But it wasn't some firetrap tenement building. Instead, it was an old converted warehouse space that had been turned into apartments. I knocked on the door to Derek's unit and Ellie answered.
She was so pretty. She always had been. My heart melted when I saw her puffy, red-rimmed eyes. She looked like she wanted to hug me. Three days ago, I would have already swept her into my arms with a promise to do whatever I could to take away her pain. But now, I was the source of her pain, as she was of mine. Not the cause of it; that was all on her. And the catalyst for our pain was lurking in the room just beyond the door.
El timidly said, "Hi. Please come in." She stepped aside, not touching me.
The space was exactly what the mind conjures when someone says "touring musician's apartment." Cinderblock shelves, cable spool coffee table, milk crates as both storage and additional seating. Ratty chairs and couch, maybe from thrift stores and maybe from dumpsters. Brick walls and bare floors completed the look. I wondered if I'd contract hepatitis just from standing in the room.
On the wall, though, were an array of guitars, maybe a dozen of them, with a few more on stands scattered around the room. I knew nothing about guitars, and only a little more about music in general; I can't carry a tune in a bucket. But I still recognized that I was looking at thousands, maybe tens of thousands of dollars in musical equipment.
My host sat on one end of the couch and my wife on the other. I idly wondered how often they'd fucked there. As Derek sat, he gestured to a chair. I considered petulantly remaining on my feet, but my legs were still killing me. I sat on the uncomfortable, torn chair and decided I should have kept standing.
We all looked at each other. It was my meeting, so I figured I should start. "I've heard what Derek had to say. I know how I feel at the moment. But El, I thought I should give you a chance to speak."
She sighed. "I tried to do that when you told me-- "
"No. Stop. Fucking stop. You don't get to play the victim in this. At all. At least not when it comes to anything I've done. The second you do that, I walk out the door and I contact a lawyer. Do you fucking understand?" This was off to a bad start. I was already angry, and she showed no sign of understanding how fucked things were.
She reluctantly nodded. "I'm sorry. I've just... I know I wronged you. I did. But it's been hard for me to... to admit who I am. What I've done. How badly..." she teared up. "How badly I've hurt the best man I've ever known. My husband. I-- " she sobbed.
I felt for her, a little, but she had started this off the wrong way. I gave her a moment to collect herself, then said, "Just say what you have to say, Ellie."
She took a deep breath. "There's no excuse for what I've done. Derek manipulated me, that's true." He looked uncomfortable, but not nearly as much as I'd have liked. "But I let it get to that point. I should have let you know I was meeting him in the first place. I should have... I should have told you when I cheated. Given you a chance to get away from me, if you couldn't let me try to make amends."
She looked down. "But I can't apologize for marrying you. For cheating on you, yes. That was wrong. And I should have... I should have let you know I cheated on you before I married you, like I said. I should have stopped immediately. But I... god, I love you so much. You're my everything."
"Clearly not."
She reacted like I'd slapped her. I wondered if it would have been kinder.
"You are! Yes, I... I slept with Derek. And I won't lie, I enjoyed it. I felt grateful to be his muse. He looked at me in a way that you didn't. I knew he adored me, but he knew he'd never again have me, all of me, like you do. I was his unattainable girl, the one he-- "
"Cut the bullshit, El. You were clearly quite attainable. I don't want to hear about how sorry you are, because it seems like the only thing you're really sorry about is that you got caught." I lowered my head. "If I hadn't caught you, how long would this have gone on? For the rest of our marriage?"
Derek said, "No. No, dude. Ellie wanted to come clean with you. That's what we'd been talking about at lunch that day."
I rolled my eyes, and Ellie said, "Yes! I know you have no reason to believe me, but that was the truth. I was going to tell you the night I came home."
"Sure. That's why he had his tongue down your throat in the middle of a cafe in broad daylight. Clearly, the shame had become too much for you. Why the fuck would I believe a single word either of you said?"
Derek looked at Ellie encouragingly, and she turned her face to mine. "We were cutting things off. That was going to be our last time together. I'm pregnant, Tim."
"Wha... what?" My head spun. This had gone from being a nightmare to a vision of hell.
She nodded. "About a month and a half along now." She could see me doing the calculations in my head and said quietly, "Yes. It could be Derek's, but we both hope it's yours."
I put my head in my hands, trying to get the room to stand still. I took some deep breaths, focusing on the floor below me as I tried to regain equilibrium. Derek said, "Hey, du--"
"Shut. Up."
I staggered to my feet. I needed to pace. Needed the pain in my legs to help me focus through the pain in my heart. "So, what, you were going to come home and say 'hey babe, just a heads up, I'm pregnant, and it could be from the guy I've been seeing behind your back for the last six years?' Did you think that was going to go any better than this already has?"
She wouldn't look at me. "I was going to confess and apologize. I know... I know you're a merciful person, Tim. I'd do anything to make this up to you, and I know you don't want to hurt me, even though I've hurt you so terribly. You're so good-- "
"STOP TELLING ME HOW FUCKING GOOD I AM!" I shouted and both of them pulled back into themselves. "I'm so fucking sick of people saying that, as though it means they can shit all over me and expect me to let it go! God, you selfish bitch! And you, you douchey asshole! Fuck me, I wish I'd never met you, El." I stalked over to the wall with the guitars, just looking for a place to lean for a moment, to think, to recover. I saw Derek tense up.
I don't know guitars. But I know what a collectible in a place of pride looks like. In the center of the wall was a guitar, signed with a dozen names I didn't recognize, next to a numbered card, '37/100.' It looked expensive. Cherished. Irreplaceable.
I picked it up off the wall, and Derek started to stand. He called out, "Dude, wait-- " but I had already brought it above my head in two hands and swung it by the neck like an axe, trying to chop a hole in the floor. The neck splintered and broke, and the body shattered into a dozen pieces. His mouth hung open. Did I feel better? Only a little. But there was a whole wall of these fucking things waiting for me.
I expected him to shout, to scream, to wail like a child. But he surprised me. He picked up a ratty little guitar from a stand next to the couch and approached me slowly, holding the instrument in both hands, as though offering it in tribute. "Here. Do this one next. It's the first one I bought myself from my after school job. I played it until I could afford something better. The one you smashed was my rarest, but this is the one that means most to me."
He bowed his head. "Smash all of them, if that's what it takes. But please, please. Don't hurt Ellie. Take her back. Let her have her fairytale again."
He had expected me to feel remorse. To see it as a big romantic sacrifice for her. But it just disgusted me. "You fucking asshole."
He perked his head up. "What?"
"Assholes like you think love is about these grand fucking gestures. Writing her songs, showy displays of affection, big dates, all of that. And that's important; the big things matter. But the small things matter more." I brought the splintered neck of the guitar up under his chin and tipped his head up to look me in the eyes. Ellie tensed on the couch.
"When's the last time you brought a girl chicken soup when she was sick? Made sure you paid a bill that she forgot to, without making her feel like shit about it? What about just making sure there was always a roof over her head, food on her table? Rubbed her feet when she had a long day, not because you were hoping to fuck her afterwards, just because she needed it? Huh, asshole?"
He stayed silent.
"That's what love is. That's what love in a marriage is. It's reliability, trust, respect. Sometimes passion, you try to keep that alive. I thought we had. I guess not."
I rounded on Ellie. "But I guess we didn't have any of those at all, huh? Maybe asshole here has the right idea. Maybe it's just about seeing how many girls you can get to drop their panties by being the showiest peacock. Because it's not like we had any of those things in our marriage, even from the beginning."
She piped up, "That's not-- "
"Respect, Ellie. Can you actually say you respected me? Fucking your ex behind my back? Reliability? Well, you could rely on me, but I sure couldn't rely on you. And trust..." I shook my head. "Yeah. I can see where that got me."
I dropped the neck and started to walk out. She cried, "But what about the baby?"
I turned and looked at both of them. Seeing them together, him standing and her seated, I got it. I understood: they were telling the truth. She was going to confess to me. Because she had to.
Ellie and I were funhouse mirror versions of each other, tall and broad, short and petite, but both pale and blonde. Different eye colors, but close enough in appearance to be cousins.
Derek was olive skinned, with curly hair as black as coal and eyes only a shade lighter.
My voice burned with a cold fury. "You would never have told me if you hadn't gotten pregnant." She shifted uncomfortably. "You would never have told me if Derek had looked like us. If you could have hidden what you'd done. You would have done just what Gloria did with Don. You would have cuckolded me, actually cuckolded me, let me raise another man's child." I looked at Derek. "Which one of you realized you had to tell me?" He looked down, and then at Ellie. I nodded. "Well. I guess the apple doesn't fall too far from the tree."
She looked at me with rage. "What did you just fucking say?"
"You slept around on me. You were going to have me raise someone else's kid." I pulled my wallet out of my pants and fished out two twenties, then crossed to the table in front of her and slapped them down. "Here. Go find a dealer, buy some heroin, and go OD in some fucking tenement. Then you can be just like Gloria."
I could not have hurt her more if I'd stabbed her in the gut. She opened her mouth to wail, but no sound came. She knew. She knew I was right. She'd become the monster of her childhood. She'd never be the person her father had raised her to be, because there was too much of her mother in her. Because Don had let Gloria get away with her cruelty towards him under the guise of being a good husband. But I wasn't her father. And I wasn't going to rescue her. Her fairytale was over, and it was all her doing.
I turned and started to walk away. I felt Derek's hand on my shoulder, her black knight trying to step up where her white knight had failed her. "Dude, you can't talk to-- " I turned and planted my fist straight in his face. Martial arts had been a long time ago, and I hadn't trained in years, but I could still throw a simple punch. He fell backwards, and I kicked him in the side, my chunky boots bruising him, maybe cracking a rib. He put a hand on the ground to try to push himself up, and I saw red. He'd stolen my dream from me. Now I'd take his.
I raised my foot and brought it down as hard as I could, once, twice, three times. I heard bones crack and shatter under the last nod to my misspent youth. He screamed in pain and disbelief, his hand mangled almost beyond recognition. I spat on him. We weren't even, but this was the closest we'd get.
Ellie was at his side before I got to the door. Of course. Of course she took his side once again. I was just her husband. She cried out, "Why, Tim? How can you be so cruel?"
I just shook my head as I opened the door.
"You inspired me, Ellie. I guess you're my muse, too."
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"At baggage claim. Home in about an hour."
The empty carousel spun as I jockeyed for position; the sooner I could get my bag and be home, the better. I was tired and frustrated. The trip itself was too long at two weeks, and I slept poorly during it. I always did when I was away from home, but especially this time. My phone dinged.
"See you soon."
Well, that was faster than Linh had responded in a while. When I was out of town this time, it was a coinflip if she'd respond at all. If she did, it was sometimes hours later. We'd fought before I left. We almost never fought. I'm a big believer in discussion and consensus; even when we strongly disagree, we almost never raise our voices. This time, though, we did.
I finally saw my bag and leaned out to grab it. I'm tall, with a good reach, so I had an advantage over the other folks there. I had made the mistake of buying a very common plain black case, so I checked the tag and found the expected "Alex Lancaster" before I started to make my way out of the terminal. I stopped briefly to help a small elderly woman that was struggling to get her comically large bag off the carousel, then headed to the parking garage to get my car.
For the entire drive, I thought about what was likely awaiting me at home. The argument. It was the same one we'd had a number of times recently. Kids. It always came down to when we should have kids.
Linh and I had been together for a little over seven years and married for nearly six of them. We had gotten together through a mutual friend. Linh had been in a bad relationship a few months before we met, and I hadn't been with anyone seriously since my junior year in college. I was quiet, analytical, and reserved. Good qualities in a researcher, not so much when trying to meet women. But our friend decided I was just what Linh needed, and it turned out she was right.
Linh is very attractive, albeit striking more than conventionally beautiful. She's petite and athletic, with an almost boyish body, expressive eyes, and long jet black hair. She captivated me from the moment we met. She has a wicked sense of humor, a kind manner, and a complete lack of tolerance for dishonesty. We shared a number of interests: fantasy and science fiction, electronic music, fitness, and a guilty pleasure programmed into me by my older sisters: trashy romcoms. We spent hours together on our first date, until the restaurant staff were putting the tables on the chairs. She kissed me at the door of her apartment, a sweet kiss with a promise of more, a promise that would be fulfilled very soon. I felt like I'd found the person I was meant to be with. We were inseparable almost immediately.
I found that we had a number of differing interests as well, which is good; it's important for people in a relationship to have things that are just their own. But on our third night spent together in Linh's bed, she confided in me that she had certain predilections that I didn't share. I've tried to indulge her since then, but it's been difficult for me.
I took the off ramp that led to our house and mentally prepared for my homecoming. I hoped that it would be loving: a kiss, small talk about the trip, perhaps a night spent making up for lost time. That would be nice. But given how we had left things, along with the fact that Linh had seemed distant while I traveled, I expected we'd get right back into the fray when I opened the door. I hoped not, but I had to be prepared.
The whole situation was frustrating. Not long after we moved in together, we had discussed when we'd like to have kids, and we had agreed to a plan: when we had a house, were established in our careers, and at least five years had passed in our marriage, we would start trying. But we had hit all of those milestones months ago, and Linh was still resistant. Her arguments weren't based on any kind of tangible reason, but on a fear of being tied down. Ironic, really. When she said this, it made me question whether my wife was as committed to our relationship as I was. I said so, and our discussion turned into an argument, then a fight. That was almost a month ago, and I didn't see a way around it.
Only a few lights were on downstairs. After getting my suit bag and suitcase out of the car, I slung my laptop bag over my shoulder and headed for the front porch. I had hoped that, perhaps, Linh would be waiting for me. But when I unlocked the door and headed inside, she wasn't there. I called her name and heard nothing. Great. She had probably used the hour head start to get out of the house before I got here.
I shook my head and started to stack my bags in the foyer. I'd deal with them later, but I was tired, unhappy, and lonely. As I went to toss my wallet and keys in their usual place, a tray on the entryway table, I saw something unexpected: a note. It was open, not folded, and in large, swooping cursive, merely said, "Upstairs." The was a lipstick print on it in Linh's favorite "Fuck Me" shade of red. Well. Perhaps this homecoming would be a friendly one after all.
I grabbed a bottle of water from the kitchen. I was dehydrated after the trip, for one, and figured that if things went well, I'd need to be as hydrated as possible. But for the other... it was kind of petty, but I felt like making her wait. Not the best way to approach our problems, certainly not what the marriage guides would say to do, but Linh had treated me like an afterthought the whole time I was gone. She could wait for me now. It's not like I was going to leave her for hours or not respond at all, as she had done with me.
I frowned at myself. I was better than this. I wanted us to be better than this. I should take the olive branch that was being offered. Perhaps we could reconnect tonight, and that would let us approach the problem with a new attitude. I started to climb the stairs, but the house was still eerily quiet.
I called her name again. No answer. I saw a sliver of dim, flickering light under our bedroom door. Approaching it, I listened for any sounds but still heard none. I pushed it open.
The lights were dimmed, and our bedside table and dresser were lined with candles. Linh was laid out on our bed. Her hands were cuffed above her head, the chain threaded through the slats of our headboard. Her body was otherwise relaxed, but her legs were spread wide. At first, I thought she had shaved off her usual manicured bush, but as I approached, I saw that she had had a full body wax; she knew how I loved the look and feel of her skin when she had been freshly waxed, but rarely went to the considerable effort. There was a glint of sparkling color between her ass cheeks, and I realized she must have one of her butt plugs in place. She was blindfolded, and her ruby red lips were wedged open by the ball gag we usually preferred. Completing her ensemble was her black leather collar, one of the oldest pieces we owned. The one that showed, without a doubt, that I own her.
Around the bed were arrayed a selection of her favorite toys; to my left were the impact toys: flogger, crop, paddle, and cane. To my right, were battery operated toys and a handful of dildoes in ascending sizes. On the bedside table were a miscellany of various clamps, weights, and chains. Her flat, toned stomach acted as a table for a box of condoms, with an envelope on top.
This was wrong. All of it was wrong. But I couldn't quite put together why yet.
I am not a naturally dominant person. I'm tall and muscular, but I haven't always been. I was very small when I was young. Bookish and shy, I stood out in class, happily answering questions and blowing curves. This made me very unpopular with some of the more physical students in my classes, and I was bullied mercilessly.
Between my freshman and sophomore year, however, I grew almost a foot and put on probably thirty pounds of muscle as puberty struck with a vengeance. The first day of my sophomore year, I found one of my regular bullies and beat the absolute shit out of him. Unfortunately, I now had a man's body, or close enough to, and I didn't know the damage a man's body could do. I ended up hospitalizing the bully. I was lucky to get off without any legal repercussions, due to a good word from the administrators and teachers at my school, plus the fact that the kid now in traction had all the makings of a future serial killer. But I never raised my hand in anger again. I didn't even shout. I could stand up for myself; I wouldn't be pushed around. But I couldn't easily impose my will on others beyond that.
This led to a problem when I began dating Linh. Linh has a submissive streak a mile wide. She loves pain and is happiest when she's being told what to do in bed. She's game for almost anything, as long as she's either ordered to do so or physically forced to submit. I was uncomfortable with all of these things. When we started dating, I think that Linh thought that, due to my stature, physical size, and quiet nature-- which she interpreted as intensity-- I would happily dominate her in bed. She was, to put it mildly, disappointed.
My saving grace was that it's not just my frame that's large. While my dick is only of average length, it is very thick. Not cartoonishly thick; no two liter bottles of soda here. But I was girthy enough that when women saw me naked the first time it inspired one of two markedly different reactions. About half of them would back slowly out of the room; the other half would stare at me like they were a mountaineer about to climb K2 for the first time.
Linh did neither of these things. She licked her lips and gazed at me with a longing that I'd never seen before. At last, her prince had come, and he was going to absolutely fucking wreck her tight little snatch. Sex with me was painful, especially the first few times, but Linh relished that, begging me to variously tear her apart, make her hurt, or, and I'm quoting here, "destroy my tiny fucking Asian cunt with that monster white cock, Daddy." I obliged.
I think, in retrospect, that was the only reason we stayed together past the first couple of months. We adored each other, but my inability to dominate her became a sticking point The fact that the basic act of sex inflicted pain for the first part of each night was enough for a while, but soon she started to grow bored. The sex itself was good; I tried to be a generous lover, providing copious and skilled pleasure with my fingers and tongue, skills that I'd learned from taking care of partners who were unable to handle my girth. She was enthusiastic in this arena as well; it was rare that a woman could take me fully into her mouth, but Linh was extremely game to try. She orgasmed regularly, and she was very, very vocal. But there was an itch that she needed scratched, and I wasn't doing that for her.
By this time, I loved Linh. I think she loved me too, although she hadn't said it yet. She told me, when we were cuddled up, how safe I made her feel, how cared for. Her last boyfriend had been a little big man, the kind of short guy that decides he's going to put on a ton of muscle and act like an asshole to make up for their insecurity. A guy like the high school bully I had hospitalized. She hadn't enjoyed the actual sex with him much, but he had scratched that itch, the one that begged for pain and discipline. Unfortunately, he often blew straight through her boundaries and laughed about it.
The last straw was when he started in with really obnoxious raceplay. She enjoyed a mild version of it, but he just started calling her all kinds of slurs while pinning her down and fucking her. Linh used her safeword repeatedly, and the asshole just doubled down. She was in tears as she told me this, until she finally fell asleep in my arms. When she woke the next morning, she kissed me tenderly, but I felt that there was a sense of melancholy there. She was leaving for business and would be gone for two weeks; I had a sinking feeling that she'd be breaking up with me when she got back.
I'm not naturally dominant, but I am an exceptional researcher. I loved Linh. I wanted to show her that I could be what she needed me to be if she'd give me a chance. I spent every spare minute for the next two days researching BDSM, especially Linh's favorite flavors. I tried to find guides on how to be a dom, but had limited luck; there were a lot of guides on how to be a dominatrix, even workshops and online courses, but most of the stuff aimed at dominant males was... not great. An unfortunately large chunk of those resources could have been titled "How to Target Girls with Daddy Issues and Get Away with Date Rape."
Desperate for help, I contacted a local professional dominatrix, Mistress Cinder. Mistress Cinder, or Cindy to her friends, was intrigued by my request. She was kind enough to sit down with me at a local coffee shop one day. Tall and statuesque with a mane of curly red hair, she was probably in her 40s, but could easily pass for her early 30s. I grabbed us both drinks, and she sat and appraised me for a bit while we drank.
Finally, she broke the silence, speaking in a faint Southern drawl. "Why are you doing this? You're a good looking guy. You can find someone who doesn't need all of this effort. Someone who's probably, and I mean no offense, a lot less fucked up than this little gal."
I thought for a moment and just went with, "Because I love her. I want to be with her."
"Why?"
"She's sweet. She makes me laugh. I love the way she nestles into me when we sleep, her tiny little snores. She's so smart. So sexy. I love spending time with..."
Cindy held up her hands. "Okay, hold up, Romeo. That's all very touching, don't get me wrong. It's a good start. But there are lotsa gals out there that could tickle your fancy. Why are you wanting to spend all this time, learning all of this shit, for this girl? Is the pussy that good?"
I considered it. "The sex is good, yeah. Great, in a lot of ways. But..." I looked off in the distance, trying to gather my thoughts, then back to her. "... that's not why. I love her. I make her feel safe. She's been with a lot of bad guys that scratched her itch, and I want to... I dunno. Even if I'm not any good at it, even if I don't end up being enough and she still leaves, I want her to see that there's guys out there that can make her both feel safe and cater to what she likes. That she doesn't have to be with some asshole to get what she needs. That she's better than that, worth more than that."
Cindy clicked her tongue approvingly, then said, "Okay, Romeo. Okay. That's a pretty good answer. Better than I expected. The good news is that you have a lot going for you that will give a leg up; your height, muscle, bearing, all of those things that probably drew her to you in the first place. What about your dick?"
I choked on my coffee, and she laughed. "Uh, I, ah. It's. Ah. Big." I related my experiences with other women and with Linh, and she just raised an eyebrow. "Well, don't that beat all?"
She shook her head and laughed. "If you're ready to get started, my rates are..."
She was expensive. Really expensive. But she was willing to give me a decent discount, because she really got a kick out of the whole thing. She was my Qui-Domme Jinn, and I was her paddlewan. By the time Linh's plane landed a week and a half later, Mistress Cinder had shown me, as she put it, a whole mess of technical skills. How to make a big noise with an impact toy without causing much pain, how to inflict pain without causing injury, how to cause injury that's almost purely superficial. How to make knots that bind both comfortably and uncomfortably. The proper use of clamps and clothespins. She'd forgotten more about the physical aspects of BDSM than I'd ever learn, and she was cramming a primer's full them into my head as fast as she could.
We also talked about the psychological aspects of it as well; she gave me some good books to read, as well as some practical lessons. She talked about how some of her lessons might not apply, because typically male submissives, her forte, needed different things than female ones. They were motivated differently. We talked about both the need for preparation and for improvisational flair; I excelled at the former, but fell far short in the latter.
Finally, on our last day of training, my instructor told me what she thought was the most important lesson. She took a drag of her cigarette as we sat outside her studio. "It's empathy. It's easy to be a pushy jerk that takes what you need. There are girls out there that will work for in the short term, but those guys just burn through subs until they stumble backwards into one that happens to mesh perfectly with the shit they like. It's a lot harder to master the give and take, the compromise of what she needs with what you're willing to give her, and when to give it to her as a reward even if you don't really like it. You seem like a really good guy, and you care about her. You're perceptive enough to know you need this to have a chance with her. Lean into that. Lean into your empathy. You'll need it."
She took one more drag and stubbed out her smoke on the brick wall. "I think our time is up, and you have someone to pick up from the airport. Good luck, Alex." She kissed me on the cheek. "I hope you sweep her off her feet, but if things don't work out with your little Linh, give me a shout, okay? And if they do, send me a wedding invite!"
I met Linh at the airport with a dozen roses. She hadn't been expecting me, and she broke into a broad, grateful grin that slowly turned into a melancholic smile. I kissed her and took her bags. On the way back to her apartment, she started to talk with pain in her voice. "Alex, I really like you. You're such a good guy. But I don't know how... I really want things to work with us. But I don't think they're going to. You know what... what I need, and you just can't..."
I put my finger on her lips. "Quiet."
She stiffened and I went back to driving. She started to open her mouth to speak, and I said, "Don't make me repeat myself, Linh. We'll talk later." Her eyes went wide and she settled back into her seat, confused but also visibly aroused.
I'd like to say that when we got to her place, I reduced her to a quivering blob of ecstatic submissive goo, but that's not what happened. I tried. I really did. But I had trouble with it. As I said, improvisation is my worst quality when it comes to being a dom, and I hadn't really had time to prepare. But Linh still enjoyed herself more than she had previously, and she could tell I was making an effort. She pushed off any serious talk for the time being and just enjoyed being with me.
When she came to my apartment a few days later, I was ready. That night, I had my meager assortment of "My First Scene" BDSM tools that Cindy had suggested I procure, the ones I had shown the most aptitude with. And I fucking rocked Linh's world that night. I was commanding, lovingly cruel, and greedy in the most giving way I could be. She almost orgasmed when I commanded her to get on her knees and fucking worship my cock. She actually did cum when I told her she'd better do a good job because it was the only lube she'd get when I fucked her ass. (It wasn't. I'm not that stupid.)
I wasn't a master, uh, Master, but she could tell how much effort I'd put into this for her. How much I cared for her. She laid in my arms and started crying, and at first I thought she was about to break up with me. But instead she spoke with adoration and wonder in her voice "Fuck, Alex. Fuck! You did all of this for me. You learned all of this shit while I was gone. Who does that? Who wastes that much effort on someone as fucked up as me? Why are you so good to me?"
I kissed her forehead. "Because I love you, silly."
She just started to sob into my neck. "Oh, god. I love you, too, Alex. I love you so much."



We made love later that night, tenderly and lovingly. It wasn't normally what she liked, but this time it just felt right for both of us. In the morning, we talked about us and our future. It was too early to talk about concrete plans yet, but her admission of love was a big step. She'd only rarely been in love, and never since she discovered what most motivated her sexually. Never with someone who lovingly dominated her. We both agreed to be open to what the future held for us.
As I improved, she unfolded for me, both sexually and romantically. I learned what she did and didn't like. Beyond pain and submission, she had a complicated relationship with praise and degradation. She loved praise, but if she felt it was fake or overdone, she withdrew. Degradation was similar; as part of a scene, she enjoyed it, but it was very context sensitive. Of the two, it was much more slippery, but also much more potent.
Exhibition was another that she liked, but which we weren't much able to indulge in. She wanted to be a bit more daring, but I was concerned one or the other of us would get kicked out of our apartment. Or possibly arrested if we went out in public. She was unhappy with that, but we tried to find compromises where we could; there was a fetish night at a local club I'd take her to, and she'd dress for it, sometimes baring her breasts or wearing skintight latex. It wasn't as much as she wanted, but she seemed content.
After a few months, it felt like we needed to take another step. There needed to be a tangible sign of our love for one another. After dinner at my apartment, I gave her a small box.
She lit up. "What did you get me?"
"Open it."
She smiled uncertainly, removing the ribbon, then opening it and unfolding the tissue paper. From the box, she withdrew a loop of leather with a buckle and a steel D-ring. Her face lit up. "Really? You want me to--?"
I nodded.
She got flustered. "Would you... would you put it on me, Alex?"
I stared at her, expression neutral.
Her breath caught in her throat. "I'm sorry."
"Ask again. The right way this time."
She started to mildly hyperventilate as she averted her eyes. "Will you put it on me... Master?"
I stood up and took it from her. "Of course, my beloved Pet."
She nuzzled into my arm as I wrapped it around her throat. I pulled it a little tighter than it needed to be, and she gasped with arousal as it choked her briefly. Once I'd adjusted it and fastened it, she bowed her head reverently and whispered,. "Thank you, Master. Thank you for collaring your Pet. I love you."
I tugged on the D-ring and pulled her lips to mine, devouring her. When I was finished with the kiss, I growled, "Clear the table, then strip and assume the position. You need to be reminded how you should address me."
I paddled her ass mercilessly, and she cried out in pain and ecstasy. Afterwards, I pinned her to the table, my hand bruising the back of her neck, and fucked her roughly until she was reduced to a drooling mess. We spent the night playing with our new roles; I knew she was a little disappointed that I'd chosen "Pet" instead of "Slave," but the latter just felt so medieval. I didn't like the connotations, and it made me uncomfortable. Regardless, that night she was as happy as I'd ever seen her. She felt like she truly belonged to me, and she believed that I'd always take care of her.
That was really the tipping point of our relationship; I think if I'd proposed to her that night, we wouldn't have seen as rapid an entwining of our lives. Within six months, we were moving in together, then getting engaged. We talked about the further steps in our relationship: buying a house, having kids. It was then that we set the somewhat arbitrary guidelines for when we'd start trying.
The wedding was intimate. Our family and close friends were there, along with a few special guests like Mistress Cinder. She was quite the hit, and I'm pretty sure she picked up a couple of new clients. Her wedding gift to us was both hidden under the gift table and in the top three of our most used gifts. A breadmaker is nice, but a quality, custom-crafted riding crop is a gift that keeps on giving.
As Linh's gift to me, she asked to have my initials branded on her skin. I didn't really want it; it seemed too extreme to me. But she really wanted to. She said it was for me, but I thought it was mostly for her. I didn't say that, though.
"I want something that I can never take off, Alex. Something that shows that I'm always yours." She begged.
I sighed. "I don't need that, Linh. I love you, and I know you love me. You don't need to..."
She threw up her arms. "I know I don't need to! I want to! That's why it's called a gift!"
I eventually acquiesced. My initials, "AJL," were now forever marked on my wife's skin, a series of small burn scars on her pubic mound. I held her hand as each brand was applied by a body modification professional, the same one that had pierced her nipples with the stainless steel rings she loved me to tug on when we played. Her eyes shone with love during the whole process, even through the pain. It was strangely sweet, and afterwards I was glad I had given it to her.
We quickly settled into married life, but we had to add some additional ground rules to our relationship. We had the usual "don't go to bed angry," of course, but one of our first big arguments was when an everyday concern that we had got tangled up in one of Linh's scenes. We had argued about something else, a trifling matter, but one which hadn't been resolved. When we set it aside for the night, agreeing to think about it, Linh tried to "resolve" it by playing submissive and letting me have my way. I was pissed, really pissed, and we made a rule to keep the two spheres separate from then on.
Our life together was mostly very happy. We spent time together, our sex life was active and regularly included the things that Linh needed to be happy, and we had friends and separate interests. We still had our shared interests, of course, and Linh actually started playing videogames with me, something she'd previously been uninterested in. She really dove into it, and by the time we moved into our house, just after our third anniversary, she was better than me at several of the games I'd introduced her to.
We had problems, as all couples do. Our most frequent source of contention, before the arguments about the kids, was Linh's submissiveness. It tended to leak out in strange ways. We'd be at dinner and I suddenly had to order for her, or we'd be trying to decide what furniture to buy, and she'd stop having an opinion suddenly. It wasn't "Oh, whatever you want, honey," as if she were letting me decide to keep me happy. It was more like "I'm unable to decide, you do it." I was frustrated when it would happen; I knew it was a deeply seated part of her, but it made me feel like I had to meet her more than halfway in a lot of places just to have a stable, normal home life.
We didn't really have any fights until the discussion about kids turned to an argument, then spiraled out of control. I wished I knew why the problem had suddenly appeared. But regardless of the reason that it had happened weeks before, I was now left standing in my bedroom, staring at my wife all prepped for a scene, and trying to figure out why I felt a sense of unease.
It was strange that Linh had set this up at all. She had always relied on me to lead in these matters. It had been a bone of contention at times; she rarely said what she wanted, and instead just waited for me to do what I wished with her. The problem, of course, is that what I usually wished to do with her was to untie her and make love. I put in the work for her, but I did wish that she were more vocal in what type of scene she'd like. I decided to just chalk this unusual level of initiative up to her wanting to make a special effort to reconnect.
Linh looked beautiful, of course. There was a part of me that wanted to toss aside my misgivings and completely ravish her. She must have set this all up by herself; as I walked towards the bed, I wondered offhand how long she'd been handcuffed. No more than an hour, obviously, but did she send the text immediately and then cuff herself to heighten the anticipation, or did she wait until she saw my headlights in the driveway? Something to ask later.
"Hello, Pet. You seem to have gotten yourself into a bit of a fix here." She squirmed just the tiniest bit.
I brushed the tips of my fingers up her legs, along the edge of her labia, across my branded initials, and finally up to her stomach to retrieve the envelope. I heard a tiny sigh from her gagged mouth. Turning the envelope over in my hands, it was addressed "Master" and sealed with a kiss. It smelled of her perfume, and I couldn't help but smile. Inside, there was a note.
Master
I'm sorry for how we left things before. You are too good to me, and I take advantage of it. Please, use my body as you wish. Punish me as you see fit. I welcome your judgment.
Your Loving Pet
I grunted. On the one hand, she was doing it again. She was blurring the lines between her scenes and our real life. But on the other hand, she had gone through all this effort. She was trying, really trying. I loved her. And, to be honest, I was intensely horny, and she was naked and willing. There was still the itch in the back of my head that something was wrong, but this close to her naked body, with a written invitation to use and abuse her as I saw fit? I could ignore Jiminy Cricket for a while.
First things first, though. I knew Linh. Her default behavior when we aren't being intimate is to deny herself orgasms. I've said she doesn't have to, but she told me she wants to remind herself every minute of the day who owns her body and controls her release. I might still be worried about the fight starting again as soon as we were back out of this scene, and I might be irritated that she had blurred the lines, but I loved her. And I loved to watch her cum.
I took the box of condoms off of her stomach and tossed them aside. I kissed her belly. "I missed you, Pet." She tried hard to stay still. I kissed my way down to her brand and she shivered. I kissed just above her clit, already exposed from its hood. She was almost vibrating, trying to stay still, afraid I'd continue her denial if she moved at all. I'd done it before. But not tonight.
Well, maybe just a bit. I didn't excel at improv, but I had my moments.
"Did you miss me, Pet?" My breath was hot on her slick pussy. She moaned something unintelligible into her gag, an enthusiastic affirmative muted to a nonsense noise. "No? Oh, I'm sorry to hear that." I began to sit up, and she whined in frustration. "Did I mishear you? I'm sorry, I'm tired from my trip. Perhaps I should take this up in the morning." She began to make a pitiful noise, almost a tiny wail. I tutted. "You sound very ungrateful. Isn't it enough that I'm just home? Did your whorish cunt need more than that?" A little sob. "Oh, I suppose."
I gave her just the tiniest of kisses just above her clit, then withdrew. "Goodnight, my love. I'm going to sleep in the guest room." I stood up. "It would be a shame to disrupt this wonderful scene. That. You. Didn't. Ask. Me. For." Another, louder sob. "Did you think that I'd allow you to be so disobedient as to restrain yourself, blindfold yourself, gag yourself without asking me first? Did you think there would be no repercussions?" A loud whine, something that could be interpreted as an apology, if one was feeling charitable. And I was; I just wasn't going to let her know that yet.
I walked to the door and opened it, making sure to noisily manipulate the handle. I slipped my shoes off and began to quietly disrobe. "Sleep well. I'll see you in the morning. Perhaps I'll let you suck my cock then, to start to make up for your impertinence." I slammed the door. A loud, frustrated wail, barely muffled by the gag then. A series of sobs forced through her nose. After disrobing I opened the door once more, and she stilled. I loudly rummaged through some items in the room and rattled one of her purses. "Hah, I forgot my toiletry bag. Wouldn't want to forget to brush my teeth. Good night!" And slammed the door again. She began to wail in earnest now, and I thought I saw tears beginning to trickle out from under her mask.
I crept back to the bed. She was agitated, moving to and fro on the mattress, loudly and needily baying into her gag. I savored the moment. My time with Linh had taught me to appreciate that, while this was cruel, the rewards for her would be worthwhile. I'd even come to enjoy it a little; that was hard to admit to myself at first. I knelt on the bed, my movements hidden by her thrashing. I waited until a count of three and dove between her legs. I held Linh's thighs apart with my hands and devoured her, tongue lashing out and lapping greedily at her core.
She exploded almost as soon as my tongue touched her. It had been weeks since she'd cum, and she howled into her gag as her pent up need was relieved. I was grateful that I'd remembered to hold her legs down; her thighs likely would have crushed my head. I kept licking long after she'd cum, forcing her through her overstimulation and into another orgasm once, twice, three more times. She was limp and trying to gasp, breathing hard through her nose.
I moved up the bed and removed her gag. She took in lungfuls of air. "Oh god! Oh god! Master, oh god! I love you! Thank you for being so good to this worthless whore!" The tears were still trickling down under her mask, but her face was contorted with joy. I wanted to see my wife's eyes.
When the blindfold came off, she blinked a few times in the dim light, then looked up at me with adoration. "I've missed you so much, Master. I'm sorry. I'm so sorry. I'm such a bad-- "
I kissed her, silencing her. "Shhh. We'll talk about it later. No mixing scene and real, remember?"
She frowned slightly. "I... I remember, Master. I'll try not to forget."
I nodded. "Now. You've had your fun. I. Want. Mine." She bit her lip, lust suddenly burning in her eyes.
I retrieved the box of condoms and pulled one out. Her face fell. Then, I knew. I knew why this had all been wrong. Why Jiminy Cricket had been screaming his fool head off in my ear. This was a test. And I was about to fail it.
Linh had gifted herself to me; gifted her body to use as I saw fit. She had gone against her nature to take the initiative and set all of this up for me. She knew what I wanted, what we'd agreed to. My wife wanted to give her husband children. But my Pet wanted to see if her Master would take what he wanted. I had almost refused her gift. I had almost failed her test.
I froze. I was suddenly struck by an epiphany that felt like an arrow in my heart. I realized then that I had misinterpreted Mistress Cinder's most important lesson: empathy. It didn't mean that I should be the caring, sensitive lover that occasionally indulged my wife's submissiveness as if it was some disease that needed to be managed. Empathy should have encouraged me to understand and accept that her submissiveness was a core, vital part of who she was. It was part of the whole that made my wife the woman I loved, and I should have always treated it that way.
When Linh started playing videogames with me, I was happy. It would have been enough for her to indulge me occasionally. But she threw herself into it, trying to do everything she could to meet me on my terms in the hobby that I'd grown up loving. But that's what it was: a hobby. If I had to, if time or money or other needs required it, I could put it down, albeit reluctantly. That wasn't the case with Linh and her needs.
I was not naturally dominant. But Linh was naturally submissive.
Every time I insisted that she be engaged with "our discussions" when she didn't want to be, when she instead wanted me to take the reins and say "we'll do this," I had ignored her needs. When I insisted that we separate our "real" lives from our "scene" lives, I disregarded her. Christ, when she gave me a gift that outright said "Linh will always belong to Alex" by scarring herself permanently with a set of branding irons, I treated it as if it was secretly a gift to herself.
I had failed her, not just as a Master, but as a husband. As a partner. I had wanted to show Linh, when I trained with Mistress Cinder, that she didn't need to be with a jerk and a bully to also have a dom in her life. And that was true. But I hadn't followed through.
I had been trying to segment Linh into "wife" and "Pet," because I could do that for myself; there was a clear demarcation for me between "Linh's husband" and "Linh's Master." But she couldn't, because there was no such demarcation. Every time I asked her to, I was showing her I didn't really accept her. That I was a jerk and a bully, just in a different way than the men who had forced her to do the things she didn't want. I instead tried to convince her that her needs were only wants. I had diminished her as a person. I was unworthy of her. I needed to be better.
I wanted to hang my head. I wanted to go to her and beg her to forgive me. But that was what her husband needed to do, later. I could separate those two in my head, because husband and Master were two separate things for me. But she needed me to be both to her, and right now, her Master needed to pass this test. And that meant sucking up my guilt and doing what she needed by taking what I wanted.
My face turned to a sneer. "Did you think I was going to use these? Did you think I would sheathe myself in rubber to protect your womb from my seed?"
Her face changed, a little hope dawning on it.
I snarled, "Who do you think you are, you fucking slut? First you do all of this without asking me, then you bring these things into my bed?" I threw them onto the floor.
Her voice was high, frightened. She hadn't seen me like this very often. "I'm sorry, Master, your Pet didn't--"
"There's no Pet here." I stared her down with cold fury.
Her eyes went wide with fear. "Master, please don't say that. Please, I-- "
"I only see my Slave. And she needs to understand that."
An uncomprehending joy then. "M-Master?"
I fixed her with a glare. "Do I need to repeat myself, Slave?"
Her eyes shone with tears. "No! No, Master. Your Slave..." she sniffled. "Your Slave will always listen. Always obey. I promise, Master."
"Hmph. That remains to be seen." I held her chin in my fingers and kissed her. It began as a long, loving kiss, until my tongue began to aggressively probe her mouth. Linh moaned loudly, and her body arched upwards. I broke off the kiss and stroked my hand down her neck and to her breast. She cooed, until I savagely twisted one of her nipple rings. She stifled a cry at the sudden, unexpected pain.
I sat beside her. "I think you need to be reminded of your place. You are mine. You say that, but I don't think you really believe it."
She opened her mouth to speak, but I silenced her with a glare. "If I want to hear a slut's opinions, I will ask. Open your mouth again without being asked a question, and I will leave for the night after I take your ass without lube. Do you understand?"
She nodded her head vigorously. "Yes, Master. I understand."
My hand found her throat, choking her, before I tugged at the D-ring of her collar. "Collars can be removed."
She remained silent, but I could tell it was difficult.
I removed her cuffs, taking her left hand in mine. I brought it to my mouth and kissed it, then turned it so that she could see the rings I had placed on them half a decade ago, as we pledged our eternal love to each other for all the world to see. "Vows can be broken."
Her brows furrowed, and her lips moved without opening, as if she wanted to cry out, "No!" But she remained silent, as her Master had commanded.



My hand trailed down to the raised initials just above her womanhood. I traced them delicately, lovingly. "Even scars can be covered up, inked over."
She looked as if she was in agony now, her eyes starting to brim with tears.
I looked in her eyes, summoning up the most intense, dominating stare I could, and threatened her. "But when I breed you..." My fingers slipped from her tattoo and into her soaking cunt. "And I. Will. Breed. You."
She gasped but stayed silent otherwise.
I nodded appreciatively. "Good girl. Good Slave." Then I continued. "Your body will change. Your hips will widen and your ribs open up, maybe permanently. Your breasts will swell; perhaps they will sag a little after you are done nursing my child. This beautiful, flawless skin will be covered in stretch marks left after your belly swells with my baby. You will be marked in ways that can never be undone, that will always tell the world that you are mine, that your Master honored your womb with his seed. That he allowed you the privilege of carrying his child inside you. You will be forever bound to me."
The tears flowed freely now, but her face showed only love.
"But for that to happen, you will have to beg me. And you will. Won't you, Slave?"
Her words burst forth like a dam bursting. "Yes! Yes Master! Please, Master! Your Slave wants to be yours, only yours, always and forever! Mark my body, fill it up with your seed! Please, Master, please let me give you a child! I'll give you as many as you want! Just please, please, please, never leave me Master!"
I grinned. "All you had to do was ask, my love. You know how I like to indulge you." I kissed her. "I'll never leave you, Linh. And I'll be the Master for you that I always should have been. I'm sorry."
She clutched at me, hugging me close to her. "Thank you, Alex. Thank you, god, thank you. I was so scared. I thought... I thought..." I silenced her with another kiss. "We'll talk later. About everything. But for now..."
I moved down the bed and knelt between my beautiful Slave's legs. She looked at me with wanton need but remained silent. "For now, my Slave needs to have her cunt filled with my seed." She nodded with glee. "You can speak, Slave. You know how I love your voice when I fuck your slutty little snatch."
She opened her mouth to speak, but I pushed forward suddenly, forcing the thick head of my cock into her. Her words were erased before they existed by a loud wail of pleasure and pain as I took my wife for the first time in weeks. I gave her no time to relax, to accommodate my size. I knew this was how she preferred it. And I was finally starting to admit to myself that this was how I liked it, too.
I was not naturally dominant, but my beautiful Slave brought it out in me. I just needed to stop denying it.
I ravaged her. My body descended on hers, and she clawed at my back as my shaft opened her wide, the slickness of her tunnel only slightly diminishing her discomfort. Her body responded as she rarely had before. She cried out in pleasure; I knew she was in pain, but I heard almost none in her voice, just a string of exhortations and adulation. "I love you I love you I love you please Master please Alex husband love please I need you I need your baby please Master please give me your child--!"
She came then, her already exquisitely tight silken heat squeezing me almost painfully. My wife loved me. My Slave pleaded with me. I continued to fuck her through her orgasm and to the building of the next. Her body was mine, and soon no one would ever be able to deny that. I felt the tightening in my balls, the telltale sign that my wife's passion had brought me to the edge. With a roar and a final, painful thrust into her, I emptied myself. Ropes of cum splashed against her cervix, weeks worth of issue surging into her. She came again, her body milking me, trying to draw my sperm to her egg.
We lay together then, Master and Slave, husband and wife, and, although we didn't know it yet, father and mother. She curled up against me, and we spoke of nothing but our affection for each other for a long time. Soft kisses and laughter filled our bedroom.
We made love gently later. She went to remove her collar as I usually asked her to, but I stayed her hand, and she almost broke down in tears. She touched it occasionally as we coupled, her eyes filled with happiness as she told me how she loved me. My ministrations were gentle and kind instead of the rough taking I had subjected her to earlier, the one she had begged for. But for once, it didn't feel like the two were separate parts of our lives. Just different. Both part of us. Both part of Linh and me. A promise of what I would be for her, and what she had always wanted to be for me.
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------------------------------------------
I'd always hated my birthday.
Kids born in the middle of December know a special kind of frustration. Birthdays are supposed to be for you. Sure, you share them with 1/365th of the world's population, but they're still a day for celebrating you. Parties, cake, presents. But if you're born anywhere from about the 15th to the 26th of December? Sorry. Not for you.
Maybe if your parents are rich, or if they're particularly doting. But for the rest of us? Our presents get lumped in with the Christmas ones; they'll just pull one out of the Santa pile, and we'll get one less than our siblings, which we must not comment on. Our birthday parties are pushed aside for Christmas parties. Maybe we'll get a little special dinner if we're lucky. The cake is there, but not much. There's going to be so many sweets on Christmas, and they don't want us to get spoiled.
Mine was one of the worst, December 22nd. Close enough to Christmas that sometimes I had no celebration at all. During the middle of winter break, so not even a shout out at school. And if I complained? "Don't be naughty. Santa's coming in two days!"
Fuck you, October kids. I want what you have.
I was a middle child. My older sister, Anne, was five when I was born. Old enough to resent me for taking my parents' attention. My younger brother, Sean, was born when I was two, so I never really got to know what it was like to be the baby. I've never remembered being doted on or given undivided attention.
I don't know if this lack of affection is why I've always been depressed. It could be that, or it could be that my depression made me less a target of affection for my family, less easy to love. Maybe both; it could easily be a vicious cycle that was perpetuated through my youth.
In my sophomore year of college, my roommate, Ben, saw me researching the least painful way to commit suicide after my first real girlfriend broke up with me. He saw, and he intervened, and he saved my life. He got me to talk to the school psychologist, and she got me talking to a psychiatrist. I owed Ben my life, and I was sad when we lost contact after school.
Between therapy and medication, I got on an even keel again. Some people have depression and can get over it; eventually they can stop taking medicine and going to therapy. I envied them. My depression was more like diabetes. It would require management for the rest of my life.
For people with untreated depression, it's like being in a bottomless pit. They never stop falling. Medication put a bottom on the pit and therapy gave me a ladder to climb out. The pit was still there, and I could fall in again, but I could be in the sunlight sometimes. I could get out when I fell.
By junior year, I was usually pretty happy. I had friends, and I met a girl. Mary. She was wonderful. Funny, smart, kind, and beautiful. She took to me for reasons I still don't entirely understand; I think at least part of it was that she saw I was damaged, and she wanted to fix me. She'd always been compassionate like that. She volunteered at animal shelters, soup kitchens, homeless outreach. I loved that about her, and I quickly fell in love with her.
When she found out about my contentious relationship with my birthday, she went all out. Every year we've been together, she's made it a barnburner for me, trying to make up for twenty years of shitty birthdays. My first birthday with her, I laid in bed with her crying after the party, because I had never felt that much love before.
We married not long after college. It was a happy marriage at first. A content one. Our little eighth floor apartment was filled with love and affection. Evenings spent in front of the TV, nights spent making love. But, sadly, it was only three years before that changed.
At the end of September that year, she started to grow more distant. We were less affectionate. She needed to work more hours. We'd tried to have lunch together sometimes during the week, and that ended. Then the calls started coming, the ones where she'd look at the number and step out of the room. Her phone was suddenly locked. Our lovemaking became less frequent and less intimate.
It came to a head on the 15th of December. I called her office and she was out; she'd told me before that she'd be working long hours that day, as she had so often lately. When she came home, we rowed.
Mary threw her hands up. "God, I had to go out for an appointment! What is the problem?"
"The problem is that I feel like I'm living with a stranger, Mary. What is going on?"
She sighed. "Nothing is going on, Sam. I just forgot I had an appointment today. Do I need to give you a timetable of my whole day every day?"
I rolled my eyes. "Of course not. But..." I shook my head. "Mary, even when you're here, it's like you're not here. I just... Is there something I should know?"
"What? No! No. Of course not. I've just been busy. Look, can we talk about this later? I'm tired, and I just want to eat something and go to sleep." She didn't sound nearly as convincing as she thought she did.
I suspected then. I'm no private detective, though. No electronics whiz. My limited budget precluded anything even as simple as taking a day or two off work to try to tail her. I tried to get a look at her phone when it was unlocked, but no luck there.
On the 22nd, my birthday, she left before I awoke. No birthday wakeup kiss, certainly no birthday blowjob. No card. No indication at all that it was any different from any other day of the year. I didn't realize how much that would hurt again after five amazing birthdays. I dragged myself out of bed and threw a little pity party for myself before heading to work.
When I returned that night, the apartment was dark. I could have sworn I left a lamp on that morning. Then, suddenly the lights came on, and an assemblage of my friends and family yelled, "SURPRISE!" Mary was out in front, beaming, holding a beer for me.
"You thought I forgot, didn't you?" She gave me a kiss, a loving, sweet one. I'd missed these kinds of kisses. Then she went to mingle and make sure the guests were taken care of.
I felt like a fool. She'd been spending all this time getting a surprise party ready for me, and I'd... wait. The banner was from my party three years ago. The decorations from last year. The cake was store bought, with no real decoration, just a "Happy Birthday Sam" hastily slapped on it. Everything was recycled or could have been gotten quickly in the last few days.
I kept a smile on my face, but it was forced. I looked at the assemblage of guests. No one from out of town, just the usual attendees of our parties. As I mingled, I learned that no one had gotten an invite previous to the last week. Her gift to me was very nice, a current generation game console, but the shortages that had plagued their rollout were long since past. She could have gone to a store this afternoon to pick one up.
She noticed, throughout the night, that my smile was not genuine. Her gaiety became forced as well. I don't know if anyone else noticed, but I did. By the time we ushered the last of our guests out the door, I knew she'd been playing me for a fool, and she knew I was going to confront her about it.
The door closed, and I started to clean up. She joined me, and we worked in a strained silence. I finally asked, "Who is he, Mary?
She hesitated. "Sam, I-- "
I looked her in the eye, quietly pleading. "Please, Mary. If you've ever loved or respected me, just tell me the truth."
Her eyes filled with tears. "I'm sorry, Sam. I... we met at work. You don't know him."
I nodded. I'd had time to prepare myself for this. It hurt, but I would see it through. "Do you love him?"
Her mouth was a thin line, and she nodded.
I put my neck on the executioner's block. "Do you still love me?"
Her silence told me all I needed to know. The axe descended, and our marriage was over.
"When were you going to tell me?"
She looked away. "I... I didn't want to ruin your birthday. And then... and then it would be Christmas, and then New Years. I was going to tell you then."
I couldn't help but laugh. "Well, at least you've got your resolutions all lined up. '1: Abandon my marriage.' Going to try to go to the gym, too?"
She snarled, "Why do you have to turn everything into a joke?"
"Well, you already did that to our marriage. I thought I'd join in."
She glowered at me in silence. I shook my head. "Just go, Mary. You don't want to be here, and I don't want your pity. That's all it ever was, wasn't it?"
Her face contorted in shock. "What? No! No! I loved you. I-- "
I hung my head. "I wondered how I could ever get a girl like you. It took me a long time to come to terms with the idea that I was a project for you. But you could never quite fix me, could you? And now you're going to put me down."
The tears fell then. "I did love you, Sam. So much. You weren't just a project to me, I wanted to be with you for the rest of my life. But..."
I nodded. She didn't need to finish the sentence. I was too much, and I knew it. Now she did, too. There was nothing else to be said. Mary went to pack while I finished cleaning up. She left without another word. As I did the dishes, I watched her taillights recede into the distance through the kitchen window.
That was an hour ago. It's almost midnight now.
I step out onto the balcony, a pack of smokes and a lighter in hand. The street below is filled with dirty gray slush, but the snow is starting to fall now. There's supposed to be a blizzard tonight and on through til Christmas. A white Christmas for the good little boys and girls. I catch a snowflake on my tongue and remember a happy memory of Anne, Sean, and me tromping through the snow dragging a sled up a hill. One of the few good ones I have from my youth.
I light up and take a drag off of my cigarette. The apartment is dark behind me. Empty. Quiet. My jacket is inside, and I feel a shiver run through me. No one is on the sidewalks. Only the desperate would be out at this hour, in this cold.
I don't regret anything. I loved my marriage. Loved Mary. Even now at the end, even with the pain, even knowing for sure that I had been a project for her, it was the best time of my life.
I had been part of something beautiful.
I take out my phone and text the people that matter most to me: my parents, my siblings, Mary.
"I love you. I'm sorry. Goodbye."
The phone lands on the table next to the ashtray with a clatter. I take a last drag and stub out the cigarette, the burning red ember dying to ash gray.
The snow starts to fall in earnest. My wet, hot tears mix with it, tainting its purity. I step to the railing and hear my phone begin to ring. Mary's ringtone.
I climb the railing, step out into the cold night air, and join the snowflakes in their descent.
Soon, the snow will cover me. Soon, I will be at peace.
Soon, I will be part of something beautiful.
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---------------------------------------------------------------
"I'll suck your dick if you let me choose." Anne straddled me, her face close to mine. It bore that cute fake pout she made when she knew she was going to get what she wanted, but she'd give me something better in return.
I laughed. "We both know you'll suck my dick anyways."
Her smile flashed, a twinkle in her eyes. "Which is exactly why you should let me choose the movie." It was hard to argue with that.
"During the movie?" Now we were just down to negotiating the details.
"Before." She reached down between us and squeezed gently. "I don't need this thing blocking my view."
I kissed her, and she knew she'd won. Or I had. The art of compromise. Everyone walks away with something they want. It's the foundation of a successful marriage.
"Down in front, huh?"
She rolled her eyes as she pulled my shirt off over my head. I felt her lips on my neck, noisily sucking at me. She always loved to give me a small hickey, like we were high school kids. Marking me, just a little, to show I was hers.
DING DONG
She whispered in my ear, "Ignore it." Yeah, thanks hon, I'd already planned to.
My hands found her breasts, but she moved them off and to my sides. "Nuh uh. Not yet. Blowing you is already going to get me going enough; if you play with my tits, too, we're going to skip the movie."
"My dastardly plan foil--" DING DONG
She lowered her head and sighed, "Fuck." A series of knocks, loud and fast. Desperate. Anne got off of my lap and looked down at my crotch. "You stay here. We don't need you bringing a baseball bat to answer the door." She winked and bounded out of the room, her wonderfully shaped body bouncing in just the right ways as she did.
The door opened, and I heard a voice I recognized. Crying. Coming closer.
I stood up and started to put my shirt back on, but didn't finish before they were in the living room. My wife had Helen, her college roommate, by the arm, leading her as if she was a lost child. Helen was in tears, just trying to put one foot in front of the other. She looked up at me, partially undressed, and gasped, "Oh, shit. Steve, I'm sorry, I didn't mean to interrupt, I should just-- "
I finished putting on my shirt and crossed to them. The two women were a study in contrasts. Anne was a former high school cheerleader, and she looked like it. Curvy where she should be curvy, tight where she should be tight, blonde, athletic. Helen was shorter, with dark hair. Zaftig, with a very hippie "Earth mother" vibe. If Anne was Boticelli's Venus, Helen was one of Ruben's Three Graces with glasses.
"No, Helen, no. What's going on?" I opened my arms up, and she buried herself in my embrace. I wrapped her in a warm hug, and she began to cry in earnest.
"It's gone! It's all gone!"
Anne quietly said, "Her apartment burned down. It was on fire when she got back from her trip; she's got a suitcase and her laptop, and that's it."
"Oh my god!" I squeezed Helen tightly, trying to give her comfort. "You're staying here, Helen. With us. Got it?"
She just sobbed and hugged me tighter.
We led her to the guest room, and Anne helped her get sorted. I made her some chamomile tea and a light dinner; she hadn't eaten since that morning, a fast food breakfast before a meeting followed by a mad dash to the airport. We'd helped Helen move into her apartment when she came back to town a year ago. She'd gotten divorced from her wife after three years when Helen found her in bed with a coworker. Her highly religious family had disowned her when she came out, and a lot of her college friends had stayed nearby after school, so she moved back here.
I hadn't known her back then, since Anne and I didn't meet until after college. But in the year since she moved back, we'd become fast friends. We shared a lot of interests, and Anne was willing to indulge the two of us more than she was willing to indulge just me, so I got to nerd out a lot more than I used to. Even though Anne had known her much longer, I think she sometimes felt like the third wheel around Helen and me. Part of why I let her pick the movies when it was just us. Well, that and the blowjobs.
I loaded up a tray and brought it to Helen. She and Anne were huddled on the bed together. Helen looked like she was in shock. I put down the tray on the bedside table and joined them. We just sat quietly together in a group hug, letting Helen know that she was in a safe place. That we'd be here for her. Eventually, she started to eat and said she wanted some time to herself. We left, closed the door behind us, and started to make our way down the hall to our bedroom.
"Jesus, that's so awful. She really has lost everything it sounds like. The firefighters gave up on saving the building and were just trying to keep it from spreading."
I nodded. "I feel so bad for her." I paused, thinking. Then, decisively, "I don't have a problem with her staying here as long as she needs. You know that, right?"
Anne hugged me. She knew that I really didn't like people in the house. I wanted to have a sanctuary that was just for us. We rarely had parties, and when holidays came, we'd try to visit other folks rather than have them visit us. But Helen was different, almost a part of our family. We both loved her. "Thank you. I'm glad you two have gotten so close. She's really important to me, and I missed her while she was gone."
I just smiled and nodded. When Helen came back, she and Anne had quickly resumed their friendship, becoming almost as close as... well, not sisters. Very few sisters fucked each other in college, certain stories and videos on the internet to the contrary. We had talked about it before I ever met Helen; Anne and I had both been very open about our pasts. I knew that Helen had been more serious about the romantic relationship than Anne, because, while Helen was a true bisexual, Anne wasn't.
Anne called herself "heteroflexible," a term she'd found on some forum when she was trying to figure things out. She could be attracted to some women, she could enjoy being with them, but it wasn't... enough. Not right. Something was missing that left her feeling frustrated at the end; not just "a dick," as she'd slapped me on the arm for saying, but a hard to define feeling of being with a man instead of a woman. She'd described it, sexually, as "trying to get full off of an appetizer." Fun for what it was, but just not enough to really satisfy.
I was a little uncomfortable after Helen came to town, especially when they first started palling around together. She flirted with Anne a lot. But then I realized she flirted with me a lot, too. She flirted with basically anything that had a pulse. It's just how she was. One night, when we were all partaking in some very fine cannabis together, she got a little maudlin and explained, "I'm a schlubby nerd with glasses. Gotta make as many shots as I can, cause I'm gonna miss a lot. And if it's with you guys, well, I know those shots ain't gonna land. That's just extra practice." She grinned at her cleverness and laid on the floor giggling herself to sleep.
Over that first year, we saw each other through a lot of ups and downs. Helen dealing with the emotional fallout from her divorce, a promotion for me... Anne finding out she was infertile. That one was hard for us. She had really wanted a big family. We had gotten a large house in preparation for what we'd hoped would be a future with the pitter patter of a bunch of little feet, but that wasn't in the cards. Maybe we'd adopt, but the wound was just too fresh right now. Especially for Anne. We had trouble being anywhere there might be young kids for a while, because the ache was so acute.
Anne kissed me. "You know, I think we were interrupted earlier. It's a little late for a movie now, though. Think you can keep me entertained?" She opened the door to our bedroom and led me inside, her grin promising a bravura performance.
Helen managed to make herself at home over the next few days. She was a wonderful guest. She did her best not to impose, trying to help out with some chores where she could and going along with whatever we wanted to do when it came to entertainment. She was a programmer and her job was virtual, so she spent probably ten or eleven hours a day in her room, coming out mostly to shower, eat, and spend a little time with us at night.
We, for our part, tried to make her feel welcome. She was still pretty thrown by the shock of losing everything in a matter of hours. While she let us pick what we wanted when it came to TV, Anne let me take the lead on the choices, and I always tried to put on something that I knew Helen either liked a lot already or had been looking forward to. Anne bravely tolerated a selection of both the Marvel and DC Cinematic Universes, along with a couple of Treks and Wars over the next week. She managed to slip in a few romcoms from their college days that they both enjoyed. The nights were getting cold, so we often all ended up huddled under one big blanket in a cuddle pile. Helen became comfortable in our home, like she belonged there with us.
And that was a good thing, as we found out about a week after the fire.
"What?! What do you mean you can't pay out!?" Helen was on the phone to her insurance company. "Arson? Wha-- WHAT!?" She listened for another minute, then hung up suddenly, stricken.
"Hel?" Anne poked her head into the living room where we'd both been sitting. "What's going on?"
Helen looked out the window, her eyes unfocused and panicked. "They... they said the fire department and the cops are investigating the fire as an arson. They..." She shook her head, trying to clear it, then looked at Anne as she approached. "They can't pay out until it's done. Or, or at least until I'm cleared of it. I'm not really under investigation, but they can't... they can't-- " She started to cry. Anne and I hugged her, together. "I was just getting to the point where... I was getting my life back. After that bitch cheated on me, after I had to leave town so I could stop seeing her everywhere, I was... I had, I'd built a life here! And it's gone again, it's all gone and I'm back at zero and--!" She started to sob, becoming incoherent.
Anne looked at me and I nodded. I pulled Helen into my lap and held her, shushing her, comforting her like a child, as Anne went to get her a glass of water. "It's going to be okay. It'll get sorted out. You've still got your life here. You've still got your friends. You've still got us." She turned her head into my neck and wailed, a mix of grief and relief. "Thank you. Thank you. You two, oh god, thank you! I don't know what I'd do without you!" I squeezed her against me and patted her back, trying to soothe her.
Once she'd calmed down some, Anne gave her the glass of water. We all sat together as Helen drank, trying to be a comforting presence for her. She finally got herself back together and said, "I don't know what I'm going to do. I have money saved to pay for the first and last months' rent somewhere, and probably the security deposit, but not to furnish it. I could put it on credit, but I just got all of that stuff paid off. Fuck. Fuck!" She shook her head resignedly. "I guess I'm just going to have to go back into debt for a bit until the insurance finally pays out. That could be months, though." She hunched over, staring into her glass. "Fuck." Once more for good measure.
I looked over Helen's head at Anne, a question on my face. She comprehended; a small nod. I returned it, and we were decided. I spoke. "So just stay here."
"What?" She sat up and looked back and forth at us. "No. No, I can't do that. I've already been here for a week, I can't keep..." She waved her hand dismissively, head shaking 'no.' "This is your house."
Anne said, "Yes, it is, and it's too big for just the two of us. We..." She bit her lip, a small expression of grief for why the house was too big. "We'd like to have you here. We really would."
Her face got an odd expression, a mix of hope, embarrassment, and doubt. "I dunno. I... I don't want to be a freeloader. You guys have been so generous to let me stay here, and I know you say you want me to stay, but..."
I laughed. "Then don't be a freeloader. Look, if it really bothers you, pay us like half of what you were paying in rent at your old place. Maybe buy groceries every once in a while. You're already helping out with chores, and you've been a great roommate so far. But, seriously, you don't have to pay us anything at all. We like having you here."
She sniffled and started to tear up. "You guys..."
Anne hugged her. "Don't start that again. Now, let's figure out what we're going to watch tonight. How about the Notebook?" I glared at her. That's one for you, vile fiend.
Helen continued to be a wonderful guest. Well, tenant now, I suppose. Or roommate. Whatever. Her rent checks somehow always went uncashed, so I chose to think of her as a roommate. There were adjustments to be made, of course. Once her residency became a permanent thing, her room turned from our guest room into some kind of hacker's bunker. Monitors and computer equipment everywhere, a game console and small TV so that she wouldn't have to hog the living room TV, and a somewhat persistent but not unpleasant pot and incense smell. While Anne and I rarely partook after college, Helen did, and once she moved in, we joined her fairly often.
Helen did tend to use up a lot of hot water, too. The last one in the showers tended to have to be very quick in the morning for fear of suddenly freezing. But she more than made up for minor inconveniences like this. Our home life had been good before, affectionate and loving, but having a third person in the house gave us another person to bounce off of, making our home so much livelier. It also gave us a tiebreaker when we had really important decisions to make, like what to order for dinner.
We all got closer. I don't mean that in any kind of prurient way, just in the way that people that happily live together do. I learned more about Helen's past, like the details of what happened with her family disowning her. She learned about my family, too; they were halfway across the country, and I rarely saw them, but we were still emotionally close. I knew that she envied that, but I think the blow was softened by having such a strong found family in us and her other friends.
We started to have rituals, as a lot of folks living together do. Standard seating order on the couch and at the dinner table. In jokes. A regular bit for us was a reminder from me to her when she went out, "you be back in time for curfew, young lady," followed by the rejoinder, "you're not my real dad!"
There was another ritual, though, that started a couple of months into her time with us. I came home from the gym, and Helen and Anne were both in the kitchen, preparing for dinner. I tended to quietly enter the house so I could try to sneak up on Anne and steal a kiss when I got home, and did so as usual. Helen joked, "Hey, where's my kiss? I'm cooking here, too!" I made a big show of giving her a hug and a kiss on the cheek. Anne and Helen both laughed, and it became one of our regular rituals: a husbandly kiss for Anne and a friendly kiss for Helen.
And that was fine, for about a month. Sometimes she'd kiss my cheek, sometimes I'd kiss hers. But one day, I was distracted by Anne, and Helen was distracted by her preparations for dinner, and we both went in for a kiss at the same time. Our lips touched, an accidental and brief but very real first kiss. The two of us giggled with embarrassment like schoolkids doing something mostly innocent that seemed terribly naughty. We pulled away almost immediately. But it had been electric, like a spark passed between us, the kind that could light a fire to warm a hearth. Or burn a home to the ground.
Anne saved us from our embarrassment by loudly proclaiming, "You brazen hussy! Get your mitts off my man!" then wrapping me in a passionate embrace with a fiery kiss. Helen averted her eyes and laughed nervously. Anne was marking her territory, and we all knew it, even if she was making a joke.
Anne could be jealous at times. She had been through the whole of our relationship. We'd talked before about various fantasies we'd had. A lot of them we acted out. But even though we both fantasized about scenarios that involved multiple partners, both hers and mine involving a second woman in some capacity, that was a clear line that Anne wouldn't cross. As she put it, "the only place your cock belongs is inside me, and the only place my pussy belongs is on your cock, and don't you forget it." I never pushed on it, because I was perfectly content with our fantasies being just that: fantasies. But I also never pushed because she was so adamant about it, and I didn't want to screw up the good thing I had.
Helen's closeness to me was tolerated more than any other woman's had been. I can't imagine cuddling under a blanket with anyone that wasn't a blood relation in front of Anne. Except for Helen. I'd carried Helen to bed when she'd had too much to drink and tucked her in; she kissed me on the cheek and told me what a great guy I was, how she wished she could find someone like me. Anne barely batted an eye. And, of course, Helen and I regularly hung out both on our couch and in her room playing videogames, yelling and laughing. Anne actually encouraged this so that she could have a little time to herself. But her tolerance for our familiarity still had limits, and that accidental kiss made things a bit tense for several days.
Eventually we all moved past it. As fall turned to winter, I started getting home after the sun set. I tended to go to the gym after work, because I liked to build up an appetite for dinner. My girls, as I had taken to thinking of them, had started drinking a little wine and smoking a little pot early in the evenings, and we had fun, mellow times hanging out together after dinner most nights.
Until everything changed.
I had to work late and texted Anne that I'd be home late from the gym, too. Only about half an hour, but enough that they should delay dinner. My last meeting of the day, however, unexpectedly canceled, and I was able to go to the gym at my usual time. I went through my workout and headed home, planning to surprise the girls. I still enjoyed sneaking up on Anne and stealing my first kiss of the evening from her; it always made her squeal with delight, and I loved the way she laughed.
When I entered the house, she was already laughing. Both she and Helen were very giggly. I could tell that they'd gotten the party started a bit too early, had a bit too much wine, and did so on an empty stomach. I could hear them talking as I approached the kitchen.
Helen's voice became clear first "-- glad you found Steve, but was always a little disappointed we didn't work out."
Anne laughed, a sad little chuckle. "Yeah. Don't get me wrong, I love him with all my heart, but I did enjoy our connection."



That was new. I knew they'd been together in college, but Anne had always said that Helen was a lot more into her than she was into Helen. She just couldn't get over the incompatibility they had. I felt guilty for eavesdropping, but I did it regardless.
Helen wistfully joked, "Yeah, if only I could have grown a dick."
Anne sighed, a sad, resigned sound. "I wish things had been different. I always loved-- " A brief silence, then a new sound. One I knew, but hadn't heard Anne make with anyone else before.
I peeked around the corner, and Helen and Anne were kissing. Not a chaste kiss, as I'd given Helen by accident. Not a friendly peck on the lips as between two girlfriends. The kiss that two lovers, long separated, give each other when they finally reunite. I should have stepped out, should have stopped them, but I was stunned into immobility.
I had almost shaken off my mental chains when Anne pulled away. "Oh, shit, no, Helen, I can't. I'm marri-- "
"Oh god, Anne, I'm so sorry, I didn't mean to--"
Their apologies overlapped, merging together like converging streams of regret and disbelief. The wine and pot, their shared memories, lingering sexual tension between them, even the jealousy I'd seen from Anne as Helen unintentionally infringed just a bit on her territory: I'm sure these all had a part in the kiss I had seen. But now it was time for me to speak up.
I stepped into the light of the kitchen, my expression neutral. "Ladies." They both froze, guilt written across their faces. "I think we all need to have a long talk."
The problem, of course, was that they were both still high and somewhat drunk. Nothing useful was going to be said in this state. I supposed I could have left it for the morning, but that seemed like too long, like it would just let things fester.
I sighed, unsure what to do. I decided to play for time. "Is dinner almost ready?"
They broke out of their frozen state and started stammering, before Anne took the lead. "Yeah, uh, yes, we were, um, we were just keeping it warm."
"Mmmhmm. Why don't you go ahead and serve, then. I'm going to go get changed, then we can eat together." The tension eased from their shoulders. That wouldn't do. "We'll talk about all this later." They became statues again as I turned to go get changed.
Fuck! What the hell was that? Was my marriage in danger? Anne cut it short, but I didn't see who had kissed who. And even if I had, it was clear Anne was into it; I know the way she sounds when she's really into a kiss, and she was really, really into that one. Was I going to have to watch my back from now on? Did we need to kick Helen out? And if we did, would that really matter, or only limit opportunities instead of eliminating them?
But... it was really hot. God, I felt like a dumb teenager, but the woman I married and my closest female friend, both beautiful in their own ways, both some variety of bisexual, were just fucking going at it like a couple of college girls on dollar shots night. Part of the reason I went to change is that I didn't think I could maintain the necessary level of gravitas for a serious talk with a hardon made of tungsten steel in my pants. I had just seen my fantasy play out in my kitchen, and it was both a dream come true and a potential nightmare.
I considered a cold shower, but didn't want to leave them alone too long. Who knew what I could come back to? Shit, that image wasn't helping. Nope, that one neither. I did everything I could to block out my fantasies and calm down, then returned to the kitchen.
The girls weren't sitting in their usual spots. They were as far apart as they could get at the table, trying to avoid eye contact with each other and with me. I served myself, and we ate in an uncomfortable silence punctuated only by requests to pass the salt, the clank of silverware, and chewing noises. We all drank water instead of wine, and we ate slowly. They didn't really want to get to the next part, and I wanted them to be sober, so we all had our reasons to slow roll it.
Finally, unable to pretend that we were doing anything but pushing the remaining morsels around on our plate, I stood up and said, "I'll clear the table. You two go get comfortable." No, stop, don't think about them getting comfortable. Down boy. I shook my head as they left the room, then gathered the dishes and put them in the sink.
When I entered the living room, they were on opposite ends of the couch, so scrunched up next to the arms that it looked like invisible hands were trying to shove them off. I pulled a chair up to the coffee table and sat down. The silence was tense, and no one wanted to start. Finally, I decided to get the show on the road.
"So. How worried do I need to be about my marriage?"
They both exploded into sound, overlapping apologies, protestations, fears, all manner of noises. "Stop!" They froze.
I tried to decide who to talk to first and mentally flipped a coin. "Anne. Go."
Her words flowed like a river suddenly undammed. "God, Steve, I'm so sorry, we both got drunk and high and we were talking about the past and she was standing so close and-- "
"No, stop. Stop. Take a breath and start over. Answer the question. How worried do I need to be about our marriage?"
She looked uncomfortably off to the side. "I don't... I don't think you do. It... it was a one time slip up. It won't happen again." I nodded.
"Okay, Helen, same question."
She took a deep breath. "I'll do anything you ask me to do to help keep your marriage together. Move out, get out of your lives, hell, leave the state. Anything. It would kill me if something happened to you guys because... because..." she trailed off, regret written across her face.
I believed her. She loved us. She was willing to completely uproot her life for a third time in two years if that's what it took to make this right.
I nodded again, satisfied with her answer. "Is this the first time this happened?"
Both together, "Yes."
"Okay. Okay." I didn't get a sense that they were lying. They both seemed intensely remorseful, especially Helen. "If I hadn't walked in, would something have happened, Anne?"
She shook her head hesitantly. "No, no I-- I don't think so. We had already stopped kissing. We both knew it had been a mistake."
"Who broke the kiss?"
Anne looked down. "I did."
"Did you want to?"
She looked perplexed. "I, I mean, I broke the kiss. Of course I wanted to."
"If I wasn't in the picture. If I had been traveling, if there was no chance of you getting caught, would you have?"
She was about to speak when Helen said, "I would have. Anne was quicker on the draw than me, but I would have. I was about to when she did. I... I initiated the kiss, but I knew it was wrong almost immediately. Even if... even if..." Her voice trembled with guilt.
I nodded, "Even if you had really wanted it."
She nodded, ashamed.
I sighed. "I think you haven't been honest with me, Anne."
She perked her ears up, face a little angry. "What? I told you everything about the kiss."
I shook my head. "No. Not that. When we talked about you and Helen in college, you made it sound like she was really into you, but you only had a friendly love for her. Was that the truth? Did you lie to me?"
She thought for a solid minute. "No, but also no." She bowed her head. "I didn't lie to you. I lied to myself. I thought of it as only a friendship with benefits, admittedly one with a beloved friend. I knew... we've talked about what I need, sexually, before. That's all true. At the end of the day, I need a man. Even if... even if I really am... was in love with a woman."
Helen gasped loudly. Anne turned to her, apologetic. "I'm sorry I treated you so shabbily back then. I just... I knew I couldn't be with you that way, long term, and I convinced myself I wasn't in love with you. I wouldn't let myself believe that's what it was. But as we've gotten closer since you moved back to town and then moved in and..." She looked at me briefly, apologetically, pain in her eyes, before returning her gaze to Helen. "... And I realized that... that I was in love with you. And we never explored that and..." Her voice got so small, so frail. "And I still am in love with you. Being with you again so much recently has shown me that. But I can't... I can't..." She started to cry, trying to avoid both of our gazes.
Helen started talking directly to me. "I'm sorry, you have to believe me, I didn't know. She always..." She looked away from both of us. "It was a bit of fun for her. I... I was a bit of fun to her. I was in love with her, but that's what I always believed she felt, that it was just fun to her. I wouldn't... If I had known, I wouldn't have..." She started to cry as well.
This is not where I saw this going. I had two women, one of them my wife and the other our best friend, crying about an unrequited love that literally could not be requited because they weren't physically equipped to. I decided to use the time while they were crying to think of anything that could bail us out of this shitshow.
I went and got them some tissue, then sat back down and waited for them to calm down, wheels spinning in my head, trying to come up with any real solution. The problem... well, the first problem is that I knew what my wife was like. I loved Anne, but she could be selfish. She's a beautiful woman with a strong will, and like many people that combine those qualities, she's not used to being told 'no' very often and not good at accepting it as a final answer.
It's how we ended up together; I had been a scrawny nerd in school that got into hitting the gym in college. I was used to how people like her acted, remembered the pretty people in high school and college, with their unthinking selfishness, and I wanted nothing to do with Anne when we first met. That rejection intrigued her, and she pursued me. It was the first time she'd ever pursued a man in her life. Eventually, she got me to see that, while that unthinking selfishness was sometimes part of her, the larger part of her was a wonderful, sweet, loving woman.
She wasn't selfish in a cruel way, like many people are. She had an odd combination of generosity and selfishness. Like when we were picking the movie that night: she knew I would have just let her pick the movie, especially since Helen and I had subjected her to a back-to-back marathon of Infinity War and Endgame the weekend before. But she wanted to show me that she appreciated me letting her pick. It was never a bargain; not really. The compromise had happened in her mind long before I agreed to it; she'd already decided she was going to do reward me.
But it had to be a "bargain," because that was another thing she was: competitive. She'd been a competitive cheerleader in high school. She graduated magna cum laude from college. She was a top leader in sales now. Even in our love life, she could be competitive. We didn't make love very often; we fucked, and we fucked hard. We could be kinky, sometimes very kinky, but it was two people trying to one up each other. That was just how she was, and it made for some amazing results in our bedroom, but problems for us elsewhere.
That competitive streak made her jealous. Not insanely jealous, but there was always a hint of it there, as I mentioned earlier. Like when she'd give me hickeys; it was cute and sexy, but there was something darker behind it. She needed to not just be loved, but to feel loved. She never gave me reason to doubt her loyalty, but I absolutely had to do the same. There could be no doubt that she was the center of my life. Part of her pretty person syndrome: are you really the prettiest of them all if you're not adored?
The competitiveness also brought with it a certain sense of stubbornness. A tendency to focus on a thing too much, just past the edge of what was healthy. And if she couldn't do something about the thing she was focused on, she'd just roll it around and around in her head. It made her miserable. She wasn't as bad as she used to be, but I'd seen her spend weeks being unhappy about a relatively minor thing she couldn't fix.
Our current dilemma wasn't a minor thing. We've all read stories about women discovering their sexuality after they were married. I'd always felt for the men in those stories; it was easy to put myself in their shoes, after all. But I felt for the women, too. Imagine spending your whole life thinking that things were, if not perfect, then at least okay in your life. And then suddenly the scales fall away from your eyes, and what you've convinced yourself was "okay" was what anyone else would call "terrible." That you'd never been sexually fulfilled. That you'd never felt anything more than a deep fondness for someone but had convinced yourself that this was what love, romantic love, was. That you suddenly had to look at your life and realize it had been in ruins the whole time, and you just couldn't see it.
I knew Anne. She was going to have to come to grips with this somehow, or it would tear her apart. Tear us apart. But I took heart in two things, two things that I had to believe were true. The first was that I believed that Anne was in love with me, really in love, not the fondness that those poor women had. The second was what she'd told me, what she'd told Helen: she couldn't be with a woman and only with a woman, that she simply had to have a man to be fully satisfied. She meant it sexually, but I was pretty sure she also meant it romantically. Emotionally.
But I needed to know whether these things were true before I could proceed. That they weren't simply beliefs that I'd been clinging to. I needed to know that I wouldn't be left out in the cold, that I wouldn't just be spending a bunch of lonely nights by myself trying and failing to make her happy. I wouldn't allow myself to become the roommate that only stuck around because she needed a man in her bed sometimes.
Once Anne had gotten herself under control, I asked her softly, "Do you love me? Are you in love with me, or do you just feel obligated to me-- to be with me-- just because we're married?"
She looked at me like I'd grown a second head. "Oh my god, yes! I couldn't live without you, Steve! I... god, please, don't ever think that I don't love you. I'm so in love with you that it hurts sometimes. That's why I couldn't... I wouldn't... that's why I stopped things with Helen in the kitchen. I couldn't do that to you, to us."
I let out a breath I hadn't realized I'd been holding. Helen was starting to come around now, getting her tears down to a trickle rather than a torrent. I looked at her to make sure she could keep going, and she nodded.
I knew what I needed to do. Or at least I thought I did. I could see where I wanted this to go, but one wrong step could doom us all. "Anne, if, and this is a hypothetical, if I wasn't in your life and you didn't have this... this incompatible need in between you and Helen, would you pursue a relationship with her?"
She scoffed. "That's... kind of a pointless question, isn't it, Steve?"
"Just indulge me, please."
She shrugged. "Okay, yeah. If I didn't need to be with a man, and you weren't in the picture, yes, I'd pursue things with Helen." Helen looked miserable.
"Helen, same question." She nodded wordlessly.
I tiptoed to the edge of the abyss. "If... again, hypothetical. If I was in the picture, but I gave you the go ahead to... to explore your feelings with each other, as long as we stayed together, is that a thing you'd want, Anne? Or would you want to be just with me?"
"I wouldn't want to hurt you, Steve, I..."
I held my hand up. "Assume, in this hypothetical, that that wouldn't be a concern. Or that, at least, I didn't think it would be a concern."
Anne started to comprehend, at least in part, what I was asking. "I... I'd probably want to explore, but... only explore at first. Make sure... make sure it didn't affect our marriage badly. Or our friendship with Helen."
I turned to our friend. "Helen? What about you?"
She sounded glum. "Yeah. If, in this magical fantasy land, that was true, I'd give the same answer. I don't want to hurt you, Anne, or your marriage. Those are far more important to me than... than what could have been."
"Okay." Leaning out a bit over the abyss now. "Helen, do you find me attractive? Sexually attractive?"
"I- I- I- " She just stammered.
Anne bristled but said, "It's okay, Helen, you can tell the truth."
Helen looked to the side, away from both of us. "Yeah. Yeah, really fucking sexy, actually. We... the thing that got us started talking about... about me and Anne, in the kitchen, we had been talking about you and her. I really want you guys." She realized what she had said and turned bright red. "I- I- I- I mean, I want what, what you guys have together. For myself. I mean--!" She buried her face in her hands and groaned.
A light bulb went off over Anne's head. She laughed, "You asshole."
"What?"
"You're trying to get your threesome, aren't you?"
I winced. "A bit? But mostly I'm trying to figure out if there's a way everyone here can get the thing they want."
She looked unimpressed. "And what is that?"
"Helen is in love with you. You're in love with Helen. You want to explore that, yes?"
Anne nodded. "With the proviso that--"
I waved my hand dismissively, "Yes, yes, this is all with the proviso that we don't wreck our marriage. I know that's my top priority, and it sounds like it is for both of you."
Helen and Anne looked at each other, then me, and nodded. Helen said, "Yeah, agreed."
I continued. "So, you both want that." They looked at each other and smiled shyly. "Okay. And I want to have my wife. I'm in love with her, and she's in love with me, and we both have a wonderful romantic and sexual relationship. We're partners in everything. I don't want to lose out on that." Anne nodded slowly. She knew that she was giving ground she both had to give and didn't want to, because it meant one of her most strongly held positions would start crumbling out from under her soon.
"Helen." She looked at me. "If you and I could be intimate, is that a thing you'd want?" I heard a little hiss of breath from Anne, but no other noise. Helen looked warily at Anne, but finally said, "Yeah. Yes, if... if it wouldn't mess anything else up."
I breathed in, then out, a controlled breath trying to hide how out of control this was starting to feel. This part was especially dangerous. "The problem, for me, is this: if I tell you two to go ahead and explore your sexual and romantic relationship with each other, without me, I get basically nothing out of it." Anne opened her mouth, but I cut her off. "I'm not trying to horse trade here; this is not me trying to say 'I want a threesome before I let you do this.' I'm trying to figure out how we can do this in a way that doesn't, frankly, end up with me being totally fucked if things go even slightly wrong. I know that Anne and you might both be happier, and that might mean all three of us are happier, but that's both a big risk for me and an intangible I'm not sure I'd see the effects of."
I ticked off on my fingers all the ways this could go wrong. "Maybe if you guys sleep together; and maybe if you guys are actually in love; and maybe if Anne doesn't suddenly realize she doesn't need a man as much as she thinks she does-- " I raised a hand to forestall Anne's incoming objection. "-- then maybe I get a marriage that's a little happier in exchange for not having my wife in bed with me some nights. Maybe half of them. Maybe more.
"And in exchange, I take the chance that I see the end of my marriage because one of those maybes is wrong. Or I see my friendship with Helen destroyed. Or I grow to resent both of you because I feel left out, because my wife suddenly wants more to do with her girlfriend than me. Or even because my friend suddenly wants to spend time with my wife instead of spending it with me."



They both nodded slowly and unhappily. Anne finally said, "So what do you propose?"
Time for the flying leap across the abyss. "We've been looking at it as three separate relationships: a romantic relationship between Steve and Anne; a romantic relationship between Anne and Helen; and a friendship between Helen and Steve. Even if Anne wouldn't object to it, and I know she would, I have no interest in pursuing a romantic relationship with anyone outside of this triangle."
I fixed Helen with my gaze. "But I am attracted to you, Helen. And you say that you're attracted to me." Anne looked unhappy, but somewhat resigned. She knew where this was going. "I'm not in love with you, and I assume you're not with me?" She shook her head. "So the threat to my marriage is much lesser. I'm not saying that what you and Anne want is a threat, but if it is, then you and me being sexually involved is a much smaller threat than you and Anne being in love with each other. Agreed?" They both nodded, Anne slower and much more unhappily.
I opened my mouth, but Anne groused, "It's not the same. You're not in love with her. You're just... you're being an opportunist. Trying to get the threesome I'd never let you have. Extorting us."
I bit my lip, weighing what she said. On some level, it was a little true. But not nearly as much as she'd like to believe. "Anne, If our roles were reversed, if I had a thing with my roommate back in college, he later moved in with us, and I came to the realization that I didn't just love him as a friend, but I was actually in love with him, would you even slightly consider giving me a chance to explore that?"
She frowned. We both knew the answer to that.
"Right. But I am giving you a chance to explore this with Helen. You believe you can do that without diminishing our relationship, yes? Without harming us." A reluctant nod. "Then why can't I do the same? Why can't I enjoy a sexual relationship, just like you, with the same person that you're having one with, and not damage our marriage? You're deepening your connection with her. I want to do the same."
She made a series of faces, but finally spat out, "Fine."
I turned to Helen. "I want to be clear. I'm not going to make this a precondition to you and Anne. I... I'll be unhappy if I'm not part of it, but I value our friendship too much to do that to you. Okay? Regardless of what you decide, I'm going to give you two the go ahead to explore this. I'm not happy about it, but I'd rather find out if..." I glanced at Anne. "... if... if things won't work out between Anne and me because of this. I think they can. I think they can, because I believe her. When it comes down to it, I believe that she does need a man and that she is in love with me. But I know you don't, and you aren't."
Helen looked at me apprehensively. I didn't know if that was because she was afraid of what I was asking, afraid of saying yes, or afraid of saying no.
"Helen, I do love you as a friend, and we are attracted to each other. I want to ask you a slightly different version of the question I asked earlier: if you didn't think it would damage my marriage, would you want to pursue a romantic relationship with me?" A series of nods, becoming more rapid as she became more resolved.
"Okay. Then what I propose is that we stop looking at it as three separate, competing relationships, and instead as one: Steve, Anne, and Helen, together. We're free to be friends with each other, obviously; Anne, you're still my best friend in the world-- " She gave me a little annoyed look and grudgingly nodded. "-- and Helen, you're right there behind her. And I know how strong your friendship is with each other. We're free to be lovers with each other as well, either as two people that are in love with each other-- " Anne and Helen smiled at each other. "-- or just as people that love each other." I took Helen's hand and kissed it, and Anne, surprising me, gave the very tiniest of smiles.
Helen nodded. Anne finally relented, albeit a bit grumpily, "Okay, Steve, okay. I'm convinced. And it looks like Helen is, too." I smiled. Whew, that was-- "In theory. We need to figure out... Helen and I said we'd explore this before we dove in. And we'll want to do the same thing with you. So how do we..." She glared at me. "You fuck, this really was about your threesome all along."
Helen raised an eyebrow, and I just chuckled. "No, it wasn't. That's just the best way to figure out whether it's all going to work. It's not my fault that my fantasy is the simplest way to test the waters. You and I can both see if we can live with the realities of... well, of the other being with Helen. Helen and I can find out if we're sexually compatible."
Anne said, "And you get to enjoy your depraved fantasy."
I laughed. "Compared to mine, yours are way more fucked, my love. Or did you forget about that one you told me about, the cuckquean--" She shushed me. I turned to Helen. "What do you think? Does this sound like something you want to explore? Like this?"
She stood up, still holding my hand, and gestured to Anne. "No time like the present." Then she turned to me and kissed me, our first real, intentional kiss. The spark was definitely there, and I wanted to see what kind of fire we'd create together. I could tell by the way she began to mold herself to me that she did, too.
"Ahem." Anne cleared her throat, an annoyed expression on her face. She'd taken Helen's hand. "Are we going to do this in the living room, or do you want to take it somewhere more private, pervert?" She was trying to sound nonchalant but looked extremely nervous. We all were.
I had never expected to lead another woman to our bedroom. That's what it was: our bedroom, emphasis on "our." It was a space for us, within a space that was already for us. A last bastion inside our castle. But now, we were inviting another person into it. Not an invader, but still foreign. Like a dignitary or a diplomat, welcomed but not yet entirely trusted to maintain the order of our little kingdom. A danger to our peace. But also someone bearing opportunities to be explored.
Once inside, I turned to the girls and realized that I really hadn't thought this far ahead. In my fantasies, the women would be stripping each other and me as if our nakedness was the only thing between the world and certain doom. But my wife and our friend both looked as confused about what to do next as I did. Then it dawned on me that we had an honored guest, our lovely foreign dignitary, and everything fell into place in my mind.
"Helen." She looked at me, curious. "I'm so glad you're here with us. I know Anne is, too." Anne smiled at her, squeezing her hand. "I know this is uncharted territory for all of us, but especially for you. Anne and I are deeply in love with each other and have been for years." I smiled at my wife, and she gave me a look of love in return. "Intimate for years. We already know how to be comfortable with each other here. And we want you to be comfortable, too. We're going to go at your pace tonight." Anne nodded at me; I think she was glad I was the one taking the lead, but presenting it in a way that let Helen feel as though she had the most input. "Please, let us know if... if there's anything you're not comfortable with, okay?"
Helen nodded and I continued. "This might sound a little strange, especially since we've barely kissed at this point-- " She smiled and blushed, an adorably innocent expression for a love that would soon be anything but. "-- but I want to make sure, especially tonight, that there are no ambiguities. Do you understand?" A hesitant nod from her.
"I don't know..." I paused, trying to think of a way to say this delicately. "You and Anne have a history together, but even then, it's been a while. I'm sure you'll have fun discovering what's changed and what's the same." She flashed a little embarrassed smile, while Anne got visibly more aroused. I gave my wife a small grin, and she returned it with just a touch of embarrassment.
"But you and I, we don't have that. Not yet. I'm looking forward to building that kind of trust with you. But until then, especially with there being three of us together this first time-- " A raised eyebrow from Anne. "-- I'd like to suggest we use safewords tonight if any of us get uncomfortable. I don't expect us to be doing anything too out there, but I'd rather be safe than sorry. Is that okay?"
Helen looked away shyly. "I don't have a safeword. I don't..." She sighed. "I don't have a lot of experience. I mean, I've been in a few relationships, but they were all pretty vanilla. It's never really come up."
I nodded. "Okay. That's okay." Anne gave her another reassuring squeeze of her hand, and Helen smiled at her, then looked back to me. "Let's go with something simple: stoplights. Red means stop immediately and we'll talk about things. Yellow means 'go slow and take caution.' And green means full speed ahead." She looked a little hesitant, but nodded. I moved to stand closer to her. "Hey, listen. No one is going to get upset if you need to use one, okay? They're called 'safewords' for a reason. We want you to feel safe."
I put my finger under her chin and tipped her face up towards mine, then gave her a gentle, sweet kiss. She closed her eyes after we broke away from each other and smiled. "Mmm green. Definitely green." Anne chuckled and kissed her cheek. Helen turned her head to Anne and kissed her sweetly, too. She put her forehead against Anne's after the kiss, then looked to me. "I want..." She smiled, a little embarrassed. "When I came to your house, that awful night of the fire, I... you had your shirt off. You looked so hot. Can... would you?"
I stepped away and took my shirt off. Slowly, trying to give her a show without it seeming too much like it was a show. She let out a tiny gasp when I was done, her eyes a little glassy. I know life can get in the way sometimes, but I still go to the gym as regularly as I can. It's nice to get feedback that it's working. And it was even nicer to see the look on Anne's face; she'd seen it all before, and she still had that wonderful look of naked lust in her eyes.
I held my hands out to my girls, and they came forward to embrace me. I kissed Anne, then Helen, quick but passionate kisses, a sampler of what the night had in store for us. "I want to see you. Both of you." Helen tensed. "Would you be more comfortable if I went into the next room while you got ready? Or would you prefer if I stayed?"
She looked away and spoke quietly. "I know... I know this is a fantasy of yours." She looked up at me and gave me a slow, sensuous kiss. "I want to be your fantasy, Steve. Tell me what you want." She was so sweet, so earnest. But I could tell that she was still nervous. I looked at Anne, and she shrugged.
I sat in a chair in the corner and gestured to Helen. "Come here. Sit in my lap." She looked back nervously at my wife as she let go of her hand. Anne smiled encouragingly and nodded, which seemed to erase Helen's doubts. Once seated, she curled up to me, kissing me tenderly.
"Anne." Anne looked in my eyes. "Strip for us. We're here because we both want to be with you. Give us a little reminder of how amazing you are." She grinned a wicked, almost predatory grin at me, the twin to that naughty little pout of hers. The grin that said she was getting everything she wanted, and I should be grateful for that, because I was about to as well. I could almost see the word "pervert" forming in her mind.
Standing next to the bed, she started by removing her shirt, pulling upwards on the hemline and slowly, teasingly displaying the incredible body hidden within. Her bra was flesh colored and practical; this wasn't a night any of us had planned for, but that made it somehow so much sexier. This was a thing we were doing because we needed to, right now. No time for fancy presentation or planned seductions. We were here together because there was an urgent need in all of us to see where this would go.
She reached behind herself, her chest arching outwards as she found the clasp and released it. Where the removal of her shirt had been teasing, this was quick and efficient. She let her bra slide off her arms and fall to the ground, revealing her beautiful, perky breasts, tipped with small pink nipples that had hardened to tiny erasers. Anne beamed at us, powerful in the knowledge of her beauty. She undid the snap on her jeans and unzipped them, hinting at the treasures hidden within. Bending over, her eyes fixed on us, she slowly lowered her jeans to the ground, then stepped out of them.
Her show was having a definite effect on both Helen and myself. My erection was insistently pressing into her body; she had ground herself against it, almost unconsciously, as we sat together. Helen was flushed; I knew it had been a long time since she'd been with anyone, and her arousal must have been almost excruciating. Now, there was her former and soon-to-be-again lover nearly naked in front of her, sensually stripping for her, while she sat in her future lover's lap, feeling his cock hard against her ass. My hand had been stroking her stomach, and we had alternated between appreciating the show my wife was putting on for us, and engaging in deep, warm kisses.
Anne watched us, a show that was happening because of her show, two performances in parallel, each informing the other. Hers may have been more practiced, more focused, but it was no less a display of lust than the one featuring Helen and me. My wife waited until we were both watching her, then turned her back on us and bent over, sliding her panties down her legs. Her shaved pink pussy glistened in the dim light, her need clearly visible, and my mouth watered. My hand moved to Helen's breast. I felt her nipple growing erect as her open mouth descended on mine, probing its recesses with her tongue. Her hand had been stroking my chest, hesitant to move downward for fear of finding the thing she wanted, but now it began to descend to my stomach, then lower.
Anne crossed to us, and Helen broke our kiss, her hand frozen just above the waistband of my pants. She looked longingly up at Anne. My wife bent at the waist and Helen continued with her the kiss that she'd begun with me, a fierce hunger that wanted to consume my wife. That might consume us all.
With a growl, Anne said, "Your turn, Hel." She took Helen's hand and pulled her from my embrace. Our friend looked suddenly afflicted with nerves, so I nodded to Anne. She pulled Helen to center stage, and I was suddenly just an audience of one, not a participant. At least for the time being.
Anne traced Helen's ample curves. They kissed passionately, Helen's back to me. Helen was wearing a simple sweater dress, and, as they embraced, my wife began to slowly pull it off of our friend's body. Helen briefly froze, apparently still nervous to be naked in front of me for the first time. But Anne's kiss became more aggressive, and Helen melted.
As her dress rose above her hips, I saw that Helen was similarly garbed in practical undergarments. I actually had no idea if Helen even had anything but practical undergarments. As shy as she seemed about her body, I would be surprised if she had anything lacy or frilly in her underwear drawer. I'd need to change that if we continued together after tonight.
Anne paused and pawed at Helen's ass, squeezing and kneading it. Helen began to moan; the two former... no, not former anymore. The two lovers. The notion excited me, and I shifted as my erection became even more uncomfortably hard, something I would have thought impossible. The two lovers knew each other's bodies well, and I idly thought that I should be taking notes for later.
Helen's dress continued its ascent, up and past her bra, then over her head. The two broke their kiss very briefly to fully remove it, but when they rejoined each other any pretense or shyness was long gone. Their mouths found each other again, and the air was filled with soft moans and the sounds of wet, passionate kisses. Helen's hands cupped Anne's gorgeous tits, and the love of my life let out a loud groan as Helen began to roll the tiny nibs capping them between her fingers.
Anne's hands frantically worked the clasp on Helen's bra and opened it, releasing her large, soft breasts from their confinement. Her hands slid up and down her lover's back, delicate caresses, slowly trending downwards towards her hips. My wife's eyes opened, and she winked at me, then tugged Helen's underwear down with a flourish, leaving my girls both naked in front of me.
Anne saw something in my face then. Not just desire, although that was there in abundance. Trust. Love. I trusted her to not hurt me. I believed, truthfully and honestly, that what I was watching, what we were doing, was not infidelity. This was just fidelity expressed differently; a love expanded, not one divided. It surprised me, but it was how I felt in that moment. That, I think, was what finally convinced her, that shared moment.
She knew, of course, that I did want a threesome. I had made no secret of that. But I think she had believed previously that was all this was; a way to trick her into getting what I wanted, an abuse of her trust. But she knew now, could see now that my love for her was the primary reason we were all in this room together. This wasn't a profane need for stimulation. It was a sacred confirmation of my love for her. Her eyes softened, the wickedness that had been in them since we began replaced by a thoroughgoing devotion to me. I thought I saw a happy tear in her eye. That was when I believed that we had made it across the abyss. I didn't know how wrong I was until much later.
With one hand she bade me to stand and undress. I did so silently, and my cock sprang free, ready for my wife and her lover. She gazed admiringly at me, and I felt a sense of pride. Seven years together, and she still longed for me, still felt a deep lust when she saw me. Then, that wicked glint in her eye again, the one that promised we were both about to get what we wanted.
She whispered in Helen's ear, inaudible to me. Helen turned to see me and gasped. Anne kissed her neck. "Look what you've done to my husband. Look what you've done to your lover." As Anne nibbled up her lover's neck to her earlobe, Helen's body quivered, but her eyes remained firmly locked on my cock. She licked her lips and softly moaned, and I knew that Anne had spoken the truth. Helen and I would be together soon, lovers for the first time.
Helen's body was beautiful; again a marked contrast from Anne's, but both gorgeous in their way. Where Anne had shaved herself bare, Helen's bush was wild and untamed. Her full, heavy breasts sagged slightly, and they were invitingly topped with large, dark brown nipples. Anne's hands moved to them, massaging them, and Helen closed her eyes and softly groaned. I could see, even from here, how ready Helen was, a trickle of her juices starting to trail down one thigh.
She wanted me, and I wanted her. But I needed this to be about them for now. Part of that, if I'm being honest, was because of my fantasy; I really, really wanted to watch them together for a while. But the more important part was to let them know that I had been honest: if Helen and I were incompatible, I needed them to know that I was fine with them exploring this aspect of their relationship together.
"Take your girlfriend to bed, Anne. I want to watch you together." At the word "girlfriend," both of them reacted, Helen with a happy little gasp and Anne with a renewed look of love and a mouthed "thank you."
Anne took Helen by the hand and sat on the edge of the bed. They continued to kiss, and I stood patiently waiting. I don't know what kind of telepathy enabled them to know how they would start together, but soon Anne was laying fully on the bed with her head resting on our pillows. Her legs opened invitingly, both for her girlfriend and my gaze; I think she thrilled in each equally. Helen climbed up between those athletic thighs, and she did something only I had done for almost a decade: she began to worship my wife's pussy with her mouth.



The noises that came from Anne then were a surprise to me. When I went down on her, my wife's words were exhortations and pleadings, her voice raw with need. She wanted me to draw her orgasms out of her body, almost by force, and she rewarded my efforts with loud moans and screams. They never felt faked or overwrought, as if she were putting a show on for me; Anne would be covered in sweat and my face soaked in her juices when we were done. Her noises with me were intensely, primally sexual.
With Helen, her voice was a sweet, soft moan. Anne's words for her lover were gentle thanks and praise. She was filled with gratitude towards Helen for helping her to find her own release, helping her to free her body to respond as it needed to. It was no less erotic; perhaps moreso. But, for the first time since we began, I felt like a voyeur. This was something only these two women had shared before now, and I was encroaching on this private moment.
Then Anne looked at me with adoration in her eyes. I was no invader, no voyeur. She was sharing this with me, sharing how her body responded to her lover. She was inviting me into this part of her life that I'd never seen before. I felt honored. I also felt excited; we had been lovers for seven years, and I hadn't seen this before, not in this way. We could be gentle together, but in other ways, in other contexts. It was a thrill to know that my wife and I had so much more to explore together, sexually and emotionally. Anne gasped and shivered as she climaxed, an achingly sweet, tender release, and I felt gratitude to Helen for giving this new experience to us.
But now it was time for me to experience Helen.
There was a part of me that said, 'be gentle.' 'She hasn't been with a man in years, don't scare her off.' 'Attend to her needs first.' But as Helen noisily sucked and licked at my wife's quim, those voices grew quieter. They sounded more distant still as I watched her reach between her legs to stroke her clit and open her folds, pleasuring herself. Showing me her need, intentionally or not. And as she repositioned herself slightly, going up on her hands and knees, presenting herself like an animal in heat, they died away almost entirely.
She was a fertility goddess made flesh. Her wide hips, soft body, and bountiful breasts were made to bear and nourish a child. I knew that I shouldn't think of her that way, that it was wrong by modern standards; I was objectifying her. I was treating her as a thing instead of a person with dreams and hopes. But the voices telling me that went silent, too. They were replaced by an older one. A darker one. 'Take her. Make her yours. Give her your seed.' I heeded that voice.
I got up on the bed behind Helen; she was focused on Anne and didn't notice at first. Anne looked at me with a broad, beatific smile. She knew what was about to happen, and she relished it. This would be the final step, the one that drew us all together in love. She nodded her assent. My wife was gifting her lover to me. Making what was once solely hers ours.
My hand rested on Helen's flank, and she stiffened, just briefly, as her concentration on her lover was broken. But then she realized what it meant; that her new lover was here now. That he wanted her. That she would have him inside her soon. Her hips wiggled in anticipation, a small shudder of delight going through her.
I moved forward and rested the head of my cock at her lips. She turned her head to look over her shoulder at me, eyes lidded with lust. An impish smile darted across her face, the one I'd seen when she'd won one of our games through underhanded trickery. She had gotten what she wanted. She whispered, "Green, Steve. Green. Please. I need you."
And that was it. The primitive voice was fully unleashed, any final restraints the more civilized ones had on it falling away in tatters. She had asked for it. There was no reason not to take what I wanted.
I pressed into her, her tight wet slit giving way to the head of my cock. Helen's eyes squeezed shut as she loudly groaned; it had been so long since she'd had a man inside her. She started to pant, "Please, please, please. More. I need it all. Please." I pulled out slightly and she whimpered, but it turned into a soft cry of pleasure as I sank deep into her; not all the way yet, but enough to let her know that I was her man now.
Her hands clawed at the bedsheets, and Anne urged me on. My wicked wife's voice joined the primitive one in my head. It now commanded, 'Your mate wants you to claim another. Do it.'
I thrust into Helen with one final push. She arched her back, crying out in pleasure. I'm not the largest man, but I've never had any complaints, and my new lover's pussy was one of the tightest I'd ever experienced. It was exquisite, a velvet heat and wetness I'd never felt before; different than Anne's, not better or worse, just wonderful in its own way.
This was the last new lover I'd ever take, and she was well worth the wait.
Helen's eyes found Anne, and Anne said, "It's so good, isn't it? Our man's cock? So, so good." She stroked Helen's hair as my new lover moaned in rapture. Helen's body shuddered again as I began to slide back and forth in her cunt. My wife kept her eyes on mine, speaking almost as if in a trance. "Do it, Steve. She's ours. Mine and yours. Our girlfriend. I know you've wanted this. I was so scared. But I want it, too. I love you. Give her your love, Steve. Show her she's ours."
I knew I was getting close. I had been so aroused by the two of them, even simply by the concept, and the reality far exceeded anything I could have hoped for. Helen began to groan loudly, and her tunnel squeezed me as orgasm began to roll through her. I grunted and began to hammer at her, unable to stop myself. "I'm gonna-- I'm gonna--!"
Helen suddenly gasped, "Wait, no, I'm not--!" but it was too late. With a final deep thrust, burying my throbbing cock all the way in my girlfriend, I emptied myself into her. Her climax fully took her then, and whatever warning she was about to give was drowned out in a loud, rising cry of pleasure. My seed pulsed into her womb, my act of worship at the temple of my fertility goddess complete. I held her lovingly as she came down from her orgasm, and the three of us laid together in a heap.
Helen, fear rising in her voice, finally whispered, "Oh fuck. Oh, fuck fuck!" She moved out of my embrace, my still hard cock sliding out of her, and sat up. Her fingers went to her nether lips, where she found a thick stream of semen dripping from them. She cried out, "Oh fuck! There's so much! Oh god, oh god, you guys, I'm not on the pill!"
Well, that threw a damper on the festivities.
We all froze, the sudden reality of what she was saying pinning us in place. "Oh fuck," I agreed.
Anne shook her head, trying to think. "Are you fertile? Is it the right time of the month?"
Helen did some quick thinking and said, "Um, maybe. No, no, probably not. It's only-- it's only been a few days."
Anne, thinking with the coolest head, said, "Okay. Okay. This is... okay, this isn't great, but we'll go get some Plan B tomorrow. It'll be fine. We'll be fine." We all breathed a sigh of relief. Crisis averted.
Then Helen started laughing. "That was... Wow, that was something." She bent down to kiss me, a sweet lover's kiss, then grinned saucily. "I wanna take another ride."
I opened my mouth, but Anne demanded, "Nuh uh, no way. I get his dick next. I need to get off, and I need it right fucking now. You two have got me so goddamned horny I'm ready to explode." Helen pouted but moved aside.
My wife laid on her back before me, a happy, lusty, strangely serene smile on her face. We had each gotten what we wanted. The art of compromise. Foundation of a good marriage. But now she wanted me, and I was eager to sweeten the deal for her. "Feeling a little frustrated, Anne?" I teased her as I slid my dick, still slick with Helen's juices and my cum, up and down her lips.
She just laughed and wrapped her legs around me. "Fuck me, you asshole. Show your wife why she married you." I slid into her to the hilt and she gasped. "Oh god! Oh! Steve!"
Helen's eyes closed as she started to rub herself again, my cum coating her fingers. I tipped Anne's head to the side so she saw her lover's thoroughly filled cunt. My seed, something that had been for Anne and Anne alone for almost a decade, now leaked from another woman. "Thank you for my threesome, my love. Would you care to indulge one of your fantasies?" She turned bright red, but nodded quickly. I spoke to our lover. "Helen." Her eyes snapped opened and met mine. "Anne wants to take care of you."
"But I'm-- " she gestured with her cum covered fingers, and Anne took her hand, sucking them clean. "Oh. Oh!" Enlightenment dawned, and her face shifted into possibly the naughtiest grin I've ever seen. She straddled Anne's head facing me, lowering her cum-filled pussy to Anne's lips. As I started to fuck Anne in earnest, my wife tentatively licked our lover's snatch and made a pleased noise, smacking her lips appreciatively. Then her hands wrapped around Helen's thighs and she pulled herself up, sucking and licking our girlfriend clean of the issue I'd left inside her.
Helen and I kissed, her open mouth moaning into mine. We did not last long this time; Anne began to orgasm, which set me off. Helen wasn't far behind, her lovely face contorted with pleasure as my wife ate her to an intense orgasm. When we finished, we all laid entwined on the bed together, panting and spent.
Eventually, we untangled and went to clean ourselves. We were all still processing what had happened. In the moment, it had been amazing; I think we were all in agreement there. But we were all worried about what the morning would bring. I got back to bed first and lay in the center, arms crossed behind my head. I'd worry about tomorrow when it came. I had to believe this was a good thing for all of us, that it was the start of something amazing. Anne finished next, sliding into bed and curling up next to me as she always did. A familiar, comforting reminder that we were still Steve and Anne, husband and wife, and we were still in love with each other.
Helen exited the bathroom last, and moved to gather her clothes. She stopped and shyly said, "Um, thanks. I... that was great. Do we... do we want to keep doing this?"
I looked at Anne just to make sure, but I already knew the answer. I extended my hand and smiled invitingly at Helen. "Where do you think you're going? We want our girlfriend to sleep with us tonight." Her glee could not be contained, and she all but leapt into the bed, spooning against my side opposite Anne. We pulled the covers over us and started to wind down, talking, kissing, and laughing. I fell asleep between my wife and my girlfriend, and I had never felt more satisfied.
When I awoke the next morning, I was alone. I blinked the sleep away and remembered the evening before. That... no, that couldn't have been a dream, I was too tired, and the pillows still smelled of both of my lovers. It sure was like a lot of my dreams, though. Especially the ones that meant I had to go straight to the shower in the morning. Befuddled and in need of my morning caffeine, I got up, found a pair of sweatpants, and headed down the stairs.
Anne and Helen were in the kitchen, chatting and kissing as they cooked. I was briefly, irrationally jealous, but they saw me and welcomed me over into their arms. I got a quick kiss from each of my girls and went to set the table for breakfast.
We sat and ate in an affable silence. I think we'd all decided this was something we were going to keep pursuing, but it was good that we were taking it just a little slowly. Seeing how things felt in the light of day. Much like our dinner the night before, we lingered longer than we had to, finishing our coffees slowly. But the energy in the room was completely different. Gone was the oppressive fear of a marriage about to possibly go off the rails. Instead, there was a feeling of a new dawn for all of us.
Anne finally spoke up. "So... I guess we're doing this?" Helen and I both nodded. "Okay, then. We need to establish some things. I don't want to hide this from our friends. Maybe our family, at first; that's going to be thornier. But I don't want..." She looked at Helen and then me with love. "I don't want to feel like this is some kind of dirty secret. It's not."
I nodded. "Agreed. And speaking of dirty secrets, no sneaking around. If we want to be with each other, in whatever pairing that is, we don't try to hide it. If we're worried it will hurt feelings, we talk about it. We don't just try to avoid the problem."
Anne thought. "Yeah, yeah, that makes sense. Good call."
Helen spoke quietly. "I don't want to come between anyone. I mean, I don't want any of us to. I don't want anyone to feel left out. If one of us feels... I dunno, neglected, the we all need to take steps to deal with that."
We kicked around a few other things, but these formed the core. They were our three commandments: everything in the open, nothing hidden from each other, and everyone feels loved. Simple rules. But simple rules are the easiest to screw up.
Anne said, "Hel, why don't we go get the plan B before it gets any later in the day? I know it can be a little rough on the system, so better to do it now at the start of the weekend."
Helen stared down at her coffee. "What if... what if I didn't take it?"
Anne shrugged. "I suppose, if you're right, if you're that early in your cycle, it should be fine. But why take that risk?"
She looked at us evenly. "Because it's not a risk. It's not a risk if... if it's something we all want."
Anne and I just sat with our jaws open, completely stunned, as she continued. "I know... I know how hard it was for you guys, especially you, Anne, when you found out you couldn't..." She let that thought trail away. "Before all of this, before last night, I had been thinking about this. About offering myself as a surrogate for you. You've been so good to me. I just..." She smiled warmly. "I love you guys. So much. And I want you to be happy."
Anne shook off her shock first. "Hel, that's... god, I don't know what to say. But that's so much, I couldn't ask that of you. I love you for offering it, but-- "
Helen quietly interrupted, "If, back in college, if we had figured out how to do this, if we'd been able to... to make it work somehow. If it were just us. I would have been able to have our kids. They still would have been our kids. That doesn't change just because there's three of us now."
And there it was. It might seem a monumental step; even foolhardy, given how our relationship had just shifted. But it made sense once I thought about it. Helen and Anne had both been in love for years, even though Anne denied it and it was unrequited for Helen. I loved Anne, and I was so certain there was no way we'd break apart. And Helen was one of my closest friends, someone I loved like... well, not like a sister anymore, that was for sure. But as much as I loved anyone other than my wife. There was no ulterior motive here, just Helen showing us how much we meant to her. It made sense; maybe a kind of twisty sense, but sense nonetheless.
Anne's eyes began to tear up, and I took her hand. "I..." She looked at me and I nodded, then we both looked to Helen. "You want to do this for us? Really?"
"No." Helen leaned forward and put her hand on ours. "I want to do it for us." And with that, it became ours, all of ours. This was something we'd all do together, something we'd all be a part of, instead of simply a generous favor our friend was doing for Anne and me.
We hugged and cried. Our life had gotten so much more complicated in the past twenty four hours, but there was a promise of such a bright future. We just had to hold it together. But that was easier said than done.
The thoroughly male part of me, the one who looked at the potential destruction of my marriage and said, "hey, maybe I can get a threesome out of this," would like to say that we spent the next week in a veritable fuckfest. Sadly, that didn't happen.
Oh, there was sex. The girls would occasionally steal off to another room and I'd hear giggling and moans not too long after. I was a little jealous at first, but they'd come out afterwards, Helen beaming at me gratefully, and Anne would drag me off to bed. The need for a man to give her the main course to Helen's appetizer filled our coupling with a new passion. I don't know if being with Helen changed what she needed from me, or if she wanted to show how much she loved me for letting her explore this, but our sex went from great to absolutely mindblowing.
One time, Helen joined us, and we repeated that first evening together, but with a new and carefree air that said, "this is right; this is our life." On another occasion, they started making out on the couch in front of me, and I just joined in; we fucked in the living room, three perverts out in the open. Afterwards, we lazed about, cuddling naked on the couch. It was bliss.
While Anne and Helen would go off together, Helen and I didn't. Partly it was that I wanted to give them time to explore and reconnect; they were in love and finally both being honest about it, and I didn't want to infringe on that. Especially since I knew that I just needed to wait a half hour or so, and then my wife and possibly our lover would be dragging me to bed to show their appreciation for my indulgence.
But mostly, I didn't want to upset the apple cart. I had a good thing going, and I knew Anne could be jealous. She liked the sun of my love to shine only on her, and I assumed that's how she felt with Helen as well; if it was all three of us together, that was one thing, but I didn't know how she'd react to being in the shade, even temporarily. So Helen and I kept hanging out and playing games together, kissing a little here and there, but nothing more intimate than that.
I've always had a bad habit of leaving my lunch in the fridge at home. I would make it each night, put it prominently displayed in the fridge, then breeze out the door the next day and completely forget it. It wasn't that big of a deal. My work was only fifteen minutes away, so the worst case scenario was that I rushed home at lunch, ate quickly, and then rushed back. It could be a nice break from my work day, especially once Helen was living with us and working from home. We'd sit and eat together, commiserating about our jobs, a developer and a project manager bitching about the processes that we hated.
About a week and a half after we had committed to this new adventure, I did it again. Made my lunch, put it in the fridge, completely forgot about it in the morning. I rushed home and found Helen there, just getting ready to sit down and have her lunch, so we sat and ate, pleasantly conversing as we had before. I looked at the lovely woman I was with and decided maybe I could be a little late getting back today.
With my best sly grin, I said, "So, it's just the two of us here."
Helen rolled her eyes. "Yeah, and?"
"I've had such a lovely lunch, but I'm still a little hungry. Do you have something else I can eat?"
She just laughed. "You don't have to, Steve. It's okay."
Taken aback, I said, "What?"
She looked at me, resignation on her face. "I know... Look, I love that you're letting me and Anne be together. It means so much to me. And it's really hot that I can be part of your threesome fantasy. But, I... I know I'm not Anne. Men don't want to be with a woman like me, especially if they have someone like Anne available. You don't have to... I'll still be your friend, and I'll still be with you and Anne together. I love that, love the way you make me feel then. But don't feel like you have to..." She trailed off.



"How can you say that? This isn't... I'm not trying to toss a pity fuck out here, Helen. I'm not trying to keep you sweet, either." I was honestly hurt that she'd think that of me, and she could hear it in my voice.
"No! No, I'm not saying that's what you're doing. But I know... I know that I'm-- "
Exasperated, I finished her sentence. "'A schlubby nerd with glasses.' I wish you'd stop saying that about yourself. You're beautiful, and you need to start seeing that. You said men don't want to be with a woman like you, and you're wrong. Boys don't. Boys don't want to be with a woman like you, boys that can't think past what the shitty media they consume tells them a woman should look like."
I took her hand and looked in her eyes. "Men, actual men, look at you and see a beautiful woman that they want to take to bed and absolutely ravish. They see a woman that actually is a woman, a real woman, not some photoshopped fantasy pinup." She looked almost fearful at my intensity. I let go of her hand and started fiddling my phone. "What's your schedule like today?" Ever the project manager.
"Uh, I had standup and a code review this morning, but I've got some slack this afternoon. Why?"
I stood up and took her hand, gently pulling her to her feet. "Call in sick. I've just cleared my schedule. We're going upstairs, and I'm going to show you just how much your boyfriend wants you."
She just stammered, "O-- Okay."
A phone call later, we were inside my bedroom.
"Strip."
She had lost some but not nearly all of her shyness. "Right here?" I nodded, and silently began to do the same.
Helen turned her back to me, that shyness again, and began to peel off her baggy sweatshirt and sweatpants. She wasn't wearing a bra today, as was often the case if she was going to be home all day. Soon she was standing before me, naked except for her glasses, self-consciously crossing her arms. I took her into a loving embrace and kissed her, then led her to the full body mirror in one of the corners of my bedroom.
Standing behind her, I looked at the pair of us together. We were both dark haired. I was taller, but so much taller that I towered over her. My body was, if not chiseled, then at least hard and masculine. Hers was soft and inviting, alluring in its femininity. She was looking off to the side, uncomfortable with the body she saw in the mirror. We needed to fix that.
I kissed her neck and she smiled her shy little grin. "Look at yourself." She furtively glanced at the mirror. "You're beautiful." She opened her mouth to speak, but another kiss on the neck distracted her. "You are. I need you to see that. You need to see that. You have a beautiful body."
She rolled her eyes. "I'm fat."
"You're healthy. When I look at you, do you know what I see?" She opened her mouth and I interrupted, ""If you say 'a schlubby nerd with glasses,' I'm going to tickle you." She closed it again, a little giggle escaping her. "I see the first stone idols that the cavemen made, the ideal form of a woman who could be the mother of a tribe." My hands rested on her hips. "I see the women that the masters painted, the ones whose naked forms are proudly displayed in museums." Another kiss on her neck, a nibble. "I see..."
I smiled. "That first night we were together, when you were on the bed, your body ready for me, I saw a fertility goddess, a woman who was all woman. Not a waif, not an airbrushed model." My hands moved from her hips and encircled her waist. She smiled, looking at herself again, more appreciatively. "I saw a woman that I needed to have. That I needed to make mine."
I felt myself rising, and my hardness brushed against her back. "I know you were frightened that first night; I know it had been a while since you'd been with a man, that it would be our first time together. A lot of firsts for all of us that night." My hand stroked her belly as I nuzzled her neck. She closed her eyes and sighed pleasantly.
"We used safewords that night. I said they were to make you safe, and they were. But they were to make me feel safe, too." One hand moved from her belly to her breast, squeezing it gently. "I wanted you, needed you so badly. I needed to know, for sure, that you wanted me, too." She moaned softly. "I needed to make sure you had a way that you could say, without any kind of ambiguity, that you wanted me to stop." I pulled her against me, my throbbing cock pressing hard into her back. She gasped and her eyes flew open. "Because if I didn't have that? I don't think I could have kept myself from taking you, taking what I wanted from this magnificent goddess I see in the mirror."
Helen looked at my eyes in our reflection and saw undisguised lust, the primitive spark that had driven humanity to spread across the globe from the beginning. She looked at her body, and saw it as I saw it: the fertility goddess, the neolithic idol, the great work of art. Not just the schlubby nerd with glasses, although that was a part of her, a part of her wonderful charm. She saw the woman that I wanted, that right now, with my hardness pressed against her back, I needed.
My lover turned her face to mine and kissed me passionately, her mouth opening as my tongue probed at her lips. As one hand continued to massage her breasts and pinch at her nipples, the other slipped from her waist to her core and found her wet. Ready. I broke our kiss and brought her juices to her lips, and she suckled my fingers greedily. Helen turned fully to face me, taking my dick in her hand as we kissed again. I tasted the traces of her juices and growled softly. She pulled away, looking in my eyes, and said, "I would never have stopped you. I couldn't. I don't think I'd ever be able to."
Helen kissed me softly this time, and asked, "Can we try something?" She could have asked me to walk on hot coals at that moment and I would have said, "Yes." She had me shift slightly so that we were standing not quite in profile to the mirror. I didn't understand why until she sank to her knees and took my cock into her mouth, sucking at it, her tongue dancing on the underside of the glans. She looked up at me with love, but then her glance shifted to the mirror. She wanted to watch herself while she pleasured me, wanted to be able to see both of us with a glance.
My girlfriend's technique was not spectacular; she had little experience with men. None, really; just boys that didn't make her feel like the goddess she was. But she was enthusiastic and loving. She took direction well, and by the time I neared my orgasm, her head bobbing along my shaft, her eyes glancing back and forth between mine and the lewd display in the mirror, she was starting to come into her own as my lovely little cocksucker. Her fingers were between her legs, edging herself, and her moans around my cock were making it hard to maintain control. "I'm about to-- "
Helen pulled my dick from her mouth and wrapped her hand around the shaft, stroking it rapidly. Her face was grinning and eager as she pointed my cock squarely at it. "You think I'm a work of art? Then paint me, lover."
Holy shit.
I exploded, rope after rope of cum landing on my lover's face, her hair, her glasses. My lover opened her mouth, trying to catch my spend, laughing with joy at the effect that she'd had on me. She came loudly then as her fingers took her from the edge to over the cliff, moaning my name, begging for my seed on her upturned visage.
When we finished, I had to brace myself on the wall. It had been amazing, one of the sexiest things I'd ever seen. She was wanton, truly wanton with me for the first time. And I wanted more. Soon. Once I could stand up on my own.
She was having her own trouble staying upright and slumped down, using one hand to steady herself. She looked like a perverse version of one of the characters in our superhero movies, a three point landing covered in jizz. I couldn't help but laugh at the thought. She looked up at me and licked her lips, then made a yuck face, and I laughed louder still. She joined me in laughter. "I love you, Steve."
"I love you, too." I don't know for sure if she'd meant it as friends, the way we'd both said it to each other many times before. I did, but there was more to it, too. A little voice inside me, somewhere between the primitive and civilized ones said, 'You're falling in love with this woman.' The look in her eyes then made me suspect we were starting that descent together.
With my help, Helen hauled herself to her feet and went to the bathroom to clean off. I sat on the bed, resting before the next round. From the bathroom, I heard Helen start laughing again, even louder this time. "Holy shit man, I said 'paint me,' not 'turn me into a Jackson Pollock.'"
When she returned, face freshly scrubbed and de-spooged, she had a grateful smile. "Thank you, Steve. I..." Her eyes became moist. "God, Anne is so lucky. You guys both are, but..." She paused, sorting out what she wanted to say, then sat on the bed with me and took my hand. "I've always preferred women." She shook her head. "I had kind of given up on guys. They'd just been so disappointing. Thank you for... for showing me they don't have to be." She kissed me then, lovingly. "God, I wish I could bottle you. We'd make so much money and make so many women happy."
I laughed. "I think I might be uncomfortable in a bottle. Probably have to wear one of those little 'I Dream of Jeannie' outfits." I gave her an affectionate little peck. "I guess you'll just have to keep me all to yourself." Then I hastily added, "Well, you and Anne, I mean." I felt a little ashamed; this was the first time I'd thought of my wife since we'd begun.
She smiled. "I knew what you meant." Then a shy grin. "You feeling guilty, too? Feels like I'm cheating on my girlfriend with her husband."
I nodded and laughed. "It's so weird, right? I know this is... I know we said this was all going to be okay, but..."
Helen sighed and completed the thought. "But that's what we said. It hasn't been tested yet."
"Yeah, exactly. I... this is going to be okay, isn't it?" I was worried, really worried for the first time since that night.
She thought, then nodded slowly. "I think it has to be. You were right, this won't work as three competing relationships. It has to be all of us together." She kissed my hand. "Even if it means sometimes it's two of us by ourselves. You've been letting Anne and I do that for a while now, which we both really appreciated." She turned towards me and cupped my face in her hand. "I know she's made sure that you know how much we appreciated it afterwards, and I'd join in sometimes. But it's not quite the same, is it?"
"No." I kissed her hand and shook my head. "No. Don't get me wrong, that part has been great. And it never felt like pity sex or anything. It always felt real. But..." I tried to think of a way to say this without sounding whiny.
She said what I wouldn't. "It didn't feel like you were an equal."
"Yeah. I think that's it. Which is strange, because I still had Anne, and things... things had changed between me and you, we were having sex, but..."
She nodded. "But only if Anne was involved. It always revolves around her. And that's not what we agreed to."
She was right. It had become an unwritten rule, on its way to becoming a fourth commandment: 'the sun of our love must always shine on Anne.' It was slowly pushing us in a direction that I wasn't going to be comfortable with, even if I hadn't been able to express it until Helen and I had talked it out together. It had been a worry I couldn't quite articulate.
In our marriage, we had largely been equals, even with Anne's competitiveness. But in the last ten days, Anne had become first among equals in our new relationship. That was going to cause problems if we didn't address it.
Helen could see my face clouding and kissed me, a slow, loving, comforting kiss. "Hey. It's going to be okay. This is new for all of us, and we'll get through it together, alright? We just have to be extra aware of what's going on and talk it out. 'Everyone feels loved,' remember? And right now, I feel loved. I hope you do, too. We'll figure it out with Anne; I know she feels loved, and I know she wants us all to be happy. She's just..." She waved her hand.
I laughed. "Anne. Yeah. That's why we love her, right?"
"Yeah." Helen grinned.
Then my lover straddled me, reached down between us, and seductively whispered, "Now. Let me show you why I love you."
We fucked. I thought we might make love, and we did once we were tired. But a switch had been flipped somewhere in front of that mirror. I wasn't worried about scaring Helen or hurting her. She wasn't afraid to show me exactly what she wanted. I knew she had limited experience with men, and we wanted to explore everything a man and a woman could together, as much as we could, as often as we could.
I pinned her arms to the bed and took her as mine. We rutted like beasts as we watched ourselves together in the mirror. She rode me with enthusiasm, sucked my cum down her throat, begged to be fucked while howling my name. My lover wasn't a passive fertility goddess now, no maiden figure waiting for gentle spring rains. She was a goddess of storms and harvests, and I planted my seed deep inside her over and over that afternoon.
We napped eventually. Accidentally. We were so tired and satisfied that we started to cuddle after one of our couplings and just dropped off, warm and blissful in a lovers' embrace. Falling asleep together like this just felt right.
A voice roused us from our slumber in the shade of early evening. Anne's voice, like an icicle, sharp and cold.
"So. What have you two lovebirds been up to?"
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I can only claim jet lag as an excuse for not acting sooner.
I had flown in on a flight from Dallas to London that morning. Well, morning London time; my body thought it was already well into the afternoon. I knew the way to deal with jetlag was to just stay up through it and let my internal clock get adjusted. But I hadn't slept well the night before the trip due to excitement, so I was doubly tired.
Once at my hotel, I learned that my room wouldn't be ready until two, so any chance of a quick nap was down the drain. Probably for the best. I left my bags with the concierge and, lacking anything else to do, figured I'd go see the sights. I had done a little research before the trip, so I headed down into the Underground with my first destination in mind: Tower Hill station, the closest to the Tower of London.
The state of mass transit in the States, outside of a few major cities, is pretty abysmal. Part of that is politics, part is money, part is the car-centric culture, and part is the realities of scale in a nation with so much empty space. But what I found under the streets of London was really impressive for a guy who had really only seen Dallas's DART and San Francisco's BART: a well oiled-machine of crisscrossing underground tunnels, massive stations, and well-kept schedules. I boarded the first train, then switched to another a few minutes later.
I was sitting on the tube, mind drifting due to tiredness and excitement. This was London, once the center of the western world, filled with sights to see, places to go, and things to do. I had a few days before I needed to get started with my work, and I was going to take full advantage of them. Lost in my reverie, I missed the sudden tension in the air when a new rider came aboard at one of the stops. Missed the voice until it became a shout.
"Fucking Paki, why the fuck you in my country, eh? Get the fuck out!"
I looked down the aisle and saw a teenager in the stereotypical skinhead uniform: shaved head, Harrington jacket, tight jeans and steeltoed boots with white laces. He was sitting next to an older brown skinned woman, leaning into her, hurling slurs and veiled threats. Enough that the cops might do something if they saw, but not enough to make most random strangers just trying to get from point A to point B intervene.
I started to sit up, unrolling myself from the usual hunched position I sit in; bad for my back, I know, but good for not being noticed when you're a young nerd trying to not be a target for bullies. Old habits die hard. I was about to open my mouth to say something when the skin saw me and smiled, then tilted his head at the woman, as if to say, 'You want to have a go at her?'
I have buzzed, very light blonde hair; not for fashion reasons, but because every man on my mom's side of the family is prematurely bald, and that particular hereditary curse is starting to come for me as well. I decided to just lose gracefully on that one. Combined with my typical casual wear of a black t-shirt, jeans, and Docs, I could see why someone as thoroughly stupid as this guy might think I was a compatriot. I would need to disabuse him of that notion.
I fully uncurled from the hunched position that had been concealing the muscle I'd spent so much time building in the college gym, time I had in abundance as I had no social calendar to speak of. Then, standing at my full upright height of just over six-two, I cracked my knuckles while glaring at the racist shitstain. In my father's East Texas drawl, I growled, "Boy, if you say another got-damned word, you're going home in a body bag."
Skinheads are cowards. I'd had to deal with them enough in my clubbing days. Unless they have the weight of numbers or an easy target to pick on, they're cruel and stupid, but mostly harmless. Cowards trying to convince themselves of their nonexistent superiority. Confronted with a real threat, or at least what they perceive as one, they'll slink away like jackals looking for easier meat. This one's jaw hung open for a moment, then he made his way to stand near the entrance to the car, well away from both me and the woman he had been harassing. When we reached the next stop, he disembarked rapidly, glaring back in my direction, finally brave when there were no consequences to be had.
I let myself relax. That could have been bad. I'm big, but I hadn't been in a fight since grade school. And I'd lost those.
"Ma'am, are you okay?" The older woman nodded, grateful, but still scared. Maybe even a little of me; I'd just threatened a guy with a pummeling, after all. She gave a small, shy smile, then returned to the pastime of every other person on the tube: minding her own business. I decided to do the same.
Tower Hill was the next stop. Once there, I got off and started to head for the stairs, when I suddenly heard a woman's voice. It had a "Received English" accent, the kind the presenters on the BBC have, tinged slightly with something else I couldn't place. "Hey, cowboy. Hold up."
I turned and saw a beautiful, petite Black woman. She was probably in her mid-20s like me, and dressed in a floral sundress, white lace choker, and Mary Janes. Her hair was done in a short set of dreads, and they hung just slightly off kilter as she tilted her head to the side. The broad smile on her pretty face was one of the best sights I'd see in London.
"Thanks for what you did back there. Not a lot of folks would've."
I shook my head. "I wish I'd done something sooner. I was jetlagged. Not paying attention."
Her tone was teasing then, just a touch. "Ah, a tourist in our fair city. Off to see the Tower?"
I chuckled. "Yeah. Yeah, just got here. Figured I'd take in the sights before I get to work next week."
She looked up at the ceiling for a moment, pensive, then came to a decision. That lovely smile was back as her eyes focused on me again. "Well, I'll tell you what. I'm at loose ends right now. Was supposed to have brunch with friends and hang out, but they flaked on me. I am aaabsolutely famished; why don't you join me for that brunch, and then I'll be your tour guide for today. Sound good?"
Yes. Yes, it definitely, totally, 100% sounded good.
She could see that I was going to say yes, because I'd be completely stupid not to. She stuck out her hand. "Emma."
I took her delicate, manicured hand in mine. "Jay."
We stood there for a long moment, looking into each other's eyes. Then she said, "I'm going to need that back, cowboy."
I hadn't even realized I'd still been holding her hand. I let it go suddenly and laughed. "Sorry. Sorry."
She just raised an eyebrow and said, "Come on. I want to get a mimosa."
We didn't talk much on the way there. Too much noise on the street, and I was frankly nervous. Emma moved almost like a dancer as she wove between the foot traffic, while I lumbered behind her like a bull, pushing my way through. She held my hand for a time as we made our way there, trying to make sure we weren't separated as we waded into the morning throng. I tried not to read too much into it, but deep down I wanted to find a whole novel within the gesture.
Once at the restaurant, we were seated outside in the warm summer sunshine. We ordered, then chatted as we waited, sipping on the mimosas she'd asked for.
"Aren't you hot? You're wearing jeans and boots, and it's almost 30 degrees out."
I just laughed. That was about 85 in Fahrenheit. "In Texas, this only barely qualifies as shorts weather."
She shook her head. "So, what brings you to London? Work, you said?"
"Yeah. I'm in IT. The company I work for is opening a new office here. I'm supposed to help with the initial setup, get things running, and monitor everything for the first month to make sure that it runs smoothly."
She looked a little surprised. "So you're here for, what, a couple months?"
"About that. This is the third one of these I've done this year, but the first one outside of the US." Venture capital money had flowed like water, as it often did at this point with startups.
She tilted her head. "Your first time abroad?"
"Eh, sort of. Been to Mexico for like ten minutes."
"Ah, then we'll have to make sure this is an adventure for you." She winked. "What did you want to do besides the Tower today?"
"Honestly? I hadn't really thought that far ahead. Figured I'd see what I wanted there, see how much time I had left over, and then try to squeeze something else in. I'm trying to stay up, get my internal clock on London time, you know?"
She nodded thoughtfully. "Well, the Tower won't take that long. There's really not that much to see in there." She grinned and shook her head. "I'll figure out something for us to do. Something fun."
I laughed. "Well, then. I leave myself in your capable hands, madam."
Emma's face showed a sudden mild confusion. "Hey, what happened to your accent?"
"Oh." I grinned with a little embarrassment. "It's not mine. I mean, it used to be. My dad's from East Texas. It's his accent. Hank Hill from King of the Hill." I slipped into the accent again. "'I sell propane and propane accessories.'" She giggled.
She made the 'keep going' gesture. "So..."
"So I grew up near Dallas. The accent's different there, a lot subtler than my dad's drawl. It's one for bankers and lawyers trying to talk to people in the more 'civilized' states. On top of that, you've got the American broadcaster accent that we all pick up and..." I gestured at myself. "My accent." I sighed. "Then as I grew up and started to understand all of the connotations of any kind of Southern accent in the US, I modified it again. Trying to get it as subtle as possible is just the cost of doing business in the tech industry." I shrugged.
"Ah." A look of recognition and maybe a little sadness on her face, as if we suddenly shared something we didn't know we had before. When she spoke again, her accent was markedly different and very recognizable. "Third generation British Jamaican. Raised on BBC TV and American movies. Working on my doctorate, genetics, so best to have the..." It shifted back for one word. "'Proper' accent."
I nodded, understanding. "It's a shame you have to hide something so beautiful."
An awkward silence then, the silence of two strangers that might like to be more but had moved too fast. That shared something too intimate too soon.
I cast about, trying to throw us a lifeline. "So, genetics? That's interesting. What's your dissertation on?"
That brilliant smile came back as she grabbed the out that was offered, her 'proper' accent back in place. "Right? So it's in..." I have no idea what she said. I was listening, really, but I was done with biology when I took AP Bio in senior year. The genetics terminology was all Greek to me. Literally. She saw my confusion and had mercy. "It means..." She shook her head and took another sip. "No. I'm not going to waste a beautiful day, yummy mimosas, and good company trying to explain something this esoteric."
We shifted into easy conversation then, chatter between two people trying to build the rapport necessary to share what we'd already unintentionally shared. A foundation laid after the building was partly constructed, but still with enough time to get it anchored to solid ground. When the food arrived, we lapsed into another silence, but this one was comfortable and friendly. Our foundation was stable enough, for now.
When we made our way to the Tower, we did so hand in hand. It wasn't quite romantic yet, but I knew I wasn't reading anything into it that wasn't there. It wanted to be romantic. We wanted it to be romantic. But right now, she was a new friend leading me through the city she'd grown up in, taking me to the tourist spots she only visited on field trips as a kid.
The Tower was fun. The armory, the crown jewels, the ravens, the whole shebang. As she'd expected, it didn't take very long to hit the highlights, so she suggested we head to the Victoria and Albert Museum next. It was one of those places we could spend a couple hours or a whole day in, depending on what struck our fancy.
We toured the various exhibits, treasures from other lands plundered by the crown back before everyone stopped doing that. Or at least before they started apologizing publicly, and then bribing officials to move them out of their home countries anyways. Never giving them back, though. That just wouldn't do.
We ended up in a "life in 19th century London" exhibit that included all sorts of things: clothing, tools, carriages, and all the other everyday parts of life in London from 200 years ago. We found a section that had children's toys and books, and one in particular had us in stitches. It was written in an older style of writing, one that used a font that made the lowercase "s" look far too much like an "f." We were rolling with laughter as we read about "whale fifherief" and "crab graffef" and "pretty dreffef." "Whale fifherief" became an ongoing joke for us, something one of us could say to make the other erupt into peals of laughter.
We were laughing together a lot by then, laughing like old friends. And then we looked in each other's eyes, and we realized it wasn't like old friends. It was like new lovers. She threw the lifeline this time, making a silly face and dragging me along to the next exhibition.
It was starting to get a little late by this point, so we hopped the tube to another station and went to a little hole in the wall she knew. "It's your first day here. You're legally required by the touristry board to have fish and chips," she joked. I paid for them, and we ate while walking, watching the people as they moved around us. We were walking closer to each other than we had this morning, closer even than at the museum. We had the plausible deniability that we were in a crowd; we didn't want to lose sight of each other, after all, or rudely take up too much space.
We talked about her life, her family, and what she wanted to do after school. She lived with two roommates, an engaged couple, in a two bedroom flat that the three of them could only barely afford. It wasn't exactly in the heart of London, because none of them were millionaires, but it was convenient to the tube. She planned to work at a biotech company when she finished her doctorate, even had a job lined up.
Her parents were on her to get married, to the point where they had set her up with the last guy she dated even semi-seriously, Duncan. He was a disaster with some very Old Testament views on a woman's place. Between Duncan, some other real gems of humanity she'd gone out with before him, and her studies, it had been almost a year since she'd seen anyone. She'd put that part of her life on hold.
Emma asked about my life. My job, friends, all of it. There wasn't much there, honestly. Not a lot of friends, no pets, nothing that really kept me from going wherever my job required whenever they needed me to.
I told her how my last girlfriend and I had broken up during COVID. She was a nurse that lived with a couple of other healthcare workers, so there was no way for us to be together during the initial stages, before the vaccine rollout. The stress and loneliness got to her, so she found comfort in the arms of one of her roommates. I understood the reasons now, even if I felt horribly betrayed at the time. People were dying around her every day in awful ways, and she was worried she'd be next. She was in a bad place, and she made a bad choice. Doesn't mean it didn't hurt. I was past it now, but I had thrown myself into my work at the time and never really got back out of it.
We walked through a park as we finished our food, then tossed the trash in a bin. She took my hand and squeezed it. Plausible deniability was out the window. "Ain't we a pair, raggedy man?"
Thunderdome. Nice. "Are you going to take all of my shit and dump me in the desert?"
She laughed. "Ah, I think you can handle yourself, cowboy." She stopped and turned to look at me, face tilted up towards mine. I'm not always the smartest man, or the bravest, but there was no way I could turn down such an incredible opportunity. I leaned down to the beautiful woman in front of me and kissed her, a soft, sweet, not-quite-chaste kiss. A first kiss between two people that both hoped there would be more soon.
It was enchanting. I couldn't remember the last time I'd felt something like that with a woman. I wanted more, but I resisted the urge, pulling back after a few seconds. I wanted to be a gentleman. She looked up at me, starry-eyed, and just breathed, "Wow." Then she stood on tiptoes and pulled me down into another, far less chaste one.
We were in the middle of a park at this point, in a city I didn't know. I had no idea exactly where I was. I didn't care, either, as long as it was with her. I was thousands of miles away from my apartment, my family, the few friends I had. And I wanted to be nowhere else than here.
She broke away after giving me one last tiny peck and smiled shyly. We started to walk again in a comfortable silence, thinking about what we wanted this all to mean. Then she asked something that surprised me. "So, this morning, when you were standing up to that arsehole, why did you have that accent?"
I laughed quietly. "My dad was really into westerns. Clint Eastwood was his favorite, but I liked John Wayne."
Emma smiled. "I used to love watching those with my Dad, too. Marathons on the weekend." She leaned her head onto my arm as we walked.
I kissed the top of her head and she made a little happy sigh. "I was a scrawny kid. Picked on a lot. And those guys, they were tough. They sounded like my dad. So when I got into trouble, I leaned into that. Tried to sound like them." I chuckled. "Still got my ass kicked, though."
She laughed loudly, and I continued. "But it still was... better, I guess. Made me feel braver. I started to do it when I'd help people out that needed it, too, if they were getting picked on, or even if they just needed help with something small. You know, the cowboy riding into town and righting the wrongs." I shrugged. "I guess I just wanted to be that guy. It doesn't come up that much anymore, but it's the only place I can't hide my accent. When I'm angry, or scared, or trying to help someone else that can't help themself."
She made a little "Hmm" noise. Not judgmental, not good or bad, just thinking. Then we walked in silence for a while, just enjoying each others' presence.
The streetlights started to come on. I didn't want to part from Emma, but I I didn't like the idea of her being out by herself after dark. Silly, I know; this was her city, not mine. But still. "I've had a really great time today. Thank you for taking me around."
She chuckled. "I assure you, cowboy, the pleasure has been all mine." We stopped again and kissed. "I-- I want to... would you mind walking me back to my place? Not to-- not for anything else, just to walk me back?"
I kissed her once more and said, "I'd love to."
Her place wasn't far. What I'd taken as aimless wandering was actually directed to get us to this point. It only took us about 10 minutes to reach the door of her flat. She looked shy. "I..." She looked down, then back up at me. "There's part of me that really wants to invite you in right now. But I don't... I don't do that, and-- "
I kissed her. "You don't have to apologize. We have two months. Plenty of time to get to know each other, if that's what you want. I'd love to spend more time with you. Hell, I'd love to see you tomorrow. I know the 'dating rules' say you're never supposed to admit that, but-- "
Emma just laughed and kissed me again. "You an outlaw now, cowboy?"
"No. Just smart enough to know that you're really someone special, and I don't want to waste more time with silly games than we have to. But I want you to feel comfortable, so if-- "



"No!" She took out her phone. "What's your number? We can get breakfast together in the morning if you'd like." We exchanged texts to make sure that we had each other's number right, then exchanged kisses just because we didn't want to part. She opened her door and went inside, and I turned to leave.
I didn't make it three steps when her door opened again.
"Two months isn't nearly long enough, and I don't want to play by any stupid rules, either." She held her hand out to me, her expression vulnerable. I couldn't imagine any decent person wanting to hurt this woman. "Stay with me tonight?" A little smile then. "You know, just so we can get a jump on breakfast."
We were inside her bedroom in seconds. Our mouths were locked together, her tongue slipping into mine. My hands roamed Emma's beautiful body, at first over her dress, then trailing under it, starting to lift it. She made a little moan as my hands touched the bare flesh of her back for the first time, and I felt her fingers trying to undo my button and zipper.
Her hands opened my jeans and reached in, stroking me through my underwear. She gasped and pulled away. "Is that a shotgun in your pocket, or are you happy to mmmmf!" I kissed her again, hard, done for now with our silly games. There'd be time for more later, but I was hungry for her, and when she responded by pushing my pants down and stroking my cock, I knew she felt the same.
We were at a crossroads: kiss more or strip faster? We opted for the second. Her sundress came off over her head, and I saw for the first time her beautiful, perky breasts, topped with small chocolate nipples. I leaned down and took one in my mouth, nipping gently and suckling at it. Emma gasped and cradled my head in her arms, before begging, "Please, Jay, please!" My hand found its way into her panties, the fabric soaked with her arousal. She moaned as my finger slid between her slick lips. "Stop! I n- I need you!" She broke away from me then, fire in her eyes. "Get those clothes off and fuck me. I want that goddamned horse cock, cowboy."
She was being perhaps overly generous with her assessment, but never argue with a lady when she asks you to fuck her.
I stripped as fast as I could. Emma slowly slid her panties down, making a show of it for me. Her dark, manicured bush was exposed to me for the first time. The choker stayed on, the white lace contrasting with her flawless dark skin. She bit her finger and posed for me, teasing me as I stripped, making sure I could see every inch of her gorgeous body.
Emma grinned saucily and bent over her bed, climbing up onto it and presenting herself to me on hands and knees. "Coming, Jay? Don't want to leave a girl lonely." Her fingers slid back between her legs and she opened herself, teasing at her folds. "She might think you're not-- "
I stepped behind her and entered her without preamble. Not roughly, but not gently, either. She gasped, "Oh fuck lover!"
I kissed between her shoulder blades, sliding my length into her as I did so. She groaned, the deep groan of a need being fulfilled after far too long without. "Still want to tease me, cowgirl?" I buried myself all the way inside her and stayed there for a moment.
"Mmmmm if you'll do that each time? Fuck yes, cowboy." She bowed her head as I began to move in her. "Oh god Jay, oh god, oh fuck!" My fingers reached around to paw at her breasts, pinching one of her nipples as I did. She squealed, and I couldn't tell at first if I'd hurt her. But then she grunted, "Oh, fuck, yes lover! You're-- ah! You're not going to-- oh! To b-break me! Fuck m-my little c-cunt!"
She was wild, and she drove me wild. I stood up and began to fuck her tight, wet pussy hard, just like she begged me to. My hand found the back of her neck and pressed her head down to the mattress. Emma only moaned louder, begged more. Her walls began to squeeze me as her climax approached. I knew I wouldn't be able to hold out much longer. "Going to-- going to--"
Her hand reached back to find my hip. She gripped it, pulling me towards her, into her. "S-safe. Safe! Pill!" Then she began to tremble and lost all speech. The only noises she could make were wild, animal ones, a loud moan followed by an almost incoherent howl. With one final thrust, my seed filled her beautiful little snatch. I slumped forward, trying not to crush my beautiful lover, the petite woman I had, until very recently, believed was such a delicate beauty.
We laid there for a few minutes before I rolled off of her and onto the bed. We rearranged ourselves to lay next to each other as her face nuzzled into my neck. "Mmmm soooo good. Where have you been all my life, cowboy?"
"Texas."
She nipped my neck. "Arsehole." I turned my head to her and we kissed, a sweet, gentle lover's kiss. She sighed happily.
Emma straddled me then. "You know I'm not going to let you go now, right?" She leaned down and kissed me again.
My hands found her hips. "Who's not going to let who go?"
She laughed. "Why, Jay, so aggressive. Did you want something?" She ground herself against my crotch. "Need something?"
"Yeah." A deep East Texas drawl came out of my mouth. "Ride 'em, cowgirl."
Emma slapped my chest, laughing. "You did not!"
My cock was hard again. I maneuvered her petite frame onto it, thrusting hard up into my beautiful lover. I growled. "Yes. I. Did."
She bit her lip, eyes now filled with a wicked lust. "Oh, cowboy." Her nails dug into my chest, and I hissed, more in surprise than pain. "You have no idea what you're asking for. What I'm going to fucking do to you."
We spent the rest of the night first fucking, then making love. As the night gave way to early morning, we fell asleep in each others' arms, whispering sweet words of affection.
---------------------------------------------------------------------------------
Next up: meeting the roommates, Sunday with Emma, and more.
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Therapy with Tom, Session 4 - Late September
"How are you doing, Jim?" Tom had out his notepad and pen. I knew the sessions were being recorded, but he was still kind of old school. I found it oddly comforting, like writing it down somehow made it more real.
"You know. Doing okay. Just trying to keep on keeping on." I made a little noncommittal shrug.
"Mmmhmm. So, do you want to just pay me to hang out? Because people, especially people with stories like the one you told me, don't come to me because they're 'doing okay.'" He leaned forward. "I'm here to help you, Jim. Help you get past this and figure out what to do next. How are you really doing?"
"... I've been better."
"Okay. Okay." He chewed on the tip of his pen, a gesture that identified him to me as a fellow ex-smoker. "How are you feeling?"
I thought for a long moment, then spoke. "Tired. Sad." I hesitated, and Tom looked at me encouragingly. "Stupid." I lowered my head. "Weak."
"I completely understand feeling tired and sad. Those are normal reactions to a trauma that's as all-encompassing as this one. And I understand why you might feel stupid and weak, but you're not. You need to understand, your story..."
He frowned and put down his pen and notepad.
"Jim, I don't do this very often; maybe a dozen times in the thirty years I've been in practice. But I'm going to take my therapist hat off and tell you this, man to man: it was one of the most capital-F, capital-U Fucked Up things I've ever heard."
I laughed at his unexpected candor. "Yeah. Yeah, it really is."
Tom shook his head. "You are entitled to feel whatever emotions you feel about what Linda, your friends, and L. W. did, not to mention Marc and Ellen. That's the 'appropriately professional' thing I'm supposed to say. Here's the thing I'm not supposed to say, or at least not this directly: you are absolutely justified in feeling betrayed by almost everyone in your life. You are not stupid. I've seen cults that used less effective brainwashing techniques. And the fact that you pushed through it because you want to do what's best for your kids? You're anything but weak. Man, I am in awe of that level of self-sacrifice.
"Thanks, I--"
"Not done yet. 'In awe' isn't necessarily a positive thing, Jim. I'm in awe of a tsunami or a charging rhino, too. But those are dangerous and destructive. Your stoicism in the face of..." He made a face that was both incredulous and angry, his hands gesturing wildly. "...literally everything that's happened to you? It's not healthy. Not for you, not for your relationships, and not for your kids."
He hesitated, as if he wasn't sure he should say something. Then, with a look of resolve, he forged ahead. "I'm going to tell you another thing: your story was so out there that, after our first session, I had it checked into a little bit. I honestly was worried that you might be having paranoid delusions. I thought you might be an undiagnosed schizophrenic; that's how outlandish your claims were. But everything that I could check out did check out. I cannot imagine you having to actually go through this Kafkaesque nightmare for the last seven months."
I frowned. I had spent our first three sessions detailing everything that happened to me as a result of Linda's affair. It was extremely painful to relive it, but it felt good to talk to someone who I could trust to be completely objective. Well, not completely; I was paying him, but I was paying him for his honesty as much as his abilities. I needed to figure out what to do to get past this, one way or another, once and for all.
He took a deep breath. "There's so much here that we need to dive into. But I want to start with this: in the story you've told me, literally every named adult that you had personally known when it began, other than the woman who watched your kids and the waitress at the diner, either lied to, betrayed, or gaslit you. Sometimes all three! That is absolutely fucking bonkers." One other thing I'd liked about Tom, from the moment I met him, is that he usually eschewed clinical language. I didn't know if it was a rhetorical tool or just how he was, but it was comforting. No doublespeak about 'psyche' or 'attachment' or any of that other bullshit unless it was absolutely necessary.
"Your stoicism isn't healthy, and I think you know that. Deep down, I think it's why you're here. My initial impression is that it's a response to the fact that everyone you know tried to prevent you from taking steps to do anything about what was happening to you. You tried to take action but were stymied at every turn. And, because of that, you had to become stoic. It was the only way to cope with the fact that you knew this was all wrong, but were actively discouraged by everyone from actually doing anything about it."
He started to tick items off on his fingers. "You tried to stop Marc and Linda from dancing, and then slow dancing, but your friends stopped you. You tried to get Linda to leave with you right after the dance, and she left with Marc instead, lying to you in order to do so. Your initial response to your wife leaving with Marc was to try to follow her, but you were blocked by Dee. Then your other friends tried to tell you it was really no big deal. You knew that it was, and you were right, but they made it impossible to actually stop Linda. Then, they kept trying to convince you for weeks afterwards that this was perfectly normal, and you just needed to get over it. Linda came home and told you all of that, pardon my language, complete and utter bullshit that you knew was complete and utter bullshit, but she and your friends just kept hammering on it."
Tom was on a roll. This session was the first time he'd strung more than two sentences together in a row since I'd started coming to see him. He had already run out of fingers to tick on one hand, and we weren't even a third of the way through my story.
"You go to see your lawyer-- your lawyer!-- an old family friend, and he tells you that this is a normal thing that women do, that it's to be expected. Even sort of, kind of, acceptable. Then he gives you the spiel, which is completely inaccurate, about how important it is that kids have two parent households.
"Don't get me wrong, that's definitely preferred, but a household where..." he made the 'all of this' gesture "... happened is not going to be a healthy place to raise kids unless the people involved are willing to pay for a couples counselor's vacation home. I love my profession, but there are limits to what we can do."
I frowned. "I don't want my kids to have to deal with the stuff that goes on in a broken home, Tom."
Tom sighed. "You already are, Jim. Your home is broken. And, honestly? It seems like it's broken you. I'm sorry, but there's a lot of trauma here that we're going to have to work through. At the very least, it sounds like you have depression, PTSD-- "
I scoffed, "Oh, come on, it's not like I was in combat."
"You don't have to be in combat to get PTSD, Jim. A car crash, abuse, a violent incident..." he fixed me with a firm stare "... or a particularly unexpected betrayal can cause it. Think about it, Jim: what's your response to seeing Linda in that blue dress? Panic, being overcome by memory, unable to function. Those are classic PTSD symptoms."
He stopped and shook his head in disgust. "And then she wears it, wears it in front of you not even a week after it all happens. And then later wants you to take her out dancing in it! That's... that's not the act of a loving wife, Jim. Or at least not the act of a wife who's in touch with how much she's hurt her husband."
I nodded. That had hurt. A lot. I don't know what she was thinking wearing it that night at dinner with the kids. And I had to just grin and bear it so the kids wouldn't suspect anything. When she insisted on trying to wear it dancing... what the hell was that about? She wanted to wear it so that SHE could have better memories of wearing it?
He saw me thinking it through and nodded. "Pretty messed up, right?"
I looked down at the ground. "Yeah. When you lay it all out like that, yeah." And we weren't even halfway through everything that had happened in the last seven months.
He put his hand on my shoulder. "Look, we're going to get you through all of this, or at least as much as we can. And I'm going to keep my therapist hat off through a lot of it. I think..." He sighed in sympathy for me. "I think you need someone who isn't trying to be clinical and tell you stuff like, 'oh, well, this incident has damaged your sense of self,' or at least not most of this time. There'll be some of that, because sometimes it's the best way to communicate things. But you've had a bunch of 'normal' people in your life telling you that the Emperor wasn't naked, and I think you need someone telling you that, no, he was absolutely, 100% naked and he's been flopping his dick in your face. And you need it to come from someone who's not trying to act like a headshrinker while doing it. We need to start by... Hmm..."
He looked up at the ceiling for a moment. "Your reality was shattered. And then no one actually tried to help you fix it, they just told you that this was always what your reality had been, and you just needed to accept that. We need to get you back to the place where you understand not just that things are messed up, but it's okay to say 'this was messed up, and people I trusted did this to me.' And me being detached and clinical isn't going to help with that. You need someone to say to you, in a way that is clear and unequivocal, 'This is not right.' And not just me. You need to hear it from others, too."
He leaned back. "Other than your dancing friends, do you have other folks you can spend time with? Golf buddies, bowling, work friends, anything?"
I shook my head sadly. "No. They were pretty much all the same thing. We went dancing, I golfed with them, all of it. I have some work friends, but they're just that, work friends. We might grab a beer after work, but that's about it. I had a fantasy football league, but..." I trailed off.
Tom nodded sympathetically. "Yeah. Yeah. And I know football season has started up. How are you dealing with that?"
I chuckled mirthlessly. "Not great. Asshole is all over the TV right now. Lots of Netflix at home for me. Trying to avoid going anywhere where the news or the game is going to be on, so not much eating out or going to bars." I shook my head. "God, I'm so pathetic."
"Hey. No." Tom's voice was sharp. Not mean or harsh, but the voice of a friend who's trying to get through to a person beating himself up. "You are not pathetic. There is a reminder of the worst night of your life showing up, at random, on every screen out in the world that you don't have control of. I mean, imagine you had gotten mugged instead, and videos of the guy just showed up everywhere you went. That would be pretty traumatic, right?"
I nodded.
"You need to find something to do. Preferably something where you can meet people, where you can get away from Linda and your old circle of friends and just be 'Jim.' Not the Jim that's being told that he needs to be part of this madness. Just Jim."
"Any suggestions?"
"Oh, there's lots of stuff to do out there. A book club, art classes, join a gym, pick up a new hobby, any number of things."
I looked down at myself and sighed. "I have been getting a little soft in the middle. It's been hard to care about..." I shook my head, trying to keep control of my emotions. "I'm never going to match up to him, you know? Never going to be Asshole. Even if I was his age, there's no way I could be anything but me, this pathetic-- "
Tom growled, "Shut the fuck up."
"What?"
He seemed angry; not at me, but for me. "Listen to me. You are incredibly strong. You love your kids. You doted on a wife that, frankly, does not fucking deserve it based on her actions thus far. You have done everything you can to put your life back together after what is both the most spectacular and spectacularly public betrayal I have seen in my entire career. You. Are. Not. Pathetic. I want you to say it."
"I'm... I'm not pathetic."
"Again."
"I'm not pathetic."
"Louder."
"I'm not pathetic!" It was dumb, I know. But it felt really good to say. So maybe it wasn't that dumb after all.
Tom looked at his watch and said, "We're getting to the end of our time. There are a couple of things I want you to do this week. The first is to find something to do that gets you out of the house and around new people.The other is sort of twofold. I want you to start doing five daily affirmations. Just things that are positive about you; I'll let you pick them, but I want to go over them in your next session. Coupled with that, I want you to try to cut any negative self-talk. No more 'I am pathetic' or the like. That includes thinking it and dwelling on it; it's okay if an intrusive thought slips in, but I want you to immediately correct it, and I want you to do it out loud. Sound good?"
"Yeah. Okay." I wasn't convinced, but I was paying him for his expertise, so I'd do what the man said.
"Great. Listen, Jim. You're at the beginning of a really difficult journey, and I'm proud of you. I want you to know that. A lot of guys would just roll over at this kind of a challenge, but you're taking it head on. That takes a lot of guts. Now, I'll see you next week. Work on those things we talked about."
Initial Personal Training Evaluation with Dewan - Late September
"So what is it you're here for, Jim? Lose weight, get in shape, correct some aches and pains?" Dewan was not at all what I had expected. I thought he'd be one of those huge roided out guys I saw in the squat racks. Guys like... Anyways.
Dewan wasn't like that at all. He was fit, of course, but more like a martial artist or a dancer than a bodybuilder. When he told me that he was 52, I was floored; he didn't look like he was much over 30. He was a physical therapist that also did some personal training on the side; according to one of the girls at the front desk, I had been very lucky to pull him as my trainer.
"Uh. Bit of each? I... I don't actually know." I picked the gym out of the options that Tom suggested because, if I'm being honest, I wasn't entirely sold on the idea that I needed to go be social. I was hoping I could just work with Tom on it. Talking about it with other people just seemed so embarrassing. I wanted to put it all behind me. And it seemed unnecessary to do so. I was already coming around to the idea he was presenting, that I'd been gaslit by everyone. And it was making me very angry. Linda had noticed, I know.
And I suppose that was another part of it. Yeah, I'd never be Asshole. Just wasn't physically possible for me to be that big or that athletic. But I needed to be a better me if I did end things with Linda. I don't know if I was ever going to trust a woman again, or, hell, anyone for that matter, but I didn't want to let my body completely go. Just in case. And if I did resolve things with her, maybe I could... maybe I'd worry less about her fantasizing about Marc whenever we were together. God, I was pathetic.
Shit.
I mumbled under my breath, "I'm not pathetic." Dewan raised his eyebrow. "It's just a... my therapist says I have to stop negative self talk, even just thoughts."
"Sounds like a smart man." He regarded me. "Okay, so lose weight, get in shape. That's reasonable. You could probably do with losing 30 or so pounds of fat. We can definitely make a dent in that with diet. What do you do for a living?"
"Desk job. Just general business bullshit, really." I used to care so much more about my job. I'd found it hard to give a damn about it lately. Found it hard to give a damn about much of anything, really.
"Seated most of the day?" I nodded.
"I see you're favoring one of your legs. Knee pain, right?"
"Yeah, that's right. Last few months. I thought it was just the weight I've put on, but I'm worried it's something more serious."
"Well, let's see." He began to manipulate my leg, seeing how I reacted at various points. I hissed with pain a couple of times and he nodded. "Good news is, it doesn't look like there's any structural damage there. Stand up for me a moment." I did as he requested, and he prodded at my leg. "Yeah, yeah. There it is. Your muscles are imbalanced. Too much strength on one side, not enough on the other, so you're creating tension in your muscles just by, well, existing. Pretty common if you stay in one position for most of the day." He poked at a spot on my leg and I felt a sudden pain in my knee. "Okay, good. Sit down. We can take care of a bunch of this right now."
Dewan pulled out a thing that looked like a mix between a vibrator and a gun. He switched it on and started running it all over my thigh. It hurt like a bitch at first, but five minutes later, the pain in my knee was all but gone. "Massage gun. You can get one of these off of Amazon for like a hundred bucks, and you can use it every day. It won't fix the problem, but it can make it better for a while, long enough for us to correct the cause." He grinned. "You'd be amazed how often we mistake where pain is happening for why pain is happening. Human beings are pretty amazing, but damned hard to troubleshoot sometimes."
Well, if I had been a bit dubious about this before, I was all in now. That had been bugging me for months and the idea that it could be fixed so easily by just talking to the right person was, unsurprisingly, pretty attractive. "So, where do we begin?"
Therapy with Tom, Session 7 - Middle of October
"I just... I still don't know why Linda did it. I mean, I know why she said she did, but it was all contradictory. 'I couldn't help myself' and 'I wasn't in control,' but then she actively worked with Dee to distract me. It was the greatest sex she'd ever had, but not as great as with me. 'It didn't mean anything' and 'it was an experience I'd never forgive myself for missing out on.' And that stupid, insulting Maserati/minivan thing." I rolled my eyes. "Honestly, fuck you, Linda." I don't think I'd ever said that out loud before. I shook my head. "I just... I don't get it. I don't know I'm ever going to get past it without understanding that."
Tom nodded sympathetically. "I don't... you're not going to want to hear this, but I think there's a pretty good chance you're never going to know, because I think it's possible Linda doesn't actually know. The alternative is that she does know, but the answer is so awful... To her, the idea of telling you the truth about 'why' would mean the end of your marriage for sure. So she doesn't."
He sighed. "I will say this. She's... the picture you paint of her is a very self-serving woman. Very needy. She cheats on you with someone else. Then she just tries to bull through and pretend nothing is wrong. When that doesn't work, she makes excuses about why it isn't her fault, about how he's so magnetic and dominating. She wears that dress again for... whatever reason, to try to show you that nothing had changed; that's either an incredible level of self-delusion or flat out cruelty, and I'm not sure which. Then she explodes at you when you tell her how much you're hurting and how hard it is to trust her. Because she's feeling bad about herself, which... yeah, she should. Then she turns it around and guilts you into apologizing to her for not understanding how she's feeling!"



He was on a roll now. "After the first time you have sex together, she actually brings him up again, by name-- by name!-- in her note to you, about how the sex wasn't as good as it was with him; she's trying to say how she still would prefer you, but that's about the most insulting way she could have gone about it. She tries to wear the dress, again, even though she knows it gave you a panic attack the last time she did; doesn't even try it on for you in private first, just throws it on for the date, and you have another panic attack. She has a full on meltdown when you dance, just dance, with Ellen-- "
I interrupted, "I would have done more with her."
He threw his hands in the air. "Yeah, after your wife had already fucked another man!" He was getting worked up pretty good now. "We're getting off topic about Linda, but, yeah, let's have this little aside. Pretending that you know what you'd have done with Ellen before your wife hurt you like that and after she hurt you like that, it's a fool's errand. Maybe you still would have gone with Ellen before; you can't know. I suspect no, but like I said: a fool's errand. What I do know is that you had a ton of unresolved trauma, and still do, for that matter. And she had just worn a dress that triggered a panic attack in you. She's the one that insisted you dance with Ellen.
"And then, when you saw your wife, distraught, you ran to her. Linda, on the other hand, knew how much pain you'd be in when she left, she saw you right after she danced with him, and she still did it. You could see on her face that she was afraid, that she knew she was doing the wrong thing. She still conspired with others to not only get away but to run interference for her. Let's also not ignore the fact that Ellen's literally a high class escort whose whole job that night was to seduce you; Marc might be a ladies man, and he might be a pro, but he's not that kind of pro. He doesn't know seduction the way she would."
He made a dismissive wave with his hand. "But we'll talk about that later; there's a lot to mine there. The point I was trying to get to is this: the only time where Linda actually took accountability for her actions, said what she had done was wrong, said she truly understood how she hurt you, and actually apologized for running off with Asshole-- " I smiled at his usage of my name for, well, Asshole. " -- is once she found out that you might actually leave her. Until she saw you with Ellen, she doubted that you ever would; it was only when she finally believed that there was a chance she might lose you that she actually took full responsibility for her actions and apologized for them, rather than just for how hurt you were. That's key: not how much she'd hurt you, how hurt you were. As if that was your fault, as if your pain was almost wholly independent of her actions."
He pinched the bridge of his nose. "Do you remember when I told you that when you first came to me with the story, I was worried you might be delusional to the point of schizophrenia? Well, I'll say this: Linda being delusional would be one of the nicest possible options here. Because the rest range from being a narcissist to a borderline sociopath."
"Has she ever volunteered to do things to earn your trust again? Not just try to be 'a better wife,' which is about as vague a term as one could hope for. I'm talking about the very basics for accountability after an affair: open phone and email policies, immediately answering calls and texts, allowing tracking of her, any of that kind of thing?"
I shook my head. "No."
"Do you think she'd do it if you asked?"
I shrugged. "I don't know. Probably? She said she'd do anything, but she wouldn't even stop talking about Asshole in favorable terms, so what do I know?"
Tom sighed. "Let's talk about something that we haven't touched on yet. After L. W. revealed his involvement-- and we'll get back to that in a later conversation-- Linda's response was that she wasn't surprised that Ellen wasn't actually interested in you. How did that make you feel?"
Like shit. "Not great. That whole thing... I know you said we'd talk about it later, but that was, more than anything, what got me to come here. It wasn't the biggest betrayal, but it felt like the one that solidified things for me: everything in my life is fucked. It turned out that literally no one was really on my side, they were all just manipulating me. Even L. W., even if he thought it was for our own good, he still did it. And then he bragged about it! Like... Jesus, what was the point of that? Just to show how fucking clever he was, how he was yet another person able to pull the fucking wool over my eyes?
"Did he think that would somehow improve our situation? At that point, I believed it had been real, and I think Linda did, too. But now we both know it wasn't, and there was no way that I'd have pulled someone like Ellen; it put us back on uneven footing again. But he got a laugh about it; I guess that's what really counts."
I shook my head with disgust, thinking about what a so-called family friend had done to me. "And, of course, Linda's brought up the fact that Ellen wasn't 'real' a couple of times as a joke. But, like, a not-a-joke joke. Same kind of thing as when you catch some guy being racist and he tries to play it off as though he's just kidding around, that he wasn't actually being racist, and you need to have a sense of humor about it. That's how she is about Ellen. 'Oh, I think we both should have known she wasn't interested. Hahah, I'm kidding, my big silly man, you're wonderful.' Sure, Linda. Sure."
I was pissed now. Really pissed. I was starting to realize something: the problem wasn't the cheating. Not really. It wasn't even all of the people that had manipulated me. It was Linda. She surrounded us with those people, other than L. W. She tried to manipulate me until it was clear it wasn't working anymore. She asked them to manipulate me, tried to get us to keep hanging out with them.
Tom could see the wheels turning. "Yeah. Yeah. Tell me, what are you thinking now?"
"Something my trainer told me. 'You'd be amazed how often we mistake where pain is happening for why pain is happening.' He was talking about my knee. It hurt, but the reason it hurt was because of muscles near it, trying to tear it apart because of an imbalance. But now I'm thinking that, yeah, the affair hurt, but Linda is the one that's actually causing almost all of my pain; not just because she cheated, but everything before and after, too."
Tom nodded. "We're almost done for the day, but I want you to think about this before our next session: if your son, in twenty five years, came to you and said his wife was acting like Linda does, what would your advice be to him? If your daughter, in twenty five years, acted like Linda does, would you be proud of the girl you raised? Because the two of you are the examples for your kids. Your response to how Linda treats you, whether you stay with her and put up with it or leave and show you won't, that will influence them far into the future."
Personal Training with Dewan, Session 10 - Middle of November
"Yeah, bro, keep it up!" I was sweating my ass off, trying my best to keep up the pace Dewan was setting for me. But I was managing it, just barely.
What had started off as three times a week for thirty minutes at the gym quickly turned into six times for an hour. I got up early or I left after the kids went to bed. I tried to keep my distance from Linda these days, and the gym gave me an excuse to. I didn't want to screw up Christmas for the kids, but I was getting my ducks in a row. Even if I ended up getting screwed in the settlement, I was getting out.
Dewan ended up being very easy to talk to; I suppose he had, in his own way, seen as many people through their divorces as Tom. When he asked me a few weeks before why I was suddenly going so hard at the gym, I told him the whole thing: the affair, the aftermath, the manipulations by my friends and associates, all of it. His response? "That is the most fucked up thing I've ever heard, man."
"Okay, let's go into cooldown now." Thank god. "How's the knee feeling?"
I puffed, "Great, great. The foam roller stuff is doing wonders for it."
"And how're things, y'know. At home?"
"Honestly? A lot better. It's like... I know this is all fucked up. People aren't telling me it's normal now, or at least no one I'm listening to. I've cut those assholes out of my life. I know why I've been hurting, and I'm working on dealing with the cause, rather than the symptoms. And Linda is... how to put this delicately..."
He laughed knowingly, "I have an idea. You're looking better, got more stamina, stronger. She's wanting a lot more bedroom time, yeah?" A lot of divorces, like I said.
I stepped off the treadmill, because if I started laughing I'd probably fall off. "Yeah, something like that. It might be petty, but it feels good to turn her down. Or to not turn her down, but be selfish about it. Hatefuck her, I guess is what it's called." I shook my head. "The most frustrating thing is that it seems like she's enjoying sex with me now more than she was before. Guess it's just one more thing she's lied about."
He slapped me on the back. "You'll get through it, man. For as fucked up as everything you told me is, you're handling it like a champ." He looked up at the clock. "Ah, I gotta get to my next client. Finish up your cooldown, and I'll see you beginning of December. Happy Thanksgiving, Jim."
"You too, Dewan."
Therapy with Tom, Session 15 - Middle of December
Tom smirked. "Well, you're in a chipper mood today. Can't imagine why."
I laughed loudly. "Oh, I think you can."
"You're probably one of the only men in our fair city to be happy about what happened last night."
"Oh, that's almost certainly true. But I belong to a very exclusive, very unfortunate fraternity of men who hate that Asshole." I paused, contemplating. Ugh, this was going to suck to admit. "Although, in some ways, I suppose he kind of did me a favor. I look back at how Linda treated me, and it really was shitty for a long time. Yeah, him picking her out of a crowd and fucking her is... well, let's just say he absolutely deserved what he got. But I also probably would have lived out the rest of my life with that bitch." I smiled to myself. Tom had noted a few sessions back how much more "colorful" my language was now; something else I'd mostly given up because of Linda that was returning as her hold on me diminished. I used to cuss like a sailor; I was finding a new happy medium now.
I had missed the excitement when it happened; there was no way I was going to watch any football this year, if ever again. Especially not the home team. But one of my gym buddies that knew the story called me up chortling and told me to put on the game. And there, in glorious replay after glorious replay was Marc LaValliere's comeuppance. Karma. Divine justice. Whatever you want to call it.
An unblocked defensive lineman ended up hitting Marc juuuust right as he was coming down from catching the ball, and the American viewing public got to watch what happens when a man has his leg shattered in three places as he lands from a jump. Spoiler alert: it looked really painful. He'd never play again, never steal anyone else's wife on the dance floor again, and might never walk without a cane. Couldn't have happened to a nicer guy.
Tom asked. "How did it make you feel?"
"Honestly? I just laughed my ass off at first. It was great." I shook my head sadly. "But then I realized it didn't really fix anything. Yeah, I'm glad he won't be doing it to anyone else again, but..." I shrugged. "It didn't fix anything for me. Still, emotionally, just on a visceral level? Fucking amazing. I ended up grabbing my backup pack of smokes, the one that's been sitting unopened in my desk since I quit a year ago. Popped the seal, grabbed a couple and a lighter and went outside to smoke." Tom frowned at me. "I haven't touched them since; I tossed the pack afterwards." He nodded in begrudging approval. "But this felt like something I had to celebrate, at least a little."
I looked up at the ceiling. "Of course, within a couple of minutes, Linda was out there, asking why I was smoking again. I just started laughing like a lunatic and told her, and she looked at me like I was the devil incarnate." I cracked my neck, remembering how frustrated I'd been, then how cold I became. "She had the temerity to defend him. 'That's awful. Why are you celebrating something like that? I know he hurt you, but he was a perfect gentleman to me and does a lot for our city.'"
Tom raised an eyebrow. "And what did you say?"
"I blew a smoke ring in her face and said, 'Shut the fuck up, you cheating whore.' Not the most elegant choice of words, but I thought it got the point across."
"I assume things went poorly from there?"
I chuckled. "Not as immediately as you might think. She was dumbstruck for a moment; I think she wasn't expecting me to say anything like that; I've been her passive, loveydovey husband, her punching bag for so long without realizing it, that she had no frame of reference for my sudden display of spine. She tried to tell me, 'Well, what about the kids? Do you want them to see you smoking again? Doesn't it seem like a bad choice to you to pick that filthy habit again?'"
He tilted his head. "And?"
"I took another drag off of the cigarette and pointed it at her." I mimicked the motion from the night before. "'You don't get to talk to me about bad choices. Ever.' She started to argue, and I just laid into her. Listed out for her all the ways she's been an awful wife for at least the last five years, how she took me for granted, cheated on me, belittled me, tried to walk all over me, gaslit me, all of it. I'd planned to let this go until after the holidays, but I was just done with her. It was like a cork popping out of a bottle. Told her we were getting a divorce, and if she tried to take the kids from me, I'd use every single trick at my disposal to bury her, starting with the letters she'd so kindly written for me, as well as the therapy session tapes you've been recording for me, if they were useful."
Tom leaned forward, concerned. "Was that wise?"
With a snort, I said, "Probably not. But I had just seen Asshole's leg get broken in slow motion from multiple angles over and over again, I was having my first cigarette in a year, and Linda decided that would be the best time to try to lecture me." I shrugged. "If I had it to do all over again, I probably would have kept my mouth shut, but I'm glad I didn't. It feels good to have all of my cards on the table."
"So, what do you plan to do now?"
"Well, she begged me to stay together. Wants to do couples counseling. There's no chance it's going to work, but since we have kids, and I made the mistake of staying together with her after what happened with Asshole, the court will probably order us to attend sessions. I've looked into it, and we can get the jump on getting that out of the way by doing it ourselves. So it basically plays into my plans anyways; and as a bonus, she'll likely be walking on eggshells around me for a while." I laughed. "I guess sometimes things do work themselves out. So, can you recommend someone?"
Couples counseling with Liz, Solo Session 2 - End of January
Liz was an older woman, almost matronly. She was on her second marriage; the first one had ended after she'd cheated on her husband of five years. I was not thrilled about this when I found out, but Tom swore up and down that she was the best couples counselor in the city. She'd agreed to take Linda and me on as clients as a favor to him. After she reviewed the recordings of my first three sessions with Tom that went through our history, she said, "Well. This is one of the most unusual things I've ever heard." I don't think the words "fucked up" existed in her vocabulary.
"Jim, I understand that you still plan to go through with the divorce?" I nodded. Linda had done her whole song and dance again for Liz in our early sessions, about how awful she felt and she'd do anything to fix our marriage, if only I'd just learn how to let it go. Liz, being the shrewd counselor she was, recognized how little of what Linda was saying actually held water.
"I don't see any reason why not to. She's not going to change; she's barely willing to admit to wrongdoing in the first place, and she still makes little jabs at me about how much better he was in bed, about how Ellen was a prostitute, how a real man would stay together for his family, all of it."
She chewed on the inside of her cheek, then nodded. "I agree. People can only change if they're willing to, and she's not. I'm going to write up the documentation that will let you skip court-mandated counseling; or rather, that shows you've already been attending sessions with me, and that I agree there's no chance of reconciliation here."
I nodded slowly, a bit confused. "Okay, that sounds great, but why did I need to come in for a session to hear that? You could have just called me."
"The couple, or its constituent parts, has to attend a minimum number of sessions before I can sign off. This session will count as the final necessary one." She seemed hesitant. "But there is something else. Because you're both my clients, and because this is couples counseling, I can share some things I've learned with you. I don't have a definitive answer for why Linda did what she did. But I do have some insight, and I think, based on what she's told me, that I'm at least within the ballpark. Do you want to hear what I think, or would you prefer to not know?"
I thought. There was a point where I'd have given just about anything to know why she did what she did. Now? I only wanted to be done with her. But there was a little nagging curiosity there. "Do you think I want to know? Is this something where you're going to tell me that she's been cheating on me for our whole marriage or something?"
"Mmmm no, nothing that drastic. I do think it might give you some context. Her reasoning is still very flimsy, very self-serving. But it might help you understand that there was nothing you could have done to prevent this, other than not being there that night. Or, alternately, if you'd been a much worse husband, you might also have avoided it."
Well, that perked my ears up. "Okay, sure. Now I have to know."
"Before the affair, when was the last time you got angry at her? I mean really angry, slamming doors and people crying angry?"
I had to think. "It's been years. Since before Emma was born, so call it eight years now? I don't even remember what it was about exactly; she had done something relatively minor, but thoughtless. Careless. I think she had overdrafted our account buying some minor luxury, and we were going to miss paying a couple of bills. I flew off the handle shouting at her, I admit, and she ended up crying. I slept on the couch. We reconciled the next day, and I decided I wasn't ever going to make her cry like that again. And I didn't, until..." I sighed. "So, yeah. Not for a long time until she cheated on me."
"Do you do repairs around the house?" She held her hand up when she saw the confusion on my face. "I know it sounds like a nonsequitur, but indulge me. I assure you, it's perfectly on point for our discussion."
"Yeah, I do some. Most of them, actually. My general rule is that if it involves shutting off the water or the power to the house, I leave it to a professional."
She nodded. "And the same with car repair?"
"I change the oil, do the basic maintenance, all of that. But any major repairs, I'd take it into a shop."
She nodded. "Linda mentioned that she had a big car accident due to her carelessness. It cost you guys a bunch of money after the deductible, rentals, lost wages, and everything else. But you handled it with great grace and compassion towards her. She was quite appreciative of that."



I remembered. It had been a hard couple of months for us, since the supply chain for spare parts was so messed up. One car for a while, having to tighten our belts, her guilt, my frustration, all of it. It was the closest we'd come to actually fighting again, raised voices and slammed doors fighting, in years. Until Asshole.
"I assume you'd give similar answers to questions related to cooking, money management, basically all of the things you'd do on any given day to get through life? That you're capable enough to do the everyday things, but bring in a professional or a specialist when necessary?"
I could see where this was going, and I didn't like it. "If you're saying-- "
She begged forbearance. "Please, it will all make sense if you let me explain. Or, at least, you'll understand Linda's thought processes." I closed my mouth and nodded grumpily.
"For such a beautiful woman, Linda is very insecure. About her appearance, yes, but also about her status in the world. She surrounded herself with people that always told the two of you that your relationship was the best of any of theirs, couples she could feel superior to. But that was damning with faint praise, especially when you consider that all of them would gaslight you and try to keep you from stopping her, and that at least one wife freely admitted she'd cheat on her husband if given the same opportunity Linda had received.
"Linda tried to force you through the recovery process in order to reclaim her sense of self; it was important to her to believe that she was a good person, and when you finally got through to her that, no, nothing that she'd done were the actions of a 'good' person, she had a meltdown. A meltdown that you had to help her recover from, that she tried to make you feel guilty about her having in the first place. And once she learned that Ellen was a prostitute, she started taking digs at you to keep you 'in your place,' which she saw as at her side; well, at her side, but lower in the pecking order. She kept intentionally doing things to you that hurt you in order to reconcile who she actually was with who she thought she was."
I nodded slowly. That all sounded about right.
"From everything she said, you have been a very good husband. You tried to not deny her anything, and if you did, it was only when your family couldn't afford it. Or if you needed to do something to take care of the kids that would prevent it. You were a giving lover, a great parent, and a loyal companion. You made her feel safe and loved. Well cared for."
I ground my teeth in frustration, and Liz took on a sympathetic tone. "Please don't misunderstand, Jim. Those are all good things. They're things a husband should be willing to do for his wife. But they're also things a wife should be willing to do for her husband, and somewhere along the way, Linda lost sight of that.
"As part of that, as part of being a good husband, if there were things you couldn't do for her, you still made sure they got done. You're not the best cook, so you took her out to dinner on special occasions. You have a brown thumb, so you hired a landscaper to help get her flower garden going."
I scoffed. "So because I wasn't the best fuck, I was supposed to let her sleep with Asshole?"
Liz got a sour look; she didn't like profanity when it could be avoided. "Not precisely, but I'm getting there. You're a good dancer, but Marc was excellent. He could have been a teacher. You're a handsome man, but he's got movie star looks. She knew that you wanted the best for her, would bring in a specialist to help out where necessary, so she..." Liz shook her head, as if she couldn't believe the idiocy of the Linda's ideas. "So she thought, at least subconsciously, that this was no different, at least at first. It was just a skilled dance with a handsome man; you might have been irritated, but no more than when you had to give up on fixing the sink and call a plumber."
I rubbed my temples. What the actual fuck.
"And then the seed is planted. Her husband wants her to have the best, will go to great lengths to make sure she has it; he's already let her dance with As..." She caught herself. "Marc, so why wouldn't he indulge her a little more? Oh, he might be upset, but no more so than when she got in that car accident that stressed your marriage for a couple of months. This was just another case of going to a specialist you couldn't really afford to supply something you couldn't give her on your own. You kept your temper under control for that accident, like you had for years, so why wouldn't you for this? She knew you forgave her and still loved her even after that mistake; she thought this would be the same.
"But then it wasn't. And you didn't. And her marriage started to fall apart. Linda got more desperate, had to convince both you and herself that she'd done nothing wrong. That it was you that was being unreasonable, because this was fundamentally the same thing as when she wrecked your car; only the details were a little different. And when that failed, she had to start getting digs in at you that this was your fault. Why didn't you stop her? You could have kept her from dancing; never mind that her friends stopped you. You could have kept her from leaving; just ignore that she did everything she could to prevent that. And so on and so on."
"Jesus." I hated to admit how much sense this made, from a certain twisted point of view. It fit with everything Linda had done. If I'd been a worse husband, she'd never have thought this was okay. If she was less insecure, she wouldn't have needed this kind of adulation from a stranger.
Liz nodded sympathetically. "Please don't misunderstand, Jim. I hope you find someone else again, and I hope you're able to give this much love to them. Don't take what happened with Linda as an indictment of you or of women in general." I nodded, bitterness still clearly visible in my expression.
"My job is to act as a neutral arbiter in order to establish effective communication. To help people find out if they can move past their problems, and then to help them work through them together. I try to find the good and the bad both in what each partner has done in order to facilitate that."
Her tone softened. "And I rarely say things like this, almost never: you didn't deserve, on any level, what she did to you. And she didn't deserve you."
"Thank you."
"I want you to know that I'm going to try to continue working to try to get her to understand everything we've just talked about. I think that, without the short, sharp shock this divorce is going to give her, she'd never fully accept what she did was wrong. Or why it was so wrong. I know that she's not really your concern anymore-- "
I barked a short, angry laugh.
" -- But you are, even in this, doing the best thing you can for her. I don't know if that makes you feel better or worse; considering the type of man you seem to be, I think it's probably the former." Liz's eyes twinkled. "Even if that does really fucking piss you off." I chuckled. I guess she did have it in her after all.
She looked at the clock. "Well, I don't think we need to tell the court how long you were here. A session is a session, as far as I'm concerned. If you'd like to talk with me some more, I'm happy to stay, but I think you might want to digest this by yourself." I nodded, thanked her, and left.
Therapy with Tom, Session 59 - Middle of October
"You're looking well, Jim. How are the kids?"
I smiled. "They're doing really good. It was rough for them at first, but Linda's turned out to be a surprisingly good co-parent." I knew she loved the kids, that one night aside; after all, they were safe at a sitter's, and she thought I'd just get a little miffed and things would be fine. It's probably why she suggested full shared custody. That surprised the hell out of me.
"Liz has ended up being a really big help with the transition. The kids understand that what happened with their mom and me wasn't because of them, and it doesn't mean we love them any less." I sighed. "Honestly, they were better almost immediately; kids are smart. They knew something hadn't been right in our home for a long time. You're right. This is better for them. Even Linda has improved. She's apologized, really apologized for everything she did. Those sessions with Liz seem to really be helping her, too."
He grinned. "I'm glad to hear that. And how are you doing? All settled in?"
I shrugged. "Place is a little small, especially when the kids visit visit, but it'll do for now. I'm looking for another job; too many bad memories there, and I realized I have more marketable skills than I thought. Linda's need for stability above all else, at least when it came to me, really screwed me over."
I smiled at a pleasant memory. "And I'm still seeing Josie. It's early days yet, but she spent the night a few days ago, and we're planning for her to do so again soon. She understands me wanting to go slow; her divorce did a number on her, too."
Tom nodded happily at me. "Well, then. Can you think of anything specific you'd like to talk about today?"
I sat there, perplexed for a while. I... I couldn't. "You know? I can't think of a single thing right now." I grinned at our conversation from over a year ago.. "Maybe we really can just hang out today."
He laughed and stood up. "Well, if we're going to do that, I'm going to go get my jacket. We'll grab some lunch; you're buying." I opened my mouth to object. "It's still less expensive than my hourly fees." Fair point.
We left the office, and I realized this was probably it. I didn't see a need to come back and keep seeing Tom as my therapist. The things that had happened to me were in the past, and that was where I was going to leave them.
---------------------------------------------------------------
I want to be clear: everything I say next is not, in any way, talking shit about February Sucks. GoergeAnderson's original story is one of the best, most divisive, and most emotionally evocative stories on this site. I only wish I could write something that sparked that much discussion.
This story, my ending to February Sucks, is the reason I got back into creative writing after decades away. The original story bored its way into my brain, like it did for a lot of folks. I've reread it multiple times trying to figure out why it sticks in our heads so well. And I think I finally hit on the reason: it's like a nightmare.
I don't mean that in a metaphorical sense. Yes, if it happened to you, it would be a nightmare, the worst month of your life, but that's not the point. It's got nightmare logic throughout. Not weird nightmares, with zombies and falling forever and vampires and the end of the world; it's a lot more subtle than that. It's the type of nightmare where you dream that your wife did something outlandishly bad to you. Then you wake up actually mad at them, and then stay that way for the rest of the day. Maybe the rest of the week. You know it's irrational, and what happened in the dream was too outlandish to actually ever happen, but it's how you feel.
Any two or three things that happen in the original story would be plausible together: A famous person sweeps your wife off her feet AND it's in public. Your wife cheats on you AND she doesn't seem sorry afterwards AND a family friend tells you to suck it up and stay together for the kids. Either of those works as a reasonably realistic story. But if you take all of those and then lump on the fifteen or twenty other things that happen in the original story, it starts to feel like a nightmare. All it's missing are having all of your teeth falling out and having to take your final exam naked after missing all your classes for the semester.
So I wanted to find a reason that all of those things could at least conceivably happen in a realistic way. And the answer to that, the one I came up with, was simple: 90% of the things in the story happen because one pivotal character is a delusional narcissist. The other 10% are either because one character is a meddling busybody with a superiority complex or another is a predatory asshole that hits on married women. The strings of ANDs get turned into two ANDs and a BECAUSE. "A football player beds a man's wife AND his life becomes miserable BECAUSE she's a narcissist that surrounds their family with enablers AND also because his only source of outside help beyond that circle is an old-fashioned busybody with a superiority complex."
As an aside, I'd argue that Linda's motivation in my version, and her journey to that motivation, work for a wide variety of Martian Slut Ray characters. This is particularly the case where the husband is supposed to be almost mythically good, generous, and tolerant of his wife's foibles. It's not necessarily realistic, but it has a certain verisimilitude. It was Susan's motivation in "I Know My Wife," for example.
Thanks again to GeorgeAnderson for the wonderful story and for getting me writing again. I hope y'all enjoyed it.
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A voice roused us from our slumber in the shade of early evening. Anne's voice, like an icicle, sharp and cold.
"So. What have you two lovebirds been up to?"
Anne's face was stony as she stared down at us, our sweaty bodies entangled with each other and with the sheets of our marital bed. Her arms were crossed. Her body language radiated anger. A woman scorned. A woman who would have her pound of flesh.
Fuck that.
I slowly sat up, exaggeratedly stretching and yawning. As my hand came down, I placed it on Helen's thigh. A show of casual affection between lovers. A show of possession, making it clear to Anne that Helen wasn't hers alone. I looked up at my wife as if there wasn't a thing wrong in the world. Because there wasn't, other than her attitude.
"Well, Anne, when two people love each other very much-- "
She screamed, "Fuck you!"
My smirk was meant to enrage. Childish perhaps. Counterproductive. But fuck it, I was done being treated as a junior partner. "I mean, if you'll give me a moment. Helen kind of wore me out."
Anne looked so angry I thought she might slap me. "You went behind my back!"
Helen quietly said, "No we didn't. No more than you and I did while Steve was at the bar two nights ago."
I chimed in, "Or when you and I fucked on the couch while Helen was at D&D on Thursday."
Helen's voice was tinged with sadness. I think she knew it was always going to go this way, even if we had told Anne instead of her finding us together. "We weren't hiding anything from you. We were going to tell you when you got home, just like we both knew about the times we were alone with you while the other was out of the house. I was looking forward to telling you. To sharing with you, sharing how happy I am with us, all of us!" She looked at me, affection in her eyes, which made Anne even more furious. "Steve made me feel so-- "
"Stop! I don't want to know!" She paced. "I thought I could be okay with this, but I can't!"
My voice was as cold as hers when she woke us moments ago. "Of course. Because then it's not all about you."
Her eyes narrowed, face twisted with animosity. She opened her mouth, but I continued before she could speak. "You were happy when it was just me and you. Then I said you could see Helen as well, and you were overjoyed. And then you did what you always do, deciding that you're going to magnanimously gift me something, a grand gesture to show how generous you are; I could be with you and Helen together."
Too angry to stay seated on the bed, I began to stand, my eyes boring a hole in her as I did so. "Even though that's not what you agreed to. Even though it's not what Helen or I agreed to. But you, manipulative bitch that you are, you thought you could get away with restricting me and Helen to that. That you could play by one set of rules and we'd just roll over and play by another. And that was never going to work."
She opened her mouth. "Be quiet. I'm not done yet." She glared but stayed silent.
"I told you before we began that this cannot work as three pairs of people. Helen agreed with that. You agreed to it, or at least pretended to. Commandment two, remember? "No sneaking around." Any pairing can be together as long as we're honest about it. Well, we're being honest about it. I came home for lunch, and we decided to take the rest of the day off and make love, because we love each other. Because we want to be together. Because we want what you already have with each of us but have been trying to keep all to yourself."
I moved to stand in front of her, trying to catch her eye as she looked away. "We were looking forward to having a nice dinner together, and then maybe all of us celebrating upstairs afterwards. But you came in here and were ready to read us the riot act because..." I sighed, suddenly tired, but still very angry. "Because we did exactly what we all, as a group, agreed was okay. You decided that you couldn't handle it, because you weren't involved this time. Did you think this would just never come up, that Helen and I would never want to explore our relationship without you in the room? Are you actually that egotistical?"
I shook my head and started to grab my clothes. I couldn't be near her anymore. "I knew you were selfish when we got married, Anne. I knew, and I made allowances for it, because I love you. Because you can be generous and sweet and kind and loving when you want to." My face was a sneer, unable to mask the disgust I felt. "And because I never thought you could be this much of a fucking hypocrite."
I turned to my girlfriend. "I'm hungry. Do you want to go out and get something to eat?"
Our lover looked between us: me enraged, Anne pulling in on herself. I'd gotten several shots in that landed; Anne would normally have already been back up and taking swings, but she couldn't even look at me. Maybe some of them were below the belt, but none of them were inaccurate. I might regret them later. But right now? I felt only a righteous anger.
Helen looked with compassion at the two people she loved, trying to find a way forward where we couldn't. Then her face was fixed with a resoluteness I'd rarely seen. "Why don't you go bring something home for all of us, lover?" Anne flinched as Helen emphasized this last word. "Take your time." Her voice lowered then, an obvious threat wrapped in a subtle change of tone. "I think Anne and I need to speak while you're gone."
I kissed her fiercely, showily, and she responded in kind, her eyes resting on Anne. And then I was out the door.
As I drove, I calmed down some. Not much, but some. I thought back over everything I'd said, and not a word of it was wrong. Anne really had thought she was going to get her way from here until eternity. I got that it was a shock for her to come in and find us in bed like that, but that only explained the very tiniest bit of her reaction. She was about to go nuclear before I cut her off.
Okay, yeah, sure. Maybe I handled it badly. I was more aggressive than I needed to be, even to the point of contempt. But she was about to push us into a corner, and I wasn't going to let her do that. If it had been me and her, maybe I would have let her go off. I knew how to use the right verbal jujitsu to make her see when she was being... well, Anne. But I wasn't going to let her do that to Helen.
I wasn't going to let her do that to Helen.
I rolled that one around in my head for quite a while. What did it mean that I'd eviscerate my own wife's ego to protect my girlfriend? Someone that, in theory, I wasn't in love with like I was Anne. Was I doing that because of Helen? Or because it was unfair for someone else, anyone else to be caught in the crossfire? Or because... because it was like a vision of the future, for all of us and our potential kids, that Anne might try to manipulate and cajole them like that? That last one really disturbed me. I shook my head to clear it. Any answer would lead to more questions still, and I wasn't in a headspace to deal with them right now.
I grabbed takeout from our usual Thai place and made my way back home. I wasn't sure what I'd find when I got there. Would they be fighting? Would Anne be gone? Would Helen? Would all of my shit be on the lawn? Only one way to find out.
It had been close to an hour since I left, and the house was surprisingly peaceful. I could hear Anne and Helen chatting at the dining room table, just friendly chatter about Anne's day from the sound of it. That was certainly unexpected, and the surprise showed on my face when I entered the room.
They looked up at me, and the way the two women were sitting was unexpected as well. Helen was as composed and collected as I'd ever seen her; she wasn't the schlubby nerd with glasses now, not hunched over as if she was trying to avoid being seen. Her face was open and friendly; loving even. She cooed, "Oh babe, Thai! That's perfect." That "babe" was new. We didn't have pet names for each other yet; it sounded like she was trying it on for size.
Anne had been almost a mirror of Helen when I first walked into the room, the same calm and collected posture. Now she was infused with nervous energy; not enough to look scared, but I recognized when she was rattled, and she could entertain a whole nursery full of babies right then. Her expression, intense chagrin and pleading rolled into one, was a sibling to her pout and her wicked grin. Each promised something to its intended recipient, a reward for an indulgence. This one said, "I know I fucked up, but I'll do literally anything you ask of me if you let it slide." I unconsciously shook my head, just the tiniest of increments each way.
It wasn't enough. Not yet. Not right now.
Helen stood and took the food from my hand. She sweetly kissed me, as casually possessive as my hand on her thigh had been earlier. "I'll go get plates. I think we'll all feel better once we have some food in our stomachs. Sound good?"
"Sounds great. Thanks, sweetheart." I weighed that one; it sounded right for one of the sweetest women I'd ever known. Yeah, that would work.
She left the room and I sat. Anne started to speak. "I'm sorry, I should have-- "
I raised my hand to stop her, sighing, "I don't want to hear it yet. I'm not ready. Let's just have dinner and talk afterwards." We sat together in a glum silence until Helen came back, then served ourselves and ate in that same tense atmosphere. The food was good; there's a reason it's our go-to Thai place. But I had no appetite for it.
Still, Helen was right. Once I'd eaten a bit, my mood did lighten some. Part of that was the company; even with Anne poking her food around on her plate, my spirits were buoyed by Helen's calming presence. I'd have to deal with the Anne problem eventually, but it seemed like Helen already had mostly defused the situation. I was struck by how much their roles seemed to be reversed; Helen was usually all nervous, neurotic energy, while Anne was relaxed and comfortable. What had happened while I was gone?
Helen put her hand on mine when we were finished. "Babe, why don't you help me clear the table while Anne gets comfortable on the couch. I know you need to talk-- " You, not we. Interesting. " -- but there's no reason to sit on these hard chairs, right?" I nodded and took Anne's plate, which she proffered with murmured thanks, then followed Helen to the kitchen.
Once inside, I set the plates in the sink and turned to talk to my girlfriend. In a flash, her mouth was on mine and her body pressed against me. Not the sweet but possessive kiss from earlier, but a resumption of our afternoon passion, an all-too-brief makeout session. When she broke away, all I could say was, "Whoa."
My lover grinned and gave me a little smooch as a followup. "I agree." Her expression softened into a gentle, affectionate smile. "I didn't get a chance to say before, but I had an amazing time this afternoon. You really opened my eyes to... well, a lot." Her lips brushed my cheek. "Thank you so much, babe." I raised an eyebrow and she chuckled. "Too much? Don't like 'babe?'"
I pulled her soft, warm body close into me. "I love it, sweetheart."
Helen rested her head against my chest. "Mmmm, 'sweetheart.' I like that a lot. I could get used to this." But then, reluctantly, she pulled away. "Right now, though, you need to go talk to Anne."
"What did you say to her? I've never seen her that shaken."
She shrugged. "I was straightforward and honest. She was being a bitch and a hypocrite, like you said. I told her that if she couldn't honor her agreements to you, to her husband, how could I ever trust her?" She smiled sadly. "It was like I'd slapped her. It almost physically hurt her, from the way she responded. I know she can be selfish sometimes, but she really does love you." A tiny peck on the lips. "Loves us. Once I put it in those terms, she could see where she was wrong. We talked a little more after that, but that's what got the ball rolling."
I frowned. "I can't see that having worked if I'd done it. Said those things, I mean."
Helen slowly nodded. "Yeah. Yeah, probably not. She would have thought you were trying to, I dunno, manipulate her or make her feel guilty. I think there's still some issue there, and you two need to work through it. And I know I can't be in the middle of it." She rolled her eyes. "Even though, of course, I am right in the middle of it." Her sigh was pure exasperation. "I guess I'll just be there with you in spirit." With one last kiss and hug she said, "Don't be too rough on her. She knows she's fucked up and wants to make amends. Just... just go talk with her. Work things out. I love you both, and I know you love each other, too."
As our bodies disentangled, her face changed to a little mischievous grin. "Oh, and don't bother to pack a lunch tomorrow. I'll have something tasty waiting for you at home." My sweetheart winked and headed out into the living room, ample round ass bouncing seductively as she did.
When I got there, she was kissing Anne goodnight. "I'll see you tomorrow, hon." She looked between us. "I love you, both of you. I love us. I know you guys do, too." And then she headed up the stairs and left me to sit in an uncomfortable silence with my wife.
"I-- " "We--" Our voices overlapped. Then did it again. Then a shared pause. Then another overlapping, before I raised my hand and said, "I'm gonna go first." She nodded her assent.
"We weren't going behind your back. It wasn't planned, and we were going to tell you when you got home. We didn't intend to fall asleep there, but..." I shrugged.
She laughed then, and some of the tension went out of the room. "Yeah, Helen told me. Fertility goddess, huh?" I looked appropriately embarrassed and she laughed again. "No, Steve, I'm sorry. I... you were right. I was being a manipulative bitch, and a hypocrite, and I'm sure a dozen other things you thought but didn't say. I have been..."
She looked toward the window. "I know... I know you're doing this for me. I know that you want to be with Helen, too, but none of this would be happening if you didn't love me enough to let me explore things with her. If you didn't trust me enough to believe me when I say that I'll always be in love with you, never leave you. I agreed to making a go of this as a... as a throuple, I guess. And you've given me the space, given Helen and me the space, to... well, to be together. To learn what that means for us."
Her head dipped, shame written across her features. "And I didn't do that for you. I wouldn't. I still... I knew that night, that first night together, that you were doing this for me. For us, all of us. That... that you knew me..." She started to cry and looked at me. "You know me so well, Steve. You're such a good man, you're so loving. You..." She wiped her eyes. "I know I'm a bitch. I know I can be hard to be with. I try to make up for it, try to be..." She shook her head. "That doesn't matter."
After a deep breath, she continued. "You did this for us, for our marriage. For me, yes, but you know how stuck in my own head I can get. You knew I'd let this occupy my mind until it crowded everything else out." Her voice became almost a whisper. "Pushed us out. You and me." Anne put her hand on mine and squeezed. "You were so brave." She chuckled unexpectedly. "I mean, yes, I know you wanted to live out a fantasy, but you made it clear that it wasn't a prerequisite for me to be with Helen. You took a leap I couldn't have if our roles were reversed. You trusted me, trusted that I was so in love with you that I'd still be with you, even if I was with Helen, too."
Her tears returned in earnest. "But I couldn't do the same."
Anne pulled her hand away and stood, moving to the window to look out. Moving to put her back to me, unable to face me. "You've never once given me reason to doubt you. To doubt your loyalty, your love for me. And yet..." A shake of her head. "And yet I still couldn't believe that... that if I let you and her be together unrestricted, that you wouldn't... that she wouldn't... wouldn't replace me." She hugged herself, shivering.
My heart broke. That she'd ever doubt my love for her. That she was in such pain. "Anne..."
"No, please. I need to say this." She leaned against the window, head on her forearm as she gazed out into the darkness. "We should have talked about this that night. Should have talked about it, then slept on it. I think maybe I would have been able to accept it better then." Her reflection closed its eyes. "Or maybe that's just wishful thinking. Maybe I'm just this distrustful. Maybe it's just who I am. But then in the morning, everything was okay, and Helen told us she wanted to be a surrogate for us, and we were a thing, all three of us. That's how I had to think of it in order to put aside my misgivings: all three of us."
I shifted in my chair. I didn't know if she was circling the point or trying to get at it. I was about to speak when she said. "'It all has to revolve around Anne.' That's what Helen told you this afternoon. And she was right. I was afraid that... that if I wasn't the center of all of this, if I was left in the shade for even a moment, I'd stay there. That... that you'd realize how much better for you that Helen is. That Helen would realize how much better you are than me."
"Anne, that's not-- "
She turned to me. "I know, Steve. I know. But it's not about what is, it's how I felt." She pointed to herself with a wry, unhappy grin. "Like you said: selfish, manipulative, hypocritical." A sad little smile. "I was... I was a little right, though. You've been so good for Helen. Better than I was ever able to be for her. I spent years trying to get her to see how great she was, how beautiful and sexy and desirable. It took you ten days... hell, it took you one afternoon, and she's starting to finally see herself how I always have."
I looked away unhappily. I had hoped we were starting to reconcile, but she was talking about how she was jealous, almost like she had been right to be jealous. Anne saw my expression, and almost ran to me, sinking to her knee in front of my chair, and took my face in her hands.
"No! No. I'm not-- " Her voice was fearful as she kissed me, a grateful, loving kiss. "Thank you. Thank you, thank you, thank you, so much. Thank you for being what I need. Thank you for being what she needs. Thank you for being the man I married, the man that was loving enough to look past the selfish, hypocritical bitch and find... find..." She laughed. "I don't know what you see in me sometimes. But thank you for loving me." She kissed me again. "And I'm sorry. So, so sorry. Please, Steve, can you forgive me? I won't do this again. I promise."
I sighed. She had the look on her face again, the 'I'll do anything to make this right' face. I didn't like that. Didn't like that, even now, she was trying to negotiate. But this was who she was, the woman I loved. The woman I married. I knew when she was being sincere, and this was sincere. She knew she fucked up and, like Helen said, she wanted to make amends. This was the only way she knew to do that.
With a nod, I said, "Okay, Anne. Okay. I forgive you. But Helen and I are going to keep on being together when you're not around."
Her head vigorously bobbed up and down. "Yes. Yes. Absolutely. I'm not going to stand in the way of that. We all need to be together, even if we're sometimes apart." She got a sly grin. "That said, if I'm around, I hope I'm invited to the party most of the time."



I kissed her. "We'll see."
Anne pulled me to my feet, up the stairs, and to our bedroom. She looked back at me as we went, drawing me along with her ready expression as her hand. "C'mon. Let your bitch of a wife show you how sorry she is."
In our room, she began to strip for me, a private show for my eyes only this time. When the last of her clothes were on the floor, when my wife's beautiful, naked, athletic body was finally fully on display, she wrapped herself around me and began to kiss at my neck. "I think you need to show me my place tonight, husband. Show me that I'm yours and always will be. Remind me what I'd be giving up if I'm ever stupid like this again." Her hands began to undo my pants, pulling out my already hard cock and stroking it. "I think you need to punish me, just a little bit." I pinched her nipple and she gasped.
My other hand reached down to her ass, squeezing and kneading the tight, firm globes. "Do you now?" I knew where this was going. When Anne really fucked up, when she was really contrite, she had a very particular preference: she wanted me to pin her face down on the bed and pound her ass. Anne loved to be competitive in bed. But what I learned quickly was that she most loved to lose at the end of the competition, to be forced to submit. She rarely did, because what's the fun in a competition you always lose? But this was her favorite way to win by losing, the one reserved for special occasions and apologies.
That bothered me a bit; it was her favorite sex act and one of mine, too; I didn't like that our engaging in it was so transactional to her. But right now, the ethics of marital copulation were taking a distant second to the fact that my wife was begging me to completely ruin her tight little asshole.
I pushed her roughly onto the bed. "You have until I'm undressed to get your ass ready. Then, I'm taking it regardless." A wild, frantic light appeared in her eyes as she scrambled to the bedside table, pulling out the lube and hastily beginning to prepare herself. I undressed quickly enough to give her a sense of urgency, but not so fast as to not give her enough time; this was a fun game for us, not an actual punishment, and we both knew it.
I climbed onto the bed and grabbed Anne's leg, pulling her down to me. "Ready, bitch?" She nodded eagerly. My hand moved to her head and wound itself into her hair. I yanked, jerking her head back, forcing her to look into my eyes. "No you're not. Not even close." She whimpered, her eyes wide, as she bit her lip. A show for me, perhaps, but also one for her. My voice growled, "Get on your stomach."
As she complied, I took the lube and applied a healthy amount to my cock. I took longer than I needed to; part of the fun was making her anticipate what would come next, making her wait for the little bit of pain that preceded the immense pleasure for both of us. "Spread your cheeks." She complied without hesitation, her breathing already starting to become a little ragged.
I aligned the head of my cock with her puckered hole and pressed just the tiniest bit. Enough to let her know I was there. Enough to let her know where I would be soon. "Tell me what you want." Another part of our game; her favorite, probably. Mine too.
"I want you." A coy, innocent voice. I pulled away and traced her anus with my thumb, drawing a moan from her that was part frustration, part pleasure. "Mmm. Your cock. Please."
With my free hand, I held my dick and traced it along her labia. "Where?" My thumb pressed into her and began to spread her, readying her hole for me.
A little gasp, a sudden pleading in her voice. "My ass!" I continued to stretch her with my thumb, then switched to two fingers. My sexy little bitch of a wife moaned, "Pleeeease!"
Anne could feel me shift on the bed and knew what was coming next. Knew what I'd demand. Knew that she'd relent. She secretly thrilled at her own submission in this, ready to throw off the illusion of her control. My body rested just above hers, my dick teasing at her tight pucker. My hot breath was on her neck as I spoke..
"Beg."
My wife cried out, "Please! Please Steve! Please fuck my ass! Punish me! Please, I need to show you! Need to show you how sorry I AHH!" The head of my cock entered her, forcing its way past the elastic ring that fought to keep me out; fought, but could never stop me. Because she would never want to. "Aaaah, please! Yes!"
I slid, slowly, inexorably, into my wife's tight, lube-slicked passage. Her groans started low and soft, but became louder and higher as she took my full length. I growled into her ear. "Where am I?" as I began to withdraw and thrust again.
"Ah! My! You're in my- ah my ass!" Her hands clutched at the sheets as my pace quickened. Knotted into fists as any pretense at gentleness was left behind. She focused on the pain and pleasure I was granting her. On the love that she was giving me in return.
"Whose ass?" I began to piston harder, faster. Anne's body was driven into the mattress, the soft compressing to hard under her writhing form. I could feel the tremors in her body then and knew she was close.
A dam burst, and she screamed. "Yours! Your ass! All yours! Allllll--!" Her words were lost in her climax, and soon I was as well, spilling my seed into my wife's gut and moaning her name. I kept pumping, slowly, trying to extend both our pleasure. She returned to semi-coherence, slurring, "Yours. All yours husband. Yours, only yours. Only-- "
She stopped suddenly. A giggle slipped out of her mouth. Then she started to laugh as I slid out of her. "Anne?" And then I got it, too, and started laughing, my body slumping on top of hers as we reveled in each others' company and in our new life.
I rolled off of Anne and pulled her into the crook of my arm as she continued to titter. "We might need to change our dirty talk up a bit. I guess it's not just yours anymore."
I chuckled. "A timeshare."
Anne kissed my neck. "A joint venture."
"Subletting your ass to our tenant."
"Limited liability copulation."
"AnNus, a wholly owned subsidiary of SteveHelCo."
That did it. She started cackling, clutching at me as she shook with laughter. "God, I love you. I love you so much. How did I ever get this lucky?"
I kissed the top of her head. "Same way I did. A beautiful woman wouldn't take no for an answer, and I fell in love with her. I'm more in love with her every day."
I felt her nuzzle against my chest. "I'm sorry, Steve. I really am. We're going to make this work. I'm... I'm going to do everything I can to not be jealous, okay? I may falter, but please be patient with me?" I hugged her to me. It was the only answer she needed.
That day marked the beginning of a golden age for our fledgling relationship. Anne still had issues with jealousy sometimes; we all did. We're human, and we all felt left out from time to time. But we stuck close to commandment three, "Everyone feels loved." And that got us through most of the speedbumps. If one of us felt unloved or left out, the other two would do everything they could to address the issue.
Sometimes that was simple. Helen and I had regular lunches together, the kind that required me to eat my meal in the car on the way back to work. Anne felt left out there, so I made sure that on some days I would pick her up for lunch, then find a quiet place to park and make out like two lovestruck teenagers. It was a thing just for us. Helen would give her backrubs each night; occasionally those turned sexual, but most of the time it was just her girlfriend relieving the tension in her neck and back as we watched TV together. Simple ways to show that we each loved her in our own unique ways.
Sometimes it was more complex. Anne's need for a man to finish the job, as she thoughtlessly put it once, became a bit of a sore spot for Helen. She knew there was love there, that Anne was in love with her, but it still hurt a little. Anne and I took it on ourselves to show Helen how special she made each of us feel, how different the lovemaking was.
Over a series of nights, we each took turns watching our partners without joining in. I watched Helen and Anne one night, Helen watched Anne and me the next, and Anne watched Helen and me the third night. There was a little jealousy at first from each of us, a sense of being left out, but as we progressed each night, we could each see how our individual couplings fit together. How our loves for each other were different, but complementary.
On the last night, after all three of us were together again, when we were all exhausted and covered in a sheen of sweat, Helen nestled in comfortably between us. Ske knew that her love and her lovemaking were as cherished by Anne as mine. Not better, not worse. Just different.
Helen's self-confidence grew. She had two people that loved her unconditionally and without restriction. She had a man that told her, unlike her previous boyfriends, that she was a beautiful, sexy, wonderful woman. He also told her that she was a thoroughly fuckable piece of ass, often while thoroughly fucking her ass.
I'm not sure which one of those had more impact, but I liked the results. Our girlfriend went from wearing frumpy clothes, baggy sweats, and formless dresses to things that accentuated her curves and showed off her delightful tummy, bountiful breasts, and thick posterior. When it was just us at home, she'd often wander around wearing a form-fitting t-shirt and boy panties; she knew the effect she had on Anne and me, and she absolutely reveled in it.
Our little throuple didn't quite settle into a routine, as things were still exciting and fresh. We were abuzz with new relationship energy then. But there were a few places where we definitely were starting to form patterns for the future. One was our date nights. Or, rather, our "together times." They weren't always dates, and they weren't always at night, but we made sure that everyone got some time both for each partner and to themselves.
Thursday nights, Helen had her D&D game. If Anne and I were tired, we'd just cuddle up on the couch together like we used to. If not, we'd go out and have a nice dinner or take in a movie. Friday nights, Helen and Anne would go out dancing together like they did back in college. They'd egg each other on, dance together, and make sure they were each out having safe fun while still frustrating all the guys they wouldn't let near them. It was a big ego boost for both of them that they'd then bring home, often to my benefit.
Sunday afternoons were for me and Helen to go out and play Pathfinder together. Yeah, it was nerdy, and it never really led to sexy times for anyone involved, but that was fine. It was time spent together doing something we both love. And given that two or three of our lunches each week ended with her slumped over our kitchen table, drooling with pleasure and oozing baby batter from her well-fucked cunt, I think that we were doing okay sexually.
Saturday evenings were for us, all of us. Each time, we tried to find something new, a new experience to match our new enthusiasm for life. Our choices were eclectic. Sometimes we chose new experiences: the ballet, an escape room, line dancing, overnight camping.
Other times, they were familiar, but with a twist. We went clubbing together and I watched my lovers on the dance floor attracting and fending off attention, only for the other men there to turn green with envy as I left with them on each arm. We took a late night hike that ended with an energetic outdoor session of lovemaking under the stars. Anne joined Helen and I for an RPG one-shot, a first for her, and she was able to flex her high school improv acting skills; she finally understood the attraction the hobby held for both of us, even if she only rarely played with us again. In our interactions with each other as a threesome, we learned more about our partners than we ever would have as a couple.
I do have a particular favorite of these. Of course it involves sex; I have no illusions about the kind of simple, straightforward man I can be at times. But it was so well-orchestrated and yet seemingly so guileless at the same time that I wracked my brain for months figuring how much of it my girls had planned out ahead of time and how much was spur of the moment. It started when Helen suggested we all go see a bad movie together and make fun of it; she and I both loved Mystery Science Theater 3000 and its offshoots, and it was one of the few shared nerderies that Anne participated in.
We picked a dollar matinee of a particularly bad movie that had barely been in the first run cinemas for a week; theoretically an easy target for mockery. But after getting our popcorn and settling down in the otherwise empty theater, we found it almost impervious to humor. It was just good enough that we couldn't easily make fun of the plot, just funny enough that we couldn't find space to make our own jokes, just exciting enough to make it hard to lose ourselves in the boredom necessary to really riff on it. Within half an hour, I was starting to regret coming; only my companions made it tolerable.
Anne sat to my left and Helen to hers, and I heard them whispering back and forth, then saw them rise to their feet. I thought we were about to leave and started to rise myself, when their hands gently pushed me back into my seat. Anne kissed me, then Helen. My wife whispered, "Relax, hon. We're just getting some refreshments."
Helen giggled quietly as she undid my pants, reaching in and releasing my suddenly stiffening penis from their confines. They both kneeled before me. Anne kissed Helen, then leaned down to take the head of my cock in her mouth, sucking me to full staff as Helen stroked the shaft. Their eyes watched my face, eager to see my expressions change as they pleasured me. Predators, playing with their food.
They teased and tormented, edging me mercilessly. I bit my hand trying to stay quiet as they swapped back and forth, their tongues and lips and hands bringing me near my climax then denying me over and over. They worked in tandem, a relay race of sweet torture, passing my baton back and forth between them. Finally, after what felt like hours, Anne stage whispered to me, "Now, lover." I expected them to bathe in my cum, as ridiculous as that seems in retrospect; how would we have snuck out afterwards when they were glazed in what felt like a gallon of spooge?
Instead, they brought their popcorn bucket up and covered its contents with my cum. I was seeing stars as they each leaned over and kissed the tip of my overstimulated member, sucking the last little bit of jism from it. My wife and our girlfriend did their best to stifle their laughter as my hips twitched, trying to pull away from their mouths. Mission accomplished, they tucked me away, fastened my pants, and returned to their seats. Helen ruffled my hair as she went past. "Thanks, Steve. It really needed more salt."
Then started the show that I watched for the rest of our time there, as they began to feed each other popcorn, licking and sucking at their lover's fingertips as they took each kernel into their mouth. The rest of our time turned out to be not very long; I all but dragged them out of the theater so I could repay their loving cruelty at home. We made our own movie later that night. I'm sorry, but I can't show it to you. It's only intended for an audience of three.
Our life was really good. Very happy. The easy rapport of our friendship had turned into a close and loving polyamorous relationship. But then, something quite dangerous to our long-term stability happened: Helen and I fell truly in love with each other.
I don't know when it happened. I don't know when the line was crossed between two friends with benefits that loved each other and two people who were in love with each other. I do remember when we first admitted it. It wasn't, as you might expect from the rest of this tale, when we were in bed together. Don't misunderstand; when we were, especially just after we first said it, the words "I love you" were constantly on our lips. But that wasn't the first time.
It was first said when we were coming back from our weekly Pathfinder game. We had stopped to grab a quick bite to eat and were just looking at each other across the table. I took her hand in mine and we smiled. It was the shy smile of two people who knew that they each shared a secret, but hadn't yet told the other they knew. I was sure then; I think I had been in love with her long before, for weeks, if not months. I had avoided interrogating that part of my heart, worried about the changes it would mean for all of us. But I couldn't deny it to myself any longer. I couldn't deny it to her. I knew that I had to confess.
"I love you, Helen."
She took my hand and rubbed her cheek on it, like a cat scenting its owner. "I love you, too."
With a shake of my head, I quietly said. "No, sweetheart, I mean that I'm in love with you."
She kissed my hand. "I know. I do, too."
It was out in the open now, and our relief was palpable. Our fear was, too. We talked about how we would break the news to Anne; this was a big step. It would change the dynamics of our threesome. One of my core initial arguments for the three of us being together was that the relationship between Helen and me was less dangerous, since we weren't in love. Now this was no longer true. We finally decided that it would be best to just sit down, all three of us, and be as straightforward as possible. No beating around the bush. Commandment two, "nothing hidden from each other."
At home, we nervously sat down with Anne on the couch. She waited for us to speak, her concern evident. Helen haltingly said, "Anne... I... we... You need to know, Steve and I have fallen in love with each other."
Anne looked expectantly between our faces. "And?"
"Uh..."
She started laughing. "That's all? Jesus, you two just realized this? I knew weeks ago. You started looking at each other like you looked at me-- well, sort of-- and I knew then." Suddenly, we were both wrapped into a big bearhug by our lover. "I'm so happy. I know... I know we're all in this now. Together, for the long haul. This is so great!" Then, she suddenly pulled back and looked at us with irritation.. "Wait, did you two stop to eat on the way home? And you didn't bring me anything? I'm starving, you assholes!"
And so it goes. Anne was right, at least for a time. It was great. We got closer still. The nights that Helen would sleep in her room became fewer and farther between. We didn't always make love beforehand; we just all found that we liked sleeping together, the comfort of knowing the people we loved most in the world were with us.
Over the next month, things got a bit spicier in the bedroom, too. Now that Anne and Helen were on equal footing of sorts, Anne's competitiveness kicked in big time again, and that spirit infected our times as a trio, with Helen and Anne trying to outcompete each other in kinkiness and passion. I was a little worried, as this had been a problem for Anne and I before, but eh? It was hard to argue with the short term results. What can I say? I was weak, thinking with my little head instead of my big one. In retrospect, I wish I had been stronger. It could have saved us all a lot of heartache.
Near the end of that month, my company decided that it would be most cost effective to transition its staff to work from home, including me. This was great news; even though I already had a short commute, no commute was better still. We had plenty of space; we had bought a five bedroom house when we had planned to have a bunch of kids, so I was able to convert one of the bedrooms to an office and still have a guest room left over.
And, of course, it meant I got to spend more time with Helen. There was definitely an uptick in our sexy time; the mischievous little minx even snuck into my office one time and blew me while I was trying to give a presentation over Zoom. Thank god for the mute button.



But more than that, more importantly than that, we were suddenly spending a lot more time together just as "us." While we didn't work at the same company, we both worked in roles that normally had overlap, and we could brainstorm how to deal with issues at our respective jobs. When she didn't understand why her project manager might ask for something, I could give her insight. When I was trying to figure out why one of my developers was being recalcitrant, she could explain.
We had done this before, of course. During our lunches, the ones where we used our mouths for eating food and talking, we had already had these kinds of conversations. But there's a difference between that kind of occasional check-in and having someone essentially on-call. We both got better at our jobs by having these reliable insights, and it strengthened our bond further. It was like having an office wife that I could actually fuck without getting walked out of the building with a box of my belongings.
Anne noticed.
At first, she liked it. She had a bunch of shared history with Helen, having known her longer. The two of us having this little thing to ourselves, like she had that shared history, was good. It gave some parity. But eventually, after a couple of months, that started to change. The thing about a shared history is that you're not going to build more of it; a shared future, sure, but not more history. It's a finite resource. The other thing is that a history is just that: a history. It's not in your face all the time, affecting your present. What was happening with me and Helen was.
As dumb as this sounds, part of the problem that manifested first had to do with our three jobs. Helen was a developer, and I was a project manager. In any corporation, those two are allies; sometimes uneasy ones, but allies nonetheless. Anne was in sales. That made her, if not the enemy, then at least part of an unfriendly faction. Sales made promises it couldn't keep, which project managers were then required to deliver on, by making developers try to do the impossible. Tale as old as capitalism.
I'd joked with Anne about it before. Helen had joked with Anne about it before. It was all in good fun. But when Helen and I joked about it together with Anne? It suddenly was not. She didn't say it outright, but she felt like we were ganging up on her, which was silly; none of us worked together. Just our tribes ragging on hers. No different than a football club rivalry. And no one takes those seriously, right?
It's strange where cracks can appear in a relationship. It's strange how they can be so easy to miss, stranger still how trying to fix them sometimes ends up widening them.
Anne tried to get closer to each of us individually. She felt things slipping away from her, but Helen and I hadn't noticed yet. Unfortunately, her efforts had the opposite effect. In a two person relationship, Anne's playful competitiveness, while not necessarily healthy over the long term, could be fun. There were times when it had invigorated our marriage after we'd had an argument, or just when we were starting to grow a bit distant. She'd be a little not-so-faux jealous, or reel me in with a hint of sexual favors in exchange for emotional initmacy, or something similar. Like I said, not necessarily healthy, but sort of okay as an opening gambit to restore real intimacy.
But in a three person relationship? It was like pouring gasoline on a fire. What was meant as playful attempts to spur us on to being intimate with her came across as her manipulating us; Helen and I had each other to rely on, and we didn't play those games amongst our pairing. We were both very straightforward; programmers and project managers are, it's a necessary part of being good at the job. But Anne was used to everything being a negotiation, a sales pitch, an opening of the kimono. And that just ended up pissing us off. We wanted to be the grownups, and she wanted to play games.
Worse, it felt, even though I don't think she intended this, as though she was playing us one against the other. "Oh, Helen, it's so sweet that you offered to do the dishes tonight, but Steve already said he would. How about you come hang out with me on the couch for a while?" "Thanks, Helen, but I'm already going out with Steve tonight for dinner. You could join us, but I was hoping we could get in some husband and wife time; you don't mind, do you?" Any individual interaction seemed innocent. But as "us" time for the three of us gave way more and more to "Anne" time for her two pairings, it seemed far less so.
If she had just been honest about what she was feeling, it could have all been avoided, but honesty in sales negotiations is just another tactic. If things had been different, maybe we would have navigated that successfully. Maybe Helen and I would have realized what was going on, or Anne would have pulled back when she realized she was making things worse. We'll never know, because of what happened next.
Helen finally fell pregnant. We had been fucking regularly for months, and it was rare that two days in a row passed without me leaving an offering for my fertility goddess, but nothing had happened. We were starting to become low key concerned. I knew that I was okay, because of the testing I'd gone through when Anne was trying to get pregnant. But just as we were about to start talking about Helen going to get checked out, there was no need.
It was a joyous occasion at first; the answer to mine and Anne's prayers. I didn't notice, because of my own happiness, how muted hers seemed to be. I was oblivious, but this was the beginning of the end for our happy family. In the competition between her and Helen for my affection, the competition that existed only in her mind, she could never win now. And that meant that she stopped playing.
The center still held for a little longer, but it quickly became apparent that things were wrong. When she first called me "pervert," back when I was pushing for our new relationship, and us "lovebirds," when she found Helen and me together for the first time, her voice was a drop of honey mixed with a cup of venom. Since then, she'd used them infrequently, occasionally teasingly, but mostly lovingly; a cup of honey with a drop of venom. But now, with Helen's pregnancy confirmed, the mix began to shift slowly back. In her mind, her "lovebirds" were pushing her out of their nest. Her "pervert" just wanted to fuck his girlfriend.
She grew colder towards us. Skipped "together times" with each of us and as a throuple. Started working later, because, "Hey, we've got to be able to afford the kid." "The kid." Not "our baby," or even "our kid." Just "the kid." Occasionally, although she always claimed it was a slip of the tongue, "your kid."
We tried to pull her back in, tried to show her she was loved. Helen and I weren't dumb; we might have missed the problems before the pregnancy, but our eyes were wide open now. We knew what was causing this rift. But any attempt to address it led to Anne shutting us down. We didn't know if she was insulating herself from us, if she was trying to process her pain, or if she couldn't cope with the thought that somehow she was no longer an equal to Helen-- something we did everything we could to dissuade-- but things just kept getting worse.
When Helen was three months into her pregnancy, when we were nine months into our time as a group, Anne dropped a bomb on us.
We were sitting around the dinner table, having just finished our meal. Things had been very tense for the previous two days, but the meal itself had been friendly, almost like old times. It felt like maybe Anne was finally thawing. Maybe we'd get through this together. She looked away for a moment, then back to us.
"I love you both very much." Helen and I took each other's hands, and I reached for Anne. She frowned slightly and pulled away. "This is not... this has nothing to do with how much I love you. I want us to be together, but... I just need... I..." My wife, our lover, took a deep breath.
"I want to start seeing other people."
Helen and I reeled backwards in our chairs, mouths agape. No one said anything for a long moment. Was she joking? But with one look, we could tell she wasn't. Anne's bearing and expression were resolute, almost arrogant, daring us to challenge her.
I could only stammer, "Wh-- What? Why?" Helen's hand crushed mine.
"It has nothing to do with my love for you. I just..." She looked away. "You've both been so busy. Getting ready for the kid and... and talking about your work. Spending time playing those silly games. I'm not a priority for you right now, and that's... that's okay. But I need to get my needs met."
Helen screamed "Bullshit! We're not the ones working late! We're not the ones skipping dates! We're not the ones sniping at our partners! We're not the ones that have been turning this house into a goddamned icebox, you fucking cunt!"
"No. You're just the one that's pregnant with my husband's baby." And there it was. Out in the open. The wound that could never heal, that would always hurt.
My voice was raw with pain. "Anne... why-- we can work through this. We've... you told me that you want this to work. For us to work. You promised me that you'd do what you needed to--"
She interrupted. "And I am, Steve. I need to..." She looked down at her hands. "I know I'm being unfair. But I can't-- I don't know how to make this ache go away. I don't have to be the center of your universe, or Helen's. But I need to at least be a star in it. And I'm not anymore. For it to work... I need... I need..."
I gritted my teeth. "That is absolute bullshit. You're the one that's been pulling away, not us. You're the one that's refusing to spend time together." I spat out, "And you're the one that wants to cheat."
She shouted, "I'm not cheating! Any more than you were when you fucked Helen!" Her demeanor changed now, all gritted teeth and barely suppressed rage. "I told you-- told you that I-- you pretended it was this big gift that you were going to let me be with her, that your being with her was only incidental, no threat to our marriage. And then you fell in love with her, and you started talking about me behind my back, and you got her pregnant, and she replaced me as your wife!"
The room went silent again. "... What?" I couldn't believe what I was hearing. "Anne... no one could replace you. No one. Just like..." I stopped, realizing what I was about to say. She was planning to date other men. She was planning to replace me, at least a little bit.
Her eyes flashed with triumph. "Ah hah! You see what it's like now, don't you? Huh, 'babe?' Doesn't feel so good, does it, thinking you're not enough man, huh? How do you think I've felt for the last three months, not... not..." She shook her head. "But that's not what this is about. You two are-- I love you. I want to be with you. But it's not... I need more, I need-- "
Helen gasped. "You fucking bitch! You're doing it again!"
Anne looked at her, confused, "What are you talking about? I've never-- "
Helen wasn't even paying attention to what Anne was saying. She was still stuck in her own thought processes. But then she shouted, "No! I'm not doing this again! I'm not going to just be part of your fucking harem again, Anne!"
I turned my head towards her. "What?"
Tears ran down her face. "She-- she did this in school. She'd-- she'd get two or three guys on a string, tell them she was seeing all of them and ME! and then have them dance. See who could show the most love for her. Like some fucking-- like she was a sultan and they were her fucking harem."
Anne screwed up her face. "It wasn't a harem, Helen. It was just--"
"Yeah, yeah, it was just you being an insecure cunt and not worrying about who you hurt." Anne opened her mouth and Helen yelled, "Shut the fuck up, you cheating slut!" Her fingers gripped the edge of the table. For just a moment, I thought that she was about to flip it over. "I'm not doing it again, Anne! I thought you'd changed. I thought... thought that... the way you were with Steve, that you'd changed. That you were loyal. That you could... that you could actually be someone who loved people, that was in love with us." She stood, sobbing. "I can't-- I won't do this!" Her chair was knocked over with a clatter as she ran from the room.
I stood up and Anne just muttered, "Sure. Go follow her."
I planted my hands on the table, looming over my wife. "When."
"When what?" She sat back, coolly regarding me.
"When were you planning to cheat on us? Or have you already done it? Is that why you've been so much more of a bitch for the last two days?"
She scoffed, "I'm not going to cheat on you. I've never cheated on anyone. I'm telling you what's going to happen. I wouldn't lie to you or try to hide it from you; I'm not cheating." She sighed. "I met someone while I was at the coffee shop a couple of days ago. He asked me out. I was planning to go out for drinks tonight with him; it's Friday and Helen hasn't been up for drinks and dancing since the little bun went in her oven. I didn't say anything because I didn't want to be cruel and have this hanging over your heads."
I sneered, "Have us try to talk sense into you, you mean." My head suddenly felt heavy, and it hung low as if on its own. "I can't stop you. But, please, I'm begging you, stay. We want you to stay. We want to work through this. Don't do this. Don't leave, Anne. Don't throw us away."
"I'm not throwing us away. I love you, and I'll still be with you. Just like you can still be with me and Helen at the same time. I just need someone to pay attention to me while you're so busy with her."
I looked up at her, fury burning my insides. I could feel my temperature rising, my face turning red. "Fuck. You. I'm only with Helen because you wanted to be with Helen." She started to speak. "Don't. This is the third time we've had this argument, and I'm done with it. You told me the last two times you were content with the arrangement. When we told you we were in love, you were ecstatic. I'm not doing this again. Make up your fucking mind!"
My breathing slowed. My anger started to cool to something worse: contempt. I sneered, "You want to go? Fucking go. But if you leave, don't come back. This isn't an open relationship, you bitch. I don't want this. Helen doesn't want this. We've begged you not to. You are cheating on us, no matter what you tell yourself. If you go, fucking stay gone. If you go fuck another man, if you even go have a goddamned drink, I will fucking divorce you. This isn't a threat or one of your fucking negotiation tactics. It's what will happen. I. Will. Divorce. You."
She looked away as she stood up and headed to the door. Her glance briefly turned towards me as she opened it. She frowned; disappointment? Regret? Guilt? I couldn't tell. "I'll be back late. Don't wait up." And with that, she walked out the door.
I stood alone in our home. My shoulders slumped. I was... no. No, I wasn't. I wasn't alone. Helen was here. I wasn't alone, and she wasn't alone. She needed to know that. I heard my sweetheart crying and went to find her. She needed me, and I needed her.
Helen was sitting on my bed crying. She looked at me and held her arms up like a child begging to be picked up, to be comforted. I rushed to her and gave her all of the love that I could, hugging her tightly to me as a new paroxysm of sobs started. "Shhh, shhh. It's going to be okay. I'm here. Shhh. I love you."
She hugged me close as I smoothed her hair and patted her, until she finally regained the power of speech. "What are we going to do?"
I kneeled down in front of her and wiped her tears away. "We'll get through it together, whatever we do. I love you, okay? I'm in love with you. No matter what else happens, that's true. You are my sweetheart, my girlfriend, the mother of our child. I will always be yours, okay? You will always be able to count on me."
She tried to maintain control, covering her mouth and nodding. "I-- I love you, too." She looked down at her feet. "I'm sorry. I thought-- thought that A--hhh-anne h-- had changed. Th-- thought she..." Her words were erased by her grief.
I nodded. "Yeah. I... I don't know." I closed my eyes. "We can't... if she comes back, we can't... this has to be the end, you know that, right? If she does this and gets away with it, if she..." I trailed off, unable to keep talking, to keep thinking of the notion of my wife cheating on us. Her lying with another man, a thing she swore she would never do. I was overcome with nausea. It wasn't even the idea of her being with another man so much; it was of her utter disrespect, of her breaking a vow with me, a promise to Helen, of taking our relationship and throwing it back in our faces as both the purported cause of her selfishness and the justification for it.
Helen nodded miserably. "What if... what if she changes her mind? Doesn't go through with it?"
I didn't know. It seemed foolish to hope for something like that. And even if she did, would that really change anything? She was willing to hurt us over things that we had all agreed were okay. Over things she wouldn't even talk to us about. We wanted to help her. She was our Anne. Or had been, at least; that was uncertain now. Why wouldn't she just let us try to help?
"I just... I don't know, Helen. We'll have to play it by ear, I suppose." My voice broke. "But I... I wouldn't count on it."
She began to sob again, and I took her into my arms. We laid together on the bed, her crying and me comforting her, until she fell asleep, still dressed in her daytime clothes. Sleep didn't come for me. Regardless of what Anne said, I'd be up until she was home.
She had left at seven, and it was almost eleven before I saw her headlights shine down below the bedroom window. I eased out of the bed and kissed my sweetheart softly on the forehead; she should sleep. Whatever happened next, we weren't going to resolve it tonight. I was too tired and angry to make good decisions, and I knew Helen wasn't in the right place for it, either. The bitch could wait for our verdict until morning. But I was still going to meet her at the door, so I could weigh the evidence tonight.
I had just descended the stairs when the door opened. Anne ran to me. Her makeup was all but gone, remnants of her mascara still trailing down her cheeks. She was distraught; clearly something hadn't gone as she'd expected. Before she could reach me, I put an arm out to stop her. "I told you to not come back." Regardless of what she had or had not done, she was going to fucking sweat. Not what the relationship books would advise, but fuck 'em. Their wife hadn't just threatened to bang some other dude.
She came up short, her eyes disbelieving. I had never denied her comfort before, no matter how angry I'd been. This was uncharted territory for both of us, but she didn't even have a compass. "I... I didn't..."
"Wow, he must have been a bad lay if you're this upset. Home early, too. Tiny dick, or did he just realize what a fucking bitch you are?" My anger was going from simmering to boiling over.
Her eyes were disbelieving for a moment, then she was consumed by sorrow. She sobbed, "I didn't... couldn't... just... just drove around..."
I tried to not show any hint of relief on my face. I pressed on, letting my resentment carry me, driving me to cruelty. I taunted, "Yeah, right. Sure your mascara isn't running because you were too busy gagging on his cock? I know your reflex is mostly gone, but hey, maybe the nerves got to you. First new dick in eight years, after all." I paused, glaring. "Or was it? I never expected you to do this, so who fucking knows what else you've been up to."
Anne wept openly now, her hands outstretched, begging me to take her back. Like Helen earlier, wanting to be comforted like a child. I felt no urge to this time. "I've never! I didn't tonight, and I've-- I'd never-- never do that to you! I just..." her voice faded, and she sounded like a lost little girl, begging to escape a punishment she knew was deserved. "I'm sorry! I'm sorry! I'm so sorry!"



I shook my head to clear it. Nothing useful was going to happen tonight. No resolution. Only pain. "Just... just go to bed. We'll talk in the morning."
She nodded slowly, gratefully, then headed for the stairs. "No. The guest room."
Her hand was reaching for the banister. She stopped, and I thought for a moment that she might argue. Instead, defeated, she slouched away to the downstairs bedroom. I sat on the couch for another two hours, unable to sleep, rolling everything around in my head, before I finally went up to lie next to the woman I loved.
The next morning, I was awoken by Helen stirring. She looked exhausted; I'm sure I looked worse. "Did... did she come home?" I nodded. Her eyes shone with new tears, sadness and pain mingling there. "Did she...?"
I sighed. "She said she didn't. Just drove around for four hours. Seemed sincere, but who knows? I never would have thought she'd do what she did, so I don't... fuck."
"So... what do we do now?"
"Right now? Go take a shower. Get some coffee after that. Try to feel human again before we talk with her. Then we can figure out what to do. Sitting here spinning our wheels isn't helping anything." I kissed her. "You want first dibs on the shower?"
She smiled, the first time I'd seen since dinner. "Do my back?" She pulled back just a bit. "Nothing naughty. I just... I want to not be alone."
We showered together and there was, in fact, no naughty stuff. But there was some nice kissing and cuddling. A little crying. We reminded each other, with our words and our touch, that regardless of what else happened, whether there was an 'us' that included Anne, there would still be an 'us.' Lovers, friends, parents, more maybe. We would be each others' anchors.
After changing and going downstairs, I made a pot of coffee. That apparently awakened the sleeper; Anne stumbled to the kitchen not long after, still in her clothes from the night before. Her eyes were red from crying; I had heard her sobbing in the guest bedroom long after I went upstairs the previous night. I put down a cup in front of each of us, each just the way we liked it. Helen and I nursed ours. Anne just looked down into the blackness of the brew.
We sat that way for a while. When I was down to half a cup, I finally said. "Talk."
With a start, she looked up at me. "I didn't... I couldn't... I just drove. I left the house and got in the car, and I was so angry at both of you. But I got a mile down the road, and I was only angry at myself. And then another mile and I just... I don't remember. I know I drove. I spent the whole time asking myself what the fuck I was doing, how I could hurt the people I was supposed to love like that. I remember my phone pinging. I didn't even look at it until I was back in our driveway. I got gas at some point and something to drink, but I don't even remember where I stopped."
Anne pulled out her phone and opened up the chat app, then slid it across the table to me. Her face was blank as I went through the messages from some guy named "Blake." There was a text from Wednesday asking her to go out. Her responding that she was married, then saying it was an open marriage. They made plans the next day to go out Friday night. Texts in the afternoon on Friday to confirm, "looking forward to seeing you" messages exchanged. Then a string of texts from him, maybe twenty, starting with concern and accelerating into anger over the course of the evening, finishing with "Lose my number, bitch." Assuming this wasn't staged, and I had no reason to believe that, it looked like she was telling the truth.
I showed it to Helen, and she sighed in relief. Anne, saleswoman extraordinaire, took that as an opening. I don't even know if she did it intentionally, or if it was just such an integral part of who she was, but she immediately went into her pitch. "Steve, Helen, I am so sorry. I'll never be able to say it enough. I was awful to both of you. I need to be better for you; you shouldn't have to put up with me being like this. You're giving us a child, and I... I got mad about that like some kind of fucking lunatic." Her face seemed sincere. She knew she'd fucked up, and she was owning it. "I will do anything you want, anything at all, to prove how sincere I am. How sorry. I-- please-- I don't want to lose you."
I regarded her for a moment, then looked at Helen; her face was clouded, but I could see she was mulling it over, starting to come out in favor of forgiveness. I looked back at my wife, and her expression shifted slightly. It was one I knew well. A sibling to her fake pout that said "I'm going to win, but you'll get something good, too" and her triumphant grin that said, "I've won, but I'll make sure you're still happy." It was her "I've totally fucked up, but I'll give you anything to make this right" embarrassment.
"Please, I'm sorry. I want things to go back to how they were. I want us all to be happy together like we were before. Can you forgive me?"
It was a negotiation. Again. She expected to win. Again. I looked back at our relationship with Helen and at our relationship just as husband and wife. I realized how easily I'd let myself get drawn into Anne's competitive world, where love is expressed only after negotiation is done. Where affection is competitive instead of cooperative. Where we weren't all part of a team together, but a mass of shifting alliances.
This couldn't go on. We might not break apart this time, but we would eventually. I'd been too weak to argue before; thought too much with my little head, because my wife is dynamite in bed, because I wanted to fuck our friend. Thought too much with my heart, because I loved Anne and Helen, and was willing to cede too much to smooth over troubles, rather than confront them. Helen loved Anne too much to deny her anything; her mouth was starting to open. I had to--
"No." The word came out sharp. I was louder than I had intended, but I had to interrupt Helen before she doomed us to the cycle I'd already consigned us to so many times before.
Anne gawped. Helen gasped.
"No." I repeated myself, coolly, quietly, then continued in that same tone. "You hurt us, Anne. Really hurt us. I held Helen for hours last night until she fell asleep crying. I cried as much, if not more. I barely slept, thinking about how you'd hurt us. And I don't just mean how you'd hurt Helen and me, how you'd hurt 'us,' 'us' as a group."
Anne started to talk, and I growled. "Stop." Her mouth stayed open, words unsaid, but a glare from me saw it slowly shut again. "I don't want you to say a damned thing unless I ask you a question. Do you understand?" She nodded, and I shook my head. "Say 'yes,' Anne."
"Yes." Her voice was small and frail. Her negotiations had failed. She was still a hostage to her own weakness and to our anger.
I took Helen's hand and squeezed it. She looked at my face, and a conversation was exchanged between us without words, as people who love each other, people who are in love with each other, can speak. Little twitches of muscle, eye movements, smiles and frowns, showing on the face what's in the heart.
"What are you doing?"
"Trust me?"
"I do."
"I love you."
Our silent conversation ended, I turned back to our third. Taking my hand from Helen's, I started to pantomime.
"I want you to pretend something, Anne. Don't speak. Just think. Pretend that last night at dinner, instead of you making your announcement, I sat down and pulled out a gun."
I mimed the motion of pulling a gun from my jacket, taking the magazine out, and putting the weapon on the table. "Then I say, 'I haven't been happy for a while, and I think the best way to fix that is to shoot you. Now, I'm not going to try to kill you, just shoot you. I still love you, of course. But I might kill you. That's just a risk I have to take to be happy.'"
I began to slowly load nonexistent rounds into the invisible magazine. "I tell you how it's because you haven't taken care of me. How you won't let me in. How my needs aren't being met. Never mind that that's all just projection; that I haven't been talking to you in months, just obsessing over how I needed something that I wouldn't even ask for. Something that I refused to take even when offered. How I'd kept pushing you away, because I couldn't find an angle that put me on top if I did that. I'd be negotiating from a place of weakness. And I couldn't have that." Anne's eyes widened.
I picked up my imaginary gun and loaded its imaginary magazine. "I tell you, 'I could have just shot you in your sleep, but I thought it would only be fair to let you know ahead of time.' You begin to beg and plead for me to not do it, that you love me. But I tell you that, if you loved me, you'd just take one for the team. I assume you would be unswayed?" She only looked away.
My hand racked the nonexistent slide. "I tell you how I'd planned this for days, that I'd actually bought the gun a few days before, but that I had to wait to pick it up until today. I was trying to be kind, you see, because I didn't want you to know that this was coming. I did know, of course. I knew for days that I'd sit at this table and threaten your life. Maybe I'd known for weeks that I was eventually going to, but just hadn't taken action yet. Taken action... or talked to you to try to find a way around it." Tears began to slide down her face.
I leveled my notional nine millimeter at her. "Then I point it at you. I hold it there for a while. Eventually I lose my nerve, because I do love you. I can't hurt you like that. I'm truly, absolutely one hundred percent sorry." She stayed still. We both knew I wasn't done yet, and that what was coming next could end her just as easily as if I'd fired a real gun.
"Let me ask you something, Anne. How long would it take for you to decide you'd never be able to forgive me? How long would I have to point the weapon at you for you to decide I was never the person you'd married, and maybe never could be? Ten minutes? Five? One? Maybe it's measured in seconds. Thirty? Fifteen? Five?
"Or was it when I told you what I'd planned to do, when I'd pulled out the weapon? When I loaded the bullets? When I told you that I'd been thinking about it for weeks?" She stayed silent.
"I asked you a question, Anne. When does a threat like this become unforgivable? When does a mere plan to destroy our lives actually destroy our lives all by itself?"
She just sobbed. She had no answer; or rather, she had an answer, but it meant damning herself. Damning us. Helen put her hand on my shoulder and squeezed, gently. I lowered my weapon. I'd made my point.
I sighed and said softly, "Four hours, Anne. You held a gun to our heads for four hours. The only reason that we're still sitting here is that we do love you. It's the only reason we're willing to offer you even a sliver of grace. But things have to change."
The negotiator returned to the table, her face promising everything as she tried to talk her way back out of a bad deal. "I'll do anything, I'll do anything you ask, please, please, please, I'll beg I'll--"
"No. That's not going to work this time, Anne. What you're doing right now? That's the problem. It's always been the problem. We can't go back to how we were before, because that's how we got here. It's how we'll keep ending up here until we break."
Her brows furrowed. "Then... then what?"
I took reached out and took her hand in mine, and there was just the slightest bit of hope on her face. "The problem, from the beginning, is that you insisted on competing at everything. And I went along with it, because I was too weak to stop you when it was just us. It didn't matter as much then, because it seemed like it was just for fun. But it wasn't.
"You aren't able to just leave it for your work, for games, for places it's appropriate. You bring it home, you bring it into our lives, and you've turned the love we share into a competition. You're jealous. You try to negotiate affection. You played me and Helen against each other-- intentionally or not-- and it's going to destroy us if we let it keep going. May already have, because you're right: you can't compete with Helen giving us a baby." Her face fell. "And that's because it was never a competition."
I tried to project compassion and sympathy, even as I felt only hurt. "Do you remember when we first talked about this, about us? About your incompatible need, the need for a man, that prevented you from pursuing things with Helen? Was I just a replacement for her? Competition for her, once we did proceed together as a trio?" She slowly shook her head.
"And when I took Helen to bed that afternoon, the one where you found us. When I showed her how desirable she was, when I managed to do something in an afternoon that you'd tried to for a decade, something you thanked me for showing her afterwards: did that mean I'd won? Beaten you? Or was I just showing her love in a way that made us all better together?" Shame began to creep across her face.
"The gift that Helen is giving us is no different. I understand that it's... it's personal. Hard for you, in a way that I can never truly comprehend. You've said before that you felt guilty when you couldn't give us children. But I never loved you less because of that. I love Helen for her gift to all of us, but it doesn't mean I love her more than you. It's not a competition, Anne. It never has been."
I leaned back, taking my hand away, sighing sadly. "It's never been a competition for anyone except you. And that's what has to end. You're trying to turn our love into a race; a fight. And no one is going to win if we do that. It's impossible. You keep trying to be first among equals, and you can't be. None of us can."
She began to cry, becoming incoherent. She saw what she had done, to herself and to us. What her insecurity and drive to win had corrupted; maybe destroyed. She knew, finally, that she had lost, and that she could never win, because she was trying to play a game that didn't exist. And trying to play it had almost killed us.
That was the turning point. We talked long into the evening, stopping only for meals. The following Monday, she found a therapist to try to overcome this incessant need for unhealthy competition, to root it out and burn it away. I found us a couples counselor. Throuples counselor. Whatever. It was a college town, so not as hard as you might think.
Helen and I stayed in the master bedroom that night, and Anne in the guest bedroom. For that night, and for many more afterwards. But the embers of love Anne had almost extinguished slowly grew back into a little flickering flame and eventually a roaring fire to warm our home. We reconnected and found what we needed from each other again, gave what we needed to each other. We did it gladly, and without negotiation or jealousy. Most of the time. We were still only human.
By the time Helen was in her third trimester, we had all become intimate again, emotionally and physically. We took it slow, fearful of what might happen if we misstepped. But between the therapy, our love, and our friendship, we made our way back to being us. Anne was successfully fighting demons that we never knew she had, and the advice that our relationship counselor gave us helped us navigate new and unexpected hurdles in our arrangement. When our first child, Gregory, was born, we welcomed him into the world as a family.
And that's the way we stayed: a family. Two years later, we were joined by Andrew, the son of Anne and myself; the miracles of modern science allowed one of her eggs to be extracted, mixed with my sperm, and implanted in our wife's womb.
Yes, wife. Legally, that wasn't quite something we could accomplish without traveling to one of a select few countries. But we did everything we could legally to bring that as close to reality as possible: changes to our will, power of attorney, insurance beneficiaries, postnups that included our lover, everything that we could think of short of adopting her to legally make her part of our family.
A wiccan friend of Helen's bound us together in a handfasting, and we made her a new ring that was complementary of mine and Anne's; ours were different from each other, so hers would be too. But still part of a matched set. Still a signifier of our commitment to our wife and hers to us.
It was a good life, and we lived it happily for the rest of our years. We had more children; twins, Jessica and Amelia. They were made the fun way, but they were no less Anne's for it. Our bedroom escapades may have slowed down a bit as the kids came along and we got older, but there was never any doubt that we all loved each other. We had found the people that we needed to be with. And that's what really matters, isn't it?
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The woman looking back at me from the mirror seems older than her years. Her face is overly made-up. She’s tired; too many sleepless nights and too many days spent hustling and rushing, trying to be ready for what was to come next. Her hair is stylish but impractical. It’s unlikely to last until nighttime, but the man she’s seeing this afternoon won’t care by then. The dress she’s wearing is tasteful, but beneath it she has on the sluttiest lingerie she owns. A night of torrid sex with a married man is in the cards in the next few hours, and she has no regrets about it at all.
How did I get here? How did I go from being the princess in a fairytale to this aged crone?
The story begins before the fairytale, of course. Or at least the part that people think of as “the fairytale.” Prince Charming riding in and rescuing Cinderella is what we’re told is “the fairytale,” not the part before where her father dies and leaves her to be tortured by her wicked stepmother and stepsisters.
Of course, in my case, I had no stepsisters; possibly half-sisters or half-brothers, since I have no idea who my biological father is, but any knowledge of them will likely only be obtained through an unfortunate surprise from a DNA test and a match in a database. As connected as the world is now, it’s just a matter of time before I find out if they’re out there, but there’s no reason to rush it.
I had no stepmother, either. The wicked maternal figure in my fairytale was definitely my birth mother. Gloria was as awful as any storybook malefactor, though. Maybe moreso. She had been pretty at one point, at least on the outside. I remembered her from that time– barely– before heroin, late nights in strangers’ beds, and her own evil rotted her from the inside out. In pictures of her from that time, I can see a glimmer of malevolence behind her eyes; or perhaps I only imagine it, knowing what I know now of her.
My father is not my father, at least from a biological perspective. Don, the man that I call "Dad" or, when in particularly vulnerable moments, "Daddy," raised me. He raised me even after finding out that Gloria had cuckolded him. He never treated me as anything less than his daughter, his real daughter. To him, I was his, lineage be damned. He was my model of a great man, the kind, unassuming protector. He provided for us, even putting his dreams aside to do it. Smart, witty, and clever, but never cruel. Charitable to a fault. Even to the people that deserved scorn, he tried to show compassion. In retrospect, I wish he hadn’t. But at the time, I thought he was the ideal.
Unlike in many fairytales, I had a best friend, a boy named Derek. I suppose, if one is being charitable, John Hughes oeuvre of movies can be thought of as modern fairytales; if so, “male best friend that doesn’t end up with the girl” is as much a stock character as “fairy godmother.” Derek did, of course, for a time. End up with me, that is. And then again later, in a way. But that’s going too far ahead. At the beginning of my fairytale, he was just the best friend, the reliable confidante. A secondary protector, when Daddy was too busy with his work or his church’s homeless outreach.
Derek and I bonded over geographical proximity and similarly rough childhoods. We walked to and from school together. Our houses were just close enough to the grounds that we couldn’t ride the bus, but far enough away that it made sense to always travel as a pair for safety. Plenty of time to talk on the way there and back: about our classes, our shared interests, our dreams.
Like many boys his age, Derek wanted to be a rock star; he never grew out of that. I wanted to be a wife and mother, a dying dream for girls of my generation. I was supposed to want a career, and even if I didn’t, the economy had long since become hostile to the traditional American dream of a nuclear family with separate breadwinner and homemaker. I never grew out of my dream, either. I was never sure which of ours was more of a fantasy.
Gloria wasn’t just a wicked maternal figure; she was more than that. She was my bogeyman. When I was young, in my barely remembered early grade school years, she still tried to give the pretense of being a doting mother. She raised me while Daddy worked; she didn’t work, of course, and only did a modicum of housework herself, assigning tasks to me that were far too advanced for my age.
She had been abused as a child. There were old circular scars littering her arms and back, telltale remnants of cigarette burns. If Gloria was wicked, then her parents had been truly monstrous. She was bounced from foster home to foster home, and each left an imprint on her. They taught her how to be cruel, but also how a caretaker can hide their cruelty from prying eyes. How to force a child to hide the results of cruelty as well.
My complaints to Dad were taken seriously, but he was too forgiving to follow through. He was unable to believe that the woman he married was as awful as I claimed. It wasn’t until a blood test showed him to be a cuckold and I the egg that the scales fell away from his eyes. I was eight years old. They say that a child’s personality is set by five.
He kicked her out but never divorced her. Gloria threatened to assert maternal rights and take me away if he did. They reached a détente; she wouldn’t come home unless it was the last possible choice, she was never allowed to be alone with me, and he would give her as much maintenance as he could afford. It was a devil’s deal, but it was the only one he felt that he could make to keep me safe. Safer, at least.
The last time I saw Gloria, I was twelve years old. Her outer beauty was gone. She resembled nothing more than the Skeksis from The Dark Crystal then, withered and twitching. Her frail, birdlike limbs were pocked with track marks, a grotesque complement to the old cigarette scars. The abuse forced on her body at the beginning of her life sat alongside the abuse she heaped on it herself at the end.
My mother had let herself in while I was at school, as she sometimes did. Her observance of the treaty had fallen apart in recent months. She was, as with her last few visits, looking for something to steal in order to finance her habit. She had been a prostitute for some years as her addiction deepened, but she’d finally reached the point where only the cheapest johns were willing to stomach the sight of her. I had taken to hiding anything of value when I left the house. Dad had changed the locks for the third time, but he was never very imaginative about hiding the spare key.
As she ransacked my father’s house, I followed her, yelling at her to get out. She just laughed. “Fuck off, Ellie. Don knows what’ll happen if he tries to get rid of me.”
“God, Gloria, why are you such a cruel bitch to him?” That earned me a slap across the face. I knew better than to mouth off to her, but I couldn’t take it anymore.
There was a brief look in her eyes then, something I hadn’t seen in years. Just for a moment, I thought I saw regret. Then she shook her head, and it was gone. She continued her looting. “‘Gloria.’ That’s rich. I gave birth to you and I’m ‘Gloria.’ He’s not even a sperm donor, and you still call him ‘Dad.’” She held up a trinket, then decided it was worthless and tossed it aside. “As to why I’m so ‘cruel?’ I’m not. He’s just weak.”
“He’s a good man!” I huffed quietly, “A better person than you’ll ever be.”
She was too focused on her midday theft to smack me again. “Hah!” That awful cackle. “‘A good man.’ Boo fuckin’ hoo.” She turned her face to me. “I’m going to tell you something, daughter o’ mine. There are no good men. The only things men are good for are their wallets and their dicks. And you can use the one to get to the other.” This was a new Gloria-ism, the last I’d hear from her. They were her legacy to me, a sort of Poisoned Chicken Soup for the Soul. Other gems included, “No one’s ever going to care about you but yourself,” and “People are either marks or grifters, and nothing in between.”
Her back cracked as she stood from a crouch; her appearance wasn’t the only thing that was prematurely aged by her lifestyle. Deciding she had found enough to buy her next fix or two, Gloria stepped up to me. I flinched, but she just gave me a kiss on the top of my head and then patted my cheek, the same one she’d just struck. There was a surprisingly sad smile on her face. The bogeyman opened her mouth to speak, thought a moment, then simply said, “See y’around, Ellie Belly.” She hadn’t called me that in years.
I never saw her alive again. A week later, she was found dead in a tenement building. It was an overdose; even now, I don’t know if it was accidental or planned. Gloria was a rarity: an old junkie. The law of averages eventually got to all of them if they didn’t get clean, but Gloria had survived that long. I still wonder to this day if she wasn’t saying goodbye in her own awful way that last time I saw her.
If Dad ever hated a person, it was Gloria. Still, he made sure she had a modest funeral; nothing expensive, but no pauper’s grave either. He had tried to save her from herself and failed, but he could still see her off with dignity. There were only a handful of us at her interment: me, him, a few friends and family– some of whom I’m sure were just there to make sure she didn’t climb out of the grave– and Derek. He was there for me.
Derek was always there for me. I was always there for him. When his dad beat him, before the vicious old bastard finally went down for armed robbery, he’d hide at my house. The one time Gloria burned me with a cigarette, other than the couple of “accidental” ones when I was younger, he held me while I cried. Held me until I fell asleep behind the school on a Saturday. My best friend woke me as dusk started to fall, having watched over me the whole time. We walked home together, and he made sure she was gone before he left. He made dinner for me; cold bologna and cheese sandwiches, the reliable staple of the latchkey kid.
When hormones started to hit and we began the slow, painful steps to adulthood, he was my first kiss. First boyfriend. First love. We gave each other our virginities; at least, I assume he gave me his. He was handsome even then, and the other girls noticed. I was cute, but I was like a clone of Gloria with sandy blonde hair instead of her mousy brown; I wouldn’t come into my looks until nearly senior year. I was jealous of our classmates, a jealousy that would later turn out to be well-founded, but I’d like to believe that he was loyal to me then, at least.
He was… I loved him, but he was weak. “A weak boy,” Dad called him. He wasn’t wrong. He started to perform with his fledgling garage band in high school, and they were good. He was good. High school bands don’t have groupies. He did, and he availed himself of them.
You need to understand, Derek was literally the only solid ground in my life a lot of the time. He had been for years. Dad tried, but between his work and his need to make up for his failures with my mother, he wasn’t around as often as he should have been. I knew he loved me, but in the triage of life, his daughter had a friend she could rely on, and homeless junkies didn’t. In trying to assuage his guilt for failing Gloria, he failed me, too. I was left vulnerable to someone I thought was worthy of my trust, because he had been worthy of it when we were children.
I caught Derek cheating, of course. He was not the smartest boy; he barely finished high school. But he was cunning and silver-tongued. He’d always taken care of me when we were kids, and I hadn’t realized yet that something had changed in him as he went physically from boy to man. He convinced me, an eighteen year old girl, that him doing this was best for us. That he could treat me as his princess because he treated these other girls like whores. Not exactly in those terms, of course; as I said, he was silver-tongued.
Who accepts that kind of idea? Well, someone like me. Someone who was terrified of being alone. Someone who trusted a man she shouldn’t, because he had been a boy that she could. I had exactly two people in my life that I could count on, and one of them was on the cusp of leaving me if we couldn’t get past his wandering eye.
I was desperate and afraid, but he eased me through my fears; or, rather, I allowed myself to be eased through them. By the time we were done talking that evening, I tentatively agreed that he could continue with them, as long as I saw no hint of his goings on. As long as he kept them and me separate. As long as I was THE girl in his life.
He was as good as his word where that was concerned. When I came to his shows, I was the center of his attention. He’d pull me up on stage and introduce me as his girlfriend. His muse. That was the first time he called me that.
He was selling me short with that title. I was a voracious reader and loved to write. The written word, both creating and consuming it, had always been my refuge from the world. Throughout my school years, I’d won numerous poetry competitions. I was, on most of Derek’s songs, an uncredited co-lyricist. He’d always make a tiny tweak so that they were “his” songs, but we both knew it was a partnership.
As I entered college and his band started to take off on a local and then regional level, the occasions I could attend his shows were fewer and farther between. I knew he was indulging himself while he was away, but it didn’t affect me directly; he promised that he’d practice safe sex, and his bedroom skills grew by leaps and bounds.
That may sound shallow; honestly, it is. But the way he treated me when we were together, how happy we both were with our arrangement, the way our lovemaking technically improved, all of it together convinced me that this was manageable. He had told me we’d both get something out of it, and we were. More importantly, it convinced me that it was a way we could be happy together.
And I was happy. I was doing well in college. Unlike a lot of gifted and talented kids, my transition to college life was smooth. I had no real direction, but I liked writing poetry and lyrics, so I decided on English for a major. I knew that it wasn’t exactly a huge earner, but I wasn’t concerned with that. My boyfriend was going to be a bigtime rock star, so college was just a backup plan anyways.
Until it wasn’t. Derek’s band were the regional openers for an upper tier indie act, and the two bands had gelled. The lead singer, Sabrina, was a gorgeous post-post-emo type, all black eyeliner and daddy issues sex appeal. She and Derek hooked up the first time he opened for them, and they stayed hooked up for that leg of the tour. I had been busy with my finals at the time, so I hadn’t noticed, and he had kept to his promise of keeping his two lives separate. I didn’t find out about it until much, much later. But afterwards, after that mini-tour, he was different. He was still affectionate, but he wasn’t really with me anymore, not in his heart.
Near the end of my second year of college, he told me that our lives were going in two different directions. That he couldn’t give me the home and family that I wanted. I argued with him, said he could, tried to convince him I was content with what we had. He, I think, was trying to protect me in his own way. He knew that this new life was going to be unsustainable. Ever the fauxmantic, he convinced me that he would always love me, and that he couldn’t do this to me. That he’d never be a good father, never be a good husband. Maybe not even a good provider. That I needed to find someone else to give me my fairytale, because it couldn’t be him.
I was devastated. Dad tried to console me, but I knew he was secretly pleased; he had never believed Derek would grow up. He was right, but no girl that age wants to admit that to her father. Both of my protectors had failed me. One failed to protect me from the other. The other failed to protect me from himself. I knew I couldn’t count on a man to protect me anymore; I’d have to do it myself.
I fell in with a number of feminist groups during my post-Derek renaissance. Some of them were reasonable, all for egalitarianism and equality, improving the lives of men and women by addressing social inequities. Others were not, full of second wave throwback radfems that espoused a variety of ideologies that ranged from transphobia to the the impossibility of equal partnerships in heterosexual relations. I dipped my toes into each of them, but rejected the most reactionary stuff. Consciously, anyways.
I wrote a lot, poetry and short stories, novellas and prose. Most of it was absolute dross. I don’t know if it was the loss of my writing partner or the loss of my self-confidence, but none of it was as good as the work I’d done with Derek. I hated that. I had loved that I was his muse. After his abandonment, I couldn’t stand the notion that maybe he was mine, too.
My grades didn’t suffer, but my spirits did. Despite everything that had happened in my life, I used to have a pretty sunny disposition. But that changed. I got nicknamed “the mopey hippie” by an acquaintance, and it stuck. I went around everywhere under a cloud; I was always spoiling for an argument or a fight. The woman I’d become was absolutely miserable to be around.
And then I met Tim. I wasn’t paying attention and slammed into him while we were both walking on campus. He wasn’t looking up either, so maybe we were both partly to blame, but I was doing my stridently angry walk, the one that said I had somewhere I needed to be and no one had better get in my way. Usually my body language cleared a path for me, to the point where I usually didn’t bother to look where I was going. I was reading on my phone, confident that people would get the fuck out of my way like they always did. But Tim wasn’t looking up. He was nursing a hangover instead.
It was like slamming into a wall. I fell flat on my ass, and my books, phone, and laptop sailed out of my hands. He apologized for me running into him, and I yelled at him. Then, for no reason other than that he is who he is, he pulled me up, gathered my stuff and, after I yelled at him yet again because my laptop was broken, he fixed it. He didn’t need to; there was no reason for him to do it. I’d been a flat out bitch to him. I was cute, sure, but Tim was already so focused on fixing the problem that he was sure that he’d caused that I doubt he’d even noticed. Within ten minutes, he had me calmed down, my laptop fixed, and my number in his phone.
I wasn’t looking for anyone; certainly not someone like Tim. He was a tall, gangly goth kid with a perpetual smile on his face. Imagine the Scarecrow from The Wizard of Oz if he got really into Siouxsie and the Banshees back in high school. But he was sweet and funny and kind. He made me laugh. He was cute, in his own goofy way. There were no smoldering good looks or intense stares; he wasn’t Derek, and that was a good thing.
He was a truly decent person; the best man in the world, I’d call him later. He was kind to everyone, whether they could help him or not. It wasn’t my Dad’s kindness; as much as I loved him, Dad had a real martyr thing going on. Tim didn’t. His was just a thoroughgoing decency that made me feel safe around him. Really safe, not protected. There’s a difference, and it’s the difference between a girl’s love for a boy and a woman’s love for a man.
In time, I loved him in a way I’d never loved anyone before. Derek had been my first love, but I knew Tim was the man I was meant to be with. He wasn’t all sunshine and rainbows; he had an acerbic wit that could be a bit cutting, but never cruel. I loved that he was a good, straightforward person, but that there was also a depth to him that could come out and surprise me at times.



His oft-repeated claim that he was bad with big emotions was the one lie I’ve ever known him to tell, and I expect he had gotten so used to telling it to himself that it became true to him. He was wonderful with big emotions: love, joy, lust, wonder. Once we opened up to each other, I always felt surrounded by these. Not smothered; never smothered. But when I was around him, it was like the air was suffused with his affection for me and his happiness that we were together.
It’s part of what made sex with him the best I’d ever had. Honestly, probably still the best I’ve ever had, maybe will ever have. He was technically very skilled; the goth scene was promiscuous to the point of incestuousness, and any man who cared about his lover’s needs as much as Tim would have to be stupid to not pick some things up. Derek might have been a little bit more skillful at that point, but Derek was always interested in showing what he knew, showing how good he was at sex.
Tim was interested in showing me how good he could be to me. It made all the difference, having a skilled lover whose primary focus was in loving me, not being in love with his ego. If you combined all of that with the youthful vigor that none of us will ever get back? The early years I was with Tim make for some of my fondest memories, when it comes to what we did behind closed doors. And afterwards, when he’d hold me close and stroke my back, snuggling up and kissing like there was no world outside? When I would call him my cuddlebug and he just laughed at the nickname? I wouldn’t trade those times for the world.
What Tim was bad with were dark emotions. We didn’t talk about his family much, and I only met them a few times, but I got the feeling that, when he described them as “loud,” what he actually meant was “verbally abusive.” What he thought of as “big emotions” were dark ones poorly expressed. When he got angry, he’d get sullen or stomp around. He’d talk with me eventually, but I could tell he wanted to shout. When sad, he’d luxuriate in his moodiness by putting on headphones and listening to his favorite music instead of talking. But he’d never cry, never really let things out. Just let those negative feelings dissolve back into himself.
And jealousy. Jealousy was one he struggled with a lot at first. He’d gotten his heart broken by a girl that cheated on him in high school. We both knew that, looks-wise, I was well out of his league. It didn’t matter to me, but it did to him. He wasn’t possessive in a big, showy way around me. He was more subtle. Pulling me a little closer when a cute guy came into the room, making sure to introduce me as his girlfriend even in contexts where it didn’t matter, inquiring just a little too archly if he saw me talking to another guy. Thankfully, he tamped that jealousy down as I showed him I could be trusted.
“Showed him I could be trusted.” If only. God, if only.
My inspiration never came back after Derek left; I wrote stuff, and it was okay, but never great. Not even good. Tim… I loved him, but he didn’t know good from bad. He was a STEM guy, with the limited understanding and appreciation for art and writing that often implied.
Don’t get me wrong, I like popcorn movies and trashy romances, but I recognize them for what they are. Tim didn’t. His bad taste didn’t extend only to his fashion. He tried to be encouraging, but it felt like I could have put random words on the page, and he would have said, “That’s great, Ellie.” He wasn’t really able to challenge me. I had friends that did, but they couldn’t inspire me, only criticize. And, frankly, the things I was making were really only worth criticism.
About eight months after I started dating Tim, about five after we declared our love to each other, Derek came back into my life. I was working at a bookstore then, the same one I’d been working at since high school. Brick and mortars weren’t completely dead yet, and I loved to be surrounded by books all the time. It made me feel connected to great writing, even if I couldn’t actually contribute. It was like methadone: not enough of a fix to feel high, but enough to feel alright for a while.
“Hey, El.” I hadn’t seen this motherfucker in almost a year, and he opened with that?
“Get the fuck out of here, Derek. I never want to see you again.”
He held his hands up. “I get that, babe. I deserve it. But… Look, I wanted to apologize. The way I left…”
My voice was a low growl. “The way You. Dumped. Me.”
He looked ashamed. “Yeah. Yeah. I… I meant what I said, El. I’m not the right man for you. You need someone– “
“I HAVE someone, you fuck.”
Derek’s face brightened. “Really? Oh, El, babe, that’s great! I’m so happy for you!”
“I… really?” I knew him. Knew his tricks. But this… he really seemed sincere. I should have been more suspicious, but I was with Tim. His love had meant that I’d healed a lot faster than I otherwise would have. I felt more secure in myself, because he made me feel safe.
And I had so much shared history with Derek. It was easy to believe that he really was happy for me. I hadn’t yet come to understand how self-serving he’d become. I didn’t realize then how much the time he spent getting into girls’ pants on the road had forged his silver tongue into the subtlest and sharpest of weapons.
“El, babe, of course! Look, like I said, I was never going to be the guy you needed me to be, not for what you wanted out of your life. I’m… I’m in a pretty good place right now; just got back from my second full tour as an opener. I wanted to check in and make sure you were doing good, too.”
My tone softened a bit. It mirrored his. “That’s… I’m glad to hear you’re doing well. Thanks for stopping by. Anyways, I need to get back to–”
“Hey, when’s your break? Or lunch? I’d love to get some coffee and catch up.”
I know I shouldn’t have now. But it was just coffee with an old friend. My oldest friend. I should have said no. Should have told Tim. But it seemed so harmless. I wasn’t thinking of him as “Derek, my ex.” I was thinking of him as “Derek, the kid I grew up with.” I knew Tim wouldn’t get the difference, and that his jealousy would become a sticking point over something so innocent.
That was my first mistake.
Mistake.
It’s an interesting word. I was an English major. A writer. My father was a linguist before Gloria ruined that. He taught me a love of words: how people use them, why they choose to say or write one word over another. When we write, our teachers tell us to be “evocative and precise.” But those are two separate qualities, and they’re often at odds with each other.
As an example, take the phrase “John hit Bob.” It’s not evocative. It’s a statement with little to say emotionally. It’s not precise, either. Was it a punch? A kick? Did John hit Bob with his car? “John punched Bob,” is better. It’s a little more evocative, because we generally have some idea about the emotions involved when men punch each other. A little more precise, too. What about “John smashed Bob’s face in?” Well, it’s very evocative. It certainly paints a picture, both emotionally and as a scene. But it lacks precision. After all, unless Bob is a zombie, it’s unlikely that John literally smashed his face in. It indicates fury, but in doing so, it loses the ability to clearly demonstrate the damage done.
When people cheat, the words they use are an indicator of a lot of different things. Their mental state, for one, but more importantly, their willingness to accept blame for their actions. The classic “it was an accident” is absolute bullshit, and everyone knows it. You didn’t accidentally fall on your boss’s dick while you happened to accidentally both be naked in his suite at the company retreat in Poughkeepsie, lady. People that use that word, “accident,” are trying to separate the outcomes of their actions from their own culpability. It’s the “mistakes were made” of the adulterous. It’s evocative, but the emotions it evokes are all bullshit, fake apologies for people who can’t face the music. I’ve never claimed that anything I did was accidental.
The far end of that is “I made bad choices.” It’s not very evocative. “I failed you” is more evocative, but it’s a little less honest. Less precise. It puts the onus, just a bit, on the person who was cheated on; “my fidelity to you was tested, a fidelity that wouldn’t have mattered if it weren’t for you, and I failed that test.” I prefer “I made bad choices.” It’s precise. A bit boring, but if you’re really sorry? If you really want to fix shit and make amends? Go with that.
In the middle is “I made a mistake.” This one’s slippery. It’s imprecise, because it veers perilously close to “accident” if used wrong. But it’s alo evocative, because it indicates a certain amount of both sorrow and ownership. “I” is integral in that sentence. It doesn’t blame others for what you did.
For what I did.
A mistake, to me, is a bad choice that was made without ill intent. Maybe due to a lack of knowledge, a misunderstanding of intention, or even simply a failure to recognize one’s own limitations. Derek was a manipulative bastard, and I didn’t fully recognize that yet.
I trusted him. I made a mistake; at least that’s what I’ve always told myself. Other people will say that I should have known that even letting him talk to me in the store was a bad choice, rather than the more forgivable “mistake.” But those are people who think that my later actions retroactively made me always a villain and never a victim. Fuck those people, and if you’re one of them? Fuck you, too. Go find a glass house, asshole.
Later, I made bad choices. Real bad choices where I knew better, where I was selfish and greedy and egotistical. But the first coffee with him? That was just a mistake.
“Sure, that sounds great. I’m on break in half an hour.”
We talked and laughed. It was so much like old times. We talked about our lives; the touring life agreed with him. He was finally on the path to being the rock star he’d always wanted to be. I could see a little pain in his eyes when I told him about Tim. He knew that he’d been more than replaced in my heart; my first love paled in comparison to the intensity of my second. He hadn’t ever really had to deal with that before, at least with me. He had gotten used, I think, to the notion that I’d be the one waiting at home for him while he was off fucking other girls. It rattled him, and that secretly thrilled me. Just a little.
At lunch, later that afternoon, we eventually got around to talking about music and writing. He showed me a few things he was working on, and they were not good, at all. I had felt bad about my post-breakup writings, but they were miles better than Derek’s. We brainstormed a bit. He walked away with a handful of new ideas, and I spent my second coffee break that day writing in my notebook for the first time in months.
When I got home, I had planned to tell Tim about it. But he’d had a bad day in classes. One of his teachers at the time had yet again chosen to make an example of him, for whatever reason. He was stompy and sullen, so I decided to just do what I could to soothe him. We had a nice dinner together and cuddled on the couch for a while while he talked it out with me. Then, we went to bed and had the most explosive sex we’d ever had up to that point.
Something had been unleashed in me. Not by Derek, but by my return to writing. The ideas that I had in my head, that I had started to put onto paper, energized me. In reconnecting with my creative self, I was able to better connect with the rest of myself, and I channeled that into passionate, wonderful lovemaking with my boyfriend. We ended the night giddy and tired; after he fell asleep, I stayed up and wrote. The rest of the week went like that as well: write in my journal at lunch and on my coffee breaks, go home and fuck my boyfriend into blissful slumber, write until I passed out, repeat. I was back and better than ever, and it was the best feeling in the world.
The writing was good, too! There had been a certain something it had lacked back before, when I was with Derek. I don’t know if it was more experience in life, the feeling of safety that I had now, my deep and reciprocated love for Tim, or some other elusive element, but I was happier with the things I was putting to paper than any that I ever had before. Tim, of course, just said, “That’s really great, hon!” But my friends, the ones who could previously only criticize… well, they still criticized me. That’s just how creative circles are. But there were compliments, too, and even in the most critical, I could see jealousy.
I think that’s why I answered when Derek called me: my ego. He wanted to get together again and talk some more. Maybe pitch some ideas around, show each other what we’d come up with. We met up for lunch. Caught up a little bit more. Then, we had our show-and-tell. His new stuff was as marked an improvement over his old stuff as mine was. We knew this could be a fruitful new partnership for us, but I was worried about Tim.
“I get that, El. I don’t want to fuck up what you have. Maybe we should just stop.” That fake sincerity I hadn’t yet realized was fake.
I bit my thumbnail. “I really… I like the stuff we’re making. I think it’s been good. And…” I blushed a little bit. “It’s… things with Tim have been really good, too.”
He laughed. “Hah, I know what that means!” My blush deepend. “Man, he’s so lucky to have you. I can’t wait to meet him.”
“I, uh, I don’t know if that’s a good idea. I… it really fucked me up when you left. I don’t…”
Derek nodded sagely. “I get it. Don’t want to worry him in case I flake again.” A broad, open grin. “You’ve always been such a great girlfriend, Ellie. So thoughtful and caring. He really is lucky.” He looked up and clucked his tongue. “Tell you what, babe. Let’s prove that there’s nothing to worry about. We’ll have lunch occasionally, collaborate some, maybe. Just two friends hanging out. And then, when you feel comfortable I won’t bail again, I’ll meet the dude.”
It sounded surprisingly reasonable. That should have tipped me off, but I wanted to believe that he’d simply grown as a person, like I thought I had.
We had coffee at that cafe one more time, the following week. Then he suggested we change venues. Why pay for overpriced sandwiches and coffee when we could have a picnic in the park? He’d bring the refreshments, and we could work out in the open air. Made sense.
We did that for the next two sessions, both that week. I hadn’t consciously noticed how much time I was spending with him. I got comfortable around him again. The pain from the past became easier to let go.
I finally found what drove him to end things between us; when he hooked up with Sabrina, they wrote some songs together. But she wasn’t his muse, and they weren’t as good as when we were together. After he broke up with her, he tried to find another source of inspiration, but the only thing that came close was his pain at losing me. That’s what he said, at any rate. Our continued collaboration yielded great results: for his music. for my writing. for the way I could physically express my love with Tim. We all got something out of it, even if Tim didn’t know it yet.
The following week after that, it was raining. He suggested we just go to his place. There was a little voice in the back of my head saying, “This is a few steps too far.” But, for all of the things that Derek had done, he’d never blatantly taken advantage of me before. And I loved Tim with all of my heart, so I had no fear of infidelity, no thought of it even. I ignored my misgivings.
His flat was a dump, a tiny little studio with a futon and not much else. That made sense; he was only in it for a few months out of the year. But the company made it seem cozy instead of cramped. We had fun hanging out again like when we were teenagers. It felt like safe, platonic fun. He played the songs he’d written with me and claimed I was the first person he’d ever played them for. Maybe he was telling the truth. When the time was up, he walked me to the door, then back to my car. A perfect gentleman. A good friend. I felt foolish for my earlier worries.
Over the next two weeks, this was the pattern. Each time a little more intimacy. A little more trust rewarded with absolute propriety on his part. “Hey, you want to hang out a little longer while the storm passes?” “Hey, why don't you come over on your day off; Tim’s working his weekend gig, right?” “Hey, you want a beer?” An innocent kiss on the cheek when I left. Two beers, enough for a usual non-drinker like me to feel a buzz, but no more. A little innocent, friendly flirting. Less and less talk of Tim, although I didn’t realize that at the time.
One day, we got stuck. We were trying to come up with a new lyric for his song, something that fit the rhyme scheme without being too obvious. We each had our own methods; I plotted things out far in advance, and he had occasional flashes of brilliant insight. We worked well together, except when we didn’t, when he suddenly needed to think ahead and I needed to be more spontaneous. We had another couple of beers; he was on his fourth and I my third. But three for me was a lot, while four for him was next to nothing.
I had forgotten what came next when we got stuck on a song.
He sat down and looked in my eyes. Took my hands. A faint memory echoed in his smile. A distant warning that, in my mildly inebriated state, I ignored. A sudden reminiscence of how we’d always gotten past writer’s block in the past. He kissed me, and it was like we were in high school again. The beer, my need to create, fond memories, a passion I’d thought gone: everything combined to make me, for a time, forget the love that I had for the best man in the world.
Afterwards, I cried. I cried for a long time as he tried to console me. Tried to apologize. I was furious, but he wouldn’t let me leave until I calmed down. He cried, too; whether the tears were real or not, I don’t know. The part of me that knows he really loved me once wants to believe they were, wants to believe that this betrayal was a step too far even for what he’d become. The part that hates him now doesn’t. That part just wishes he’d dropped dead the day he walked out of my life the first time.
“You can’t tell him, Ellie.”
I sobbed, “What? Of course I can! I have to! It will– ”
Derek’s voice was calm, collected. Logical. “El, you told me about him. About how jealous he is. He’ll– “
“He’d never do anything to hurt me, you asshole!”
He bowed his head. “Yes he would, babe. He’d leave you. He’d hurt himself and you because of my moment of weakness. If you tell him…”
I fled his apartment and sat in my car, feeling the subtle, wonderful ache inside where I’d let a man that was not my boyfriend… oh god. Oh god. I cried some more. I checked my neck and exposed skin for marks and thanked whatever saint watched out for cheaters that there were none. And… oh, oh, thank god, Derek had at least used a condom. I had somehow remembered to beg for one, for that tiny, insignificant nod to my boyfriend’s safety. Once I stopped crying again, I drove home, desperate to get there and shower before Tim returned.
I spent a long time in the shower, trying to clean off the filth that wasn’t there. It felt like I could never be clean again. I stayed under the water until it ran cold, and then longer, shivering and suffering. Derek was right. I’d break Tim’s heart if I told him. It wasn’t even that he’d break up with me; I deserved to lose him after what I’d done. But I knew him. I knew after what happened with his girlfriend in high school, that he’d decide he could never trust a woman again if he found out I’d cheated, too. I shivered in the cold water until I couldn’t stand it anymore, until my lips turned blue and I was shaking violently. It wasn’t much of a penance, but it was the only one I could think to pay.



I could never see Derek again. I knew that. If he came to me at the store, I’d have to call security and get him bounced. If he approached me on the street, I’d kick him in the balls. I could never let him get near me again. Ever. I trusted myself around him after what had happened; foolish in retrospect, but I thought what had motivated me was stupid emotion and a lack of alcohol tolerance. I knew I’d never cheat with Derek again, but if I saw him around, I’d be so angry that Tim would eventually realize something was off. And I couldn’t do that to him.
Was my not telling him a mistake or a bad choice? The lines blur here a lot. The more charitable take would say “mistake,” that even though I was dishonest, it was motivated by a wish to protect Tim’s heart and general decent nature from my stupidity. The less charitable, perhaps more honest, would say I was too selfish to let him go. Both things can be true. I’ve never come down one way or another on this one, even years later.
It was far easier to hide my guilt than I expected. I made a nice dinner, but nothing too nice. I let Tim pick the movie we’d watch. I was as giving as I could be in bed that night, trying to erase the memories of my infidelity with the love that I had for the best man in the world. It worked.
I think, in some ways, that was the first real step to my damnation. The world didn’t blow up. There were no repercussions outside of my own guilt. He didn’t figure it out. He had no clue at all; he just thought I was being extra nice to him that night. He just thought I was the loving girlfriend that I’d always tried to be with him.
That… that I was with him. That I really was. I was that girlfriend with him, even now. I loved him. Really, truly, with my whole heart. If he had asked me to marry him that night, we would have been on a plane to Vegas. If he had asked me to chuck my whole life away and move to Alaska, I’d have done it. He was my world.
Except.
Except for my writing. When Tim went to sleep that night, I wrote. Nothing directly about what had happened; that would have been beyond foolish. Tim wanted to see my work sometimes, even if he didn’t really get it. He tried, and I loved that about him.
But what I wrote that night, what I wrote each night that week, was suffused with a new, darker essence. There was a depth and complexity that was there that hadn’t been before. My infidelity had shown me places in myself that I didn’t know existed. I didn’t yet think, wouldn’t let myself comprehend that maybe they hadn’t been there before. That I had eroded a part of my soul when I cheated on Tim. That maybe I’d lost even more when I didn’t tell him afterwards.
Those first couple of nights, I wrote some of the best works I’d ever written. Some of the best that I’d ever write, if I’m telling the truth. But near the end of that week, the well started to run dry again. This was the first time since Derek had come back into my life that I hadn’t seen him for more than a few days. It hurt to lose the spark again, but I just told myself that it was how things had to be. I loved Tim too much to lose him.
When Derek showed up outside the bookstore the next week, just in time for my scheduled lunch, I almost shouted for security. But I didn’t. I’d like to say the usual copout of, “oh, I didn’t know why, there was just this sudden hesitation.” I know exactly why. My well had run dry. His had, too. There was no point in pretending.
I snarled, “What now, asshole?”
He held his hands up, trying to placate me. “I’m so sorry, Ellie. What I did that night was wrong. I didn’t…” He hung his head. “Jesus, I’m such a piece of garbage.”
“No argument.” God, this pathetic fuck.
He nodded, neck still bent, eyes still down. “I deserve that. I do. But I don’t want to stop.” He realized, I think, what he’d just implied, and his head snapped up, panic written across it. “Not that! Not the… I mean, the other. The writing. It’s been so… It’s…” He pulled his phone out of his pocket. “Just five minutes, El. Just give me five minutes, and I’ll leave your life forever if you want.”
I grumbled. “Fine.” I should have told him to go. Should have stuck to what I’d told myself. But I was weak. It was just five minutes.
We found a seat at the little bistro we’d first gone to when we started having lunch together. He handed me his phone and earbuds, then indicated the track I should play. It was sublime. It was the track we’d been blocked on when I drunkenly let him fuck me. When we used an old solution and made a new problem. When I helped create something wondrous and beautiful by doing something ugly and terrible.
The first track ended and I was into the second. There were five in all, each different, each incredible. Music by Derek. Lyrics mostly by me, mixed passages from our brainstorming sessions that he’d turned into something truly great.
I showed him my writing. He wept openly; I hadn’t seen Derek cry in years, not since we were kids, after his dad beat him bloody for mouthing off. We’d made poetry and music; the best things we’d ever created. Maybe works of art that would stand the test of time. And all it cost me was fifteen minutes under an egotistical asshole that I used to love. That and any notion that I was a faithful woman to the best man in the world.
I didn’t want to fuck Derek again. He didn’t push it, at all. I don’t know if he was pretending then, or if the art really was what drove him. But between that lunch and when he left town for the next tour a couple weeks later, our relationship was strictly a collaborative, creative one. He never even touched me, other than in casual ways: pulling me up off the futon when it was time to go, tapping me on the shoulder when he wanted my attention. Nothing sexual, nothing romantic.
My nights with Tim afterwards were even more frenzied. There was the new creativity that fueled me, but an intense guilt as well. I wasn’t cheating on him again, but I was putting myself in temptation’s path. Not because I wanted Derek, but because I wanted to create art, and I knew we’d get stuck again at some point. I tried to tell myself that once he was on tour, that would be the end of it.
My tank stayed topped up for another week after Derek left. I kept creating things that, while not quite at the pinnacle of what I’d made after my shameful moment of weakness, were not far off. But eventually, I ran dry again. Tim could tell something was wrong; I was less affectionate than I’d been, even before Derek showed up at the bookstore that first time. It lasted a week before I shook it off. I still had the love of my life, and I took solace in that.
“Took solace.” Even now, I cringe at how I was already starting to put my love for him behind my love of writing.
When Derek returned after his next tour four months later, Tim and I were engaged. I had already decided nothing could happen with Derek again. We could write together, and that was it. If we got stuck, he could go find some groupie, and I’d go make love to my fiancé. We’d reconvene later. It was a good plan. Elegant. Simple. Pointless.
We tried. We got stuck on a tricky verse, and I went home to Tim. We spent the night together as we always did when I was working with Derek, a night filled with passionate and intimate lovemaking. But after he fell asleep, I found my own solo efforts were still stuck. Not fully; I could write some, albeit nothing of quality. But I knew, before I even got back to Derek’s studio apartment, that the problem hadn’t resolved itself.
We stayed stuck for a week. I kept trying with Tim to get past it; Derek may have been trying with various sluts, or he could have just been waiting me out. He was a liar, even if I didn’t know it yet. I was in it for the art, not for him. He was in it for both by then, and he was perfectly happy to play a long game. He only needed so many songs, and we’d already come up with an extra album’s worth in the weeks before and after the most recent tour. He just needed me to get desperate enough to do what he wanted.
And I did. I tried to convince myself that I wasn’t cheating on Tim with Derek, that I was just doing what I needed to do for my art. If that sounds preposterously stupid and pompous, remember that I was a barely 21 year old English major. Adjust your expectations accordingly.
This moment. This moment is when I can point to a time and say, without hesitation and unequivocally, “I made a bad choice.” Not a mistake, a bad choice. I knew that I was risking everything on something that shouldn’t have mattered as much as my fiancé’s love. I did it knowing it was wrong. I did it, and I had no excuses for it.
This time, I couldn’t deny that my body responded to Derek’s; he was a skilled lover, and even if he was fairly selfish, I know now that he was trying to draw me in, that he was trying to make it as good for me as he could. And it was working. My traitorous body responded to his ministrations, and I orgasmed calling someone else’s name for the first time since I’d met Tim. Afterwards, when I felt the clouds part and knew we’d be able to finish the song, I realized that it wasn’t just the sex that fueled our collaboration, but the connection we shared, too. The one that we’d shared since we were kids.
The tears came afterwards again, but we got back to work and found we were past our writer’s block. I couldn’t concentrate, though, once we finished that tiny bit that was missing. All I could think about was what I’d done, and who I’d done it with. Derek soothingly talked to me. “El, babe. I know… I’m not proud of this either, okay? But it’s what we need for this. For us to work. You know…” He sighed. “You know Tim loves you, right?”
I snapped, “Fuck you, asshole. Of course I know he does. Don’t try to dress this up as some kind of sacrifice he’s making for me. Or for art. Or for whatever bullshit justification you’re trying to make. He can’t make a sacrifice that he doesn’t know about.”
He shook his head. “I’m not, Ellie. I’m…” He paused. “When we were kids, when I was touring and you let me… be with other women. I never rubbed it in your face, right? Always did my best to keep it separate.” I opened my mouth to speak, but he stopped me. “Just– just hear me out, okay?” I nodded sullenly. “You were able to do that, because you trusted me, right? Because we were able to talk about it. It kept both of us happy, and you dealt with your jealousy so, so well, babe. I was in awe of that, Ellie.”
I glowered, but he continued. “You and I both know that Tim can’t do that. That he’d never forgive you. He loves you, babe.” He looked away. “He loves you more than I do, I know. Loves you enough to give you your dreams.” Then his eyes found mine again. “But he can’t give you this. He would if he could, I know. Ellie, if you could find a way to do this without me, to create without me, you would. And I’d tell you to. You know that, right?” That friendly, sad smile. The one that made girls think he was so soulful. I hate it now.
I nodded. It shouldn’t have been this easy to convince me, but it was. He continued. “You’ve told me how good things are with him when you’re working with me. How much you can be for him then.” I ground my teeth. “I’m not saying… I’m not trying to say that he’s better off because of us.” ‘Us.’ His phrasing should have been a tipoff. Not ‘our collaboration’ or ‘our work,’ but ‘us.’ I should have twigged to it then, but he caught me when I was distraught and casting about for an excuse to do the thing I wanted to, deep down.
“I’m just saying that what we do here isn’t taking anything away from him. I won’t let it, babe. He’ll always be your priority, as far as I’m concerned. And I’m sure you feel the same way.” A little nod of my head, tacitly agreeing with the devil that selling my soul really wasn’t that big of a deal. ”Then be everything you can be for him, El. Be… more, I guess, when we’re working together. Like you have been for him. Don’t let him know you’re guilty; I know that you are, because you’re so good, babe. So pure.” Fucking bastard. “Don’t risk his happiness because we’re weak. Because, Ellie, you and I both know we’re going to keep being weak together, at least for now.”
And we were. We rarely had sex. Once a week, if that. Often no more than two or three times a month. But he slowly wormed his way back into my heart. It wasn’t love then, but it was affection. When I was with him, I was with him. When I was with Tim, I was with Tim. I separated things out; any guilt that I felt, I’d channel into my creations when I was with Derek, and channel into my love when I was with Tim. It worked. I felt like a complete bitch sometimes; a lot of the time there at the beginning. But, hey, we’ve got to suffer for our art, right?
Tim and I were married, and I managed to stay away from Derek for almost a year. But he came around, and I was weak. I had missed him. I realized, damn me, that I had missed him and not just our collaboration. There was an “us” there where I’d hoped there never would be again. I didn’t love him anything near like I did Tim; I don’t think I ever could have. But my resentment had faded and left behind something I could only honestly recognize as a romantic love for my oldest friend. I felt all the more guilty for it, but even that faded in time.
We became intimate again, emotionally intimate. Then, more physically intimate as an expression of that. He wanted to stop using condoms, because he missed the way we felt together; I did, too. We found a way to make that safe, or at least safer. He promised to use protection at all times on tour, to be celibate for a month before returning home, and we would only resume our lovemaking– for fuck’s sake, when did it become lovemaking instead of sex?– once he had a clean test result. We made love more often, no longer limiting it just to a need to get past a block. That was still my primary reason, but not the sole one anymore.
My marriage with Tim was still going wonderfully. I know that sounds insane, given that I just told you how I was letting my musician boyfriend fuck me unprotected after he got back from touring because I loved him so much. But it’s still the truth. When Derek was gone, except for the regular week or two dip in my enthusiasm as my creative flame died out, Tim and I were amazing together.
Even in my low spots, I’d put us against any other couple we knew for love and intimacy. We reveled in each other's company, took joy in our days together, made love most nights. When Derek was there, it was even more true. My creative fires were lit again, a bright beacon that illuminated all of the love I had for my husband when I was with him.
Tim let me live out my dream, my fairytale. He made me feel safe and loved, he cared for me, he provided for me. I was able to keep on at the bookstore part time, because his salary was good enough for us to afford it. I would usually get home before him and make dinner, clean the house, and do all of the other domestic things I’d wanted to. He was my breadwinner. I was his homemaker. I loved him. Loved us. Loved what we were together, what I was sure we’d always be together.
That love is what led to the end of our happiness. That love, and my stupidity. Tim and I decided we wanted to make the next big step. We wanted to have kids. Derek had gone back on tour, and I went off the pill. My husband and I were having sex literally every night at that point. Surely, surely I would be pregnant before Derek got back. I’d already decided that, regardless of how much I loved our art and how much I cared for Derek, that would be when I’d break things off with him. He and I had talked about it, and he’d agreed. I’ll never know if he was sincere about that or if he would have tried to get me back again afterwards, but I’d like to think he actually loved me enough by then to let me go.
I got pregnant. It happened during a window when it could have been by either of my lovers. “How can you be that fucking stupid?” I hear you ask. Simple. Derek came back. He got his test. We celebrated, using condoms. The condoms in his bedside table. The condoms that had sat unused for three years. The condoms that were well past their expiration date.
We’d both been drinking. Celebrating, remember? In our drunken lust, we didn’t notice the rubber had broken until he came inside of me. Then I noticed, for sure. Then he did. Then we panicked. This was not what was supposed to happen, at all. Neither of us wanted for me to have his kid. He never wanted to have a kid at all.
I considered getting Plan B, but I just couldn’t. What if I was already carrying Tim’s baby? We’d been at it night and day for months, doubly so for the past week since Derek was back and I was writing again. I didn’t think I was in my fertile window that night, but my cycle had always been just a touch irregular. We just hoped for the best and got some fresh condoms later that day. It’s not like I was going to stop fucking my boyfriend, right? That would be crazy.
Life went on as normal. We tried to ignore the elephant in the room. I could have taught a masterclass in denial by then, and Derek was very much a “live in the moment” kind of guy. Even if we felt some kind of love for each other, the impetus of our relationship was still our shared collaboration, and we went at it hammer and tongs. We knew that, one way or another, this was probably going to be our last time together, and we were going to go out with a bang.
I missed my period. Derek’s reaction was a very simple, “Fuck.”
I waited a few days, hoping against hope that this was just my body being a tad irregular again. It was not. I took a test, then another, and a third. I was pregnant.
We sat on the results for almost another month. Like I said, denial. Finally, it was getting close to the time when Derek was supposed to head out for his next tour. I sat down with him in the morning when I got to his flat.
“We’re going to have to tell Tim.”
He furrowed his brows. “Well, yeah. You’re pregnant. He’s going to figure that out eventually.”
Still such a dope. “No, Derek. We’re going to have to tell him everything. About us. About you and me. About… about you maybe being the father.”
His eyes went wild. “What? No, wh– why would we do that? We don’t– he doesn’t have to know!”
“Derek, think about it. You’ve got dark hair, dark eyes, and olive skin. Tim and I are both pale and blonde with blue eyes. I don’t know anyone on half of my family tree, but Tim's whole family looks like vikings. If the baby comes out and it doesn’t…” I let myself trail off and waited for him to pick up.
“... Fuck.” He sighed. “So… so what do we do?”
“I’ll talk to him. Break it to him bit by bit. I’m kind of putting the speech together in my head. He’ll be hurt, but I know him; I think I do, anyways. He’ll… I can get him to come around. I’m sure of it.” I looked away. “But no matter what else happens, you and I are through. There’s no way he’d accept even casual contact between us. I’m sorry. That’s just how it has to be.”
He took my hands. “El, no, don’t… I understand. Please, don’t… I get it, babe. This is your life, your family. I’ve been…” He started to tear up. “I’ve been so lucky to have you as my muse. As my friend. As my…” He didn’t say it. We never had out loud; we both knew he was my boyfriend, but saying it made it too real. Too hard. “I’ll be fine.” He chuckled. “I’ve got like four albums worth of songs stored up now. And after that?” He shrugged and gave a goofy grin. “Eh, there’s always the state fair circuit.”
We made love that morning. Not fucking, not him trying to show off for me, not us trying to get past a block with a quick hump. We made love. It was a return to our youth, before Derek’s groupies, before our split, before our artistic endeavors. It was two people trying to make each other happy, because we both knew how much sadness there was on the horizon. An ending for us. Maybe for more than just us. After we finished, we showered together and made love under the spray one last time, then went to get lunch.



I don’t know why we went out to eat that day. We’d never gone on dates while working together, not really. One time when it was Derek's birthday and Tim was out of town, we had dinner at a restaurant in a part of town I never went to. We caught a movie a couple of times when trying to get past a block and our usual method didn’t work. Went for a walk in the park every once in a while. On the rare occasions we were out in public together, we were very careful to not appear as anything other than two friends hanging out.
But 99% of the time we were at his place. It was a different place now; it had been six years, and Derek’s modest success allowed him to move into a bigger apartment in a nicer neighborhood. He had an extensive collection of guitars on one wall, but those were the probably only things in the place that cost more than $50; everything else was salvaged from a dumpster, a thrift store, or the dumpster of a thrift store.
I think we went out because it was the end. It felt like we should commemorate it somehow. We chose a new cafe that Tim and I had been thinking about trying, on the other side of town from his work and our apartment. I had forgotten that my husband had a doctor’s appointment that morning. If I’d remembered, maybe this would have all ended differently. Probably not, but regrets aren’t rational things; they weigh you down whether they make sense or not.
Derek and I reminisced, not just of our time together as writing partners, but of our long friendship and love for each other. We held hands, cuddled, and let the public illusion that we were just friends fall away for a little bit. It was an indulgence I felt I could grant him… No, that was untrue. It was an indulgence I felt I could grant us. It seemed like a minor risk, so close to when we’d be over. As we finished our meal, he leaned across the table and gave me a deep, loving kiss, the last one we’d ever share. Then we said our goodbyes and went our separate ways.
I sat in the park and cried for a while. Cried because it was the end of things with Derek. Cried because it was probably the end of my writing career, such as it was. I knew that I was a dilettante; I’d never been published, wasn't really interested in acclaim. I wrote because I loved to write. It was a burning need that I couldn’t explain. For Derek, it wasn’t just his livelihood, but his dream.
My dream was Tim and our life together. He was my livelihood, too, although I’d never thought of him that way. It seemed so mercenary, like I was some kind of gold digger. I wasn’t; I loved Tim for Tim, and I’d have loved him even if we were poor. I have to believe that’s true, that I couldn’t just put a dollar value on my love for him. But I’ll never know for sure. We were never tested in that way. I, and my actions, were the only thing that ever tested out love.
I cried for Tim. No matter how deftly I handled this, no matter how well I– how well I— manipulated him. God. Of course it was manipulation. But I didn’t want to think of it like that. It was so crass. I loved him. Of course it wasn’t manipulation. I was “looking out for our shared best interests.” No matter how well I “argued my case,” I was going to hurt him. No matter how “gently I put the truth,” I had still cheated on him. And no matter how I “helped him through this,” there was still the chance I was carrying another man’s baby.
I cried for my baby. It was innocent. It didn’t deserve to have me as a mother. If I didn’t handle Tim correctly, it might grow up without a father entirely; there was no way Derek would step up. And I knew, regardless of what happened, that I wasn’t going to give the baby up. My child’s only hope was that I could thread the needle that kept Tim with me long enough to bond with me again, to bond with the idea of being a father, that if the unthinkable happened, he wouldn’t walk out on both of us. This was before safe DNA tests on the mother’s blood were widely available; I knew he wouldn’t chance an in utero test. He was too good a man to risk a child’s life like that.
I sat on the park bench for hours, working on a plan. On a speech. As I’d said before, Derek was the improvisational genius of our duo. I needed to plan, to think, to plot out where a story would go. I rested there, my hand on my belly, the greatest inspiration of all inside of me, and argued and counterargued every single point I would make with Tim, what I’d say, my tone, his responses and my rationalizations.
As night began to fall, I nodded to myself. This would work. I’d be able to keep us together, to keep my baby safe. Maybe to even keep Tim happy. I prayed I could; he was the best man in the world, and he deserved happiness, despite how awfully his wife had treated him.
They say that no plan survives contact with the enemy. But I didn’t know, when I stepped through that door, that Tim and I were already enemies. I thought that I had surprise on my side, but I was walking into an ambush.
The skunky stench of marijuana when I opened our door was the first warning that something was wrong. I’d gotten Tim to stop pot and most of his drinking years before, shortly after we were married. It always made me uncomfortable, likely a reaction to Gloria’s much more intense drug use. He knew it was probably an overreaction, but he loved me enough to give it up.
When I entered our living room, I found him on the couch staring off into space. There was an empty six pack’s worth of bottles on one side of him, an ashtray with the remains of a joint on the other, and a sandwich wrapper wadded up on the floor in front. That was all strange enough, an indicator that something bad had happened. His job, maybe? Something he found out at the doctor?
But then why was he in shorts and a t-shirt, his old running gear? His smelly shoes were on the floor next to the couch, and he looked exhausted. He was dirty and covered in dried sweat. And his eyes were red; at first I thought just from the pot, but then I realized he’d been crying, too. I’d never seen him like this. Had someone died?
“Is that pot? Tim, are you okay? What’s happened?”
His voice was weird. Far too relaxed. A complete mismatch for his physical state. “Oh, nothing. You know, same old same old. How was your day?”
The hairs on the back of my neck were sticking up. I knew before I knew. “Tim, you’re scaring me. What’s going on?”
He looked up at me, and there was nothing there. No love. No hate. An emotionless void. “You tell me, Ellie. How long have you been fucking Derek?”
Nowhere in my preparation had I thought of this scenario. I had no storyline plotted for “Tim already knows.” My brain shut down as I raced to craft a new yarn that could save our fairytale. A lie, the truth, something in between, anything. I could only stammer. I didn’t hear what he said next.
He fiddled with his phone as I tried to come up with a coherent thought, then threw it at my feet. Pictures. Pictures of me and Derek, in the cafe, kissing in a way that couldn’t even slightly be construed as just friendly. “Let’s just skip the lying part, Ellie. I went to the cafe to see if it’d be a good place to take you on a date.” He snorted, and I saw a flicker of emotion in his bloodshot eyes. “Guess so!”
Then he looked down at the floor, shoulders slumped in resignation and exhaustion. “So. How long?”
There was no time left to think. I could only croak, “Tim, it’s not– “
“HOW. FUCKING. LONG. ELLIE.” He was on his feet in an instant, shouting in my face. He had never been like this before. I’d gotten used to him being my sweet, loving husband for so long that I’d forgotten how big he was. How intimidating he could be. For the first time in my life, I was scared of him.
I could only shrink back as I started to cry. Any thoughts of turning this around fled my head in terror. “Two months.”
He eased back from me, shaking his head and looking away. “Two months. Well, that’s just fucking– “
The truth slipped unbidden from my lips, a whisper that would destroy us. “This time.”
He rocked back on his heels. Started to stagger. Tim was very, very smart. It was one of the things I loved about him. He was great with puzzles. We’d watch mysteries and he would have even the twistiest of them solved before the midpoint. I watched his eyes dart around, putting everything together in moments.
He knew.
Oh god! He knew!
My husband lurched towards our bedroom, shoving me aside as he went. “Jesus, Ellie. Jesus!” I could hear the tears before I could see them. I followed behind him and saw him fall onto the bed like a puppet whose strings had been cut. He sat on the edge and started to weep. “Six years? Six years you’ve been cheating on me? Why… why did… we got married, El! You married me!”
My tears joined his as I knelt and tried to find his gaze. “Because I love you Tim. I’ve always loved you. You’re the best man in the world, the only one that makes me feel safe.”
The sounds from him started as a sad low chuckle that changed into something closer to a maddened cackle the longer they went on. His body heaved with hysterical laughter. I tried to get through to him, started to babble. He needed to know, I needed to show him how much he meant to me. “Please, Tim, please. I mean it. You are the best man I’ve ever met. You’re so good and wonderful and you make me feel safe and loved. Please, I need you to–”
His gaze locked on me then. I’d finally found it, and I wished I hadn’t. With eyes full of fury, he snapped, “I need YOU to get the fuck out of my life! You worthless, cheating cunt! Stop standing here lying to me, get your bag, and leave!”
I couldn’t… he… we… I reached out for him. “What? No, Tim! No, I’m not going to leave you like this. Please, don’t do this to– “ and he slapped my hand away, actually slapped it. It stung, but that was only the physical. I felt a grievous wound inside, knowing what I’d done to him and to us. I lost my balance and fell backwards, landing hard on my ass.
He started to apologize, the old Tim coming to the fore. “Fuck, El, I’m sorry.” I felt a brief pang of hope, but it quickly faded as his expression turned dark again. “I shouldn’t have hit you, but you shouldn't have tried to touch me. Did you think you were going to talk your way out of this? That I’d still want you after you let that diseased prick slide into you? Is it just him, or have you been fucking his whole band, too? How big of a fucking whore are you, Ellie?”
I slapped him. I didn’t even know I was going to. I didn’t know then why. I figured it out later. Whore. He’d called me a whore. I wasn’t a whore. Gloria was a whore. I couldn’t be a whore. I couldn’t be Gloria.
His eyes went wide, and then… and then… I’d only ever see that expression on his face one more time after this. I wished I’d never seen it even once. A demon possessed my love. He grabbed me by the arm and wrenched me to my feet. I thought it was going to come out of its socket. As he dragged me from our bedroom, his free hand grabbed my suitcase– why was my suitcase out, oh god! How long had he been stewing?– and the three of us headed for the front door.
I begged and pleaded, nonsense syllables trying to form a sentence, trying to find a magic phrase that would exorcise my husband. “Tim please don’t please I’m sorry wait I love you please wait don’t babe I– “
“DON’T FUCKING ‘BABE’ ME, YOU GODDAMNED WHORE!” He roared, and I cowered. This wasn’t my Tim. There was no magic word that could bring him back. Only time could do that, if I was lucky.
He opened the door and threw my suitcase through, then pushed me after it. I landed on my knees. Our neighbors were watching the show. He towered over me in the doorway, framed by the light, his face bathed in shadow. “You can pick up your shit later. Have Don call me. I don’t ever want to hear your voice or see your face again.”
I played for time, desperately hoping that my Tim would come back so I could talk to him. It was foolish, but I was almost entirely without hope then and grasped at whatever straws I could find. I said the first thing I could think to get him to keep the door open. “My purse!”
Tim pulled it from the hook next to the door and began to rifle through it. My keys. That’s what he had wanted. He threw the purse at me. “Tim, my keys– ! “
“I paid for it. It’s in my name. It’s not yours anymore.” Still enraged, but cold now as well. Cooling down. Maybe… maybe…
“But how am I going to get to my Dad’s?” Please, please, please come back, Tim. Please, be the loving, logical person I know. I ruined this, but please, let me fix it.
“Call your Dad, call your boyfriend, call an Uber. Hell, go turn tricks on the corner for bus fare, whore. It’s all you’re good for now.”
The door slammed. The bolt clicked. My voice wailed.
I pounded on the door begging and pleading to be let back in. Back into our home, back into our life, back into his heart. I don’t know if he heard any of it. I don’t know if he cared.
Eventually one of our neighbors took pity on me and helped me to her couch. I couldn’t call my Dad; he loved Tim. Called him “son.” I knew Dad would forgive me; it was kind of his thing. But I couldn’t let down yet another man I loved right now. I called Derek.
To say that he was surprised to hear from me again is an understatement. He came to get me as quickly as he could, but I had time to text Dad and let him know the basics of what had happened: I’d cheated on Tim with Derek, it had been going on for a while, and Tim saw us together. I’d been kicked out. He wasn’t mad, just disappointed. Of course. I texted him that I’d let him know when I had any idea about what was going to happen next, and that I’d stay with Derek until I figured things out. Should I have stayed with Dad? Yes, absolutely. Was I thinking clearly? No. No, I was not.
Derek offered to let me stay in his bed, with or without him. I’d never slept there overnight, even when Tim was out of town. Sometimes people are absolutely ridiculous about what boundaries they will and won’t cross. I still wasn’t going to cross this one. Maybe if I just crashed on his couch instead, things would magically be a little less bad. Yeah, it was the same logic that those guys that wear their lucky jerseys to watch football each week adhere to, but it was all I had.
Derek went to bed around one. I stayed up and cried myself to sleep around four. When I woke up, he was gone. He’d left behind coffee and some donuts. There was a note telling me he had something he needed to do and he’d be back later. I sat and moped with a black coffee and a cruller, trying to put any spin on the previous night’s events that didn’t leave me and my baby completely fucked. I didn’t manage it. I sat there from the late morning when I woke up until I heard the sound of Derek’s key in the door.
I knew the look on his face. It was the same one he’d had when he got caught cheating in sixth grade biology. “El, I fucked up.” He looked away. “Real bad.”
Oh shit. “What. Did. You. Do.” I already knew, that fucking–
“I went to see Tim.” Ffffffuuuu-!
I wanted to get up in his face and scream, but I was too tired and too shocked that he’d be this goddamned dumb. He’d done some stupid shit before, like fucking a married woman so that he could keep writing songs, but this took the cake. “What the hell were you thinking?!”
He sat down at the table opposite me. “I just… I thought that… I dunno. Maybe if I went and saw him, man to man, told him the truth that maybe he’d understand this was all my fault. That maybe he’d forgive you, see that I’d tricked you, that– I mean, that I– I– “ He realized what he’d said. Then he realized I’d heard. “El, babe, please don’t– “
I wasn’t as smart as Tim. Wasn’t as good at puzzles. Couldn’t solve a BBC mystery with a copy of the script. But I knew Derek, and I knew me, and I suddenly was Hercule fucking Poirot. “You… you seduced me. You said you wanted to work together but you…” He reached out for my hand, but I recoiled from him.
“No, El, it wasn’t– I didn’t mean it to be– I…” He hung his head. “Yes.”
“You ruined my marriage. You knew that I’d– that I’d trust you, because we were friends. Because I wanted to write again. You saw– you saw how much it meant to me.” I thought back to that first night he’d fucked me, how tipsy I’d been and how tipsy he hadn’t. “You got me drunk! You fucking rap– ”
“No! No I didn’t! You were into it! You wanted it as much as I did!”
I screamed, “I never drink, you son of a bitch! You know that!”
He bit his lip and looked away. “Yeah, but… but you always drank a little bit when we’d have sex, back when we were writing together before. I didn’t– I didn’t try to– I thought– “ There were tears in his eyes. He was an asshole, but he wasn’t a monster. Not like that, anyways.
“And then you told me not to tell him! Was that for me or for you?”
He avoided my gaze. “... Both.”
“Don’t bullshit me, Derek!”
His head pivoted back and he exploded. “You, El! You would have blown up your relationship for what? Jesus, it was just sex, El. He didn’t have to know! And he didn’t– “
Indignant, I shouted, “I should have told him! I listened to you because I thought you cared about me!”
Derek gesticulated wildly. “I did! I do! I just– I just– I missed you, El. I didn’t plan for– “
“Don’t fucking lie to me, Derek! You were just trying to get me comfortable, so I’d fuck you again!
He sighed. “... Yeah. Yeah, alright. I wanted that to happen. But you did, too! You loved the writing, and you knew we’d get there eventually!” He angrily shook his head. “You’re not stupid, El, that’s how it always was! We’d write, we’d get stuck, we’d fuck, we’d get past the block! That’s what we do!”
“I was seeing someone, you asshole! Did you think that wouldn’t change things?”
He rolled his eyes and snorted derisively. “It didn’t, did it? I didn’t force you, babe. I didn’t realize you weren’t as into it as me; I should have waited until you were stone sober, sure. Yeah, I kissed you. But then who pulled my shirt off, El? Who undid my pants?” He leaned forward and enunciated each word. “You. Did.”
I looked away. This asshole.
Derek couldn’t keep the sneer out of his voice. “Yeah. Yeah, there it is. It’s Derek’s fault. Derek’s the bad guy. Derek’s the manipulator. Derek’s the one that made you come to his apartment. It’s not Ellie’s fault, never the princess’s fault. It’s not her fault she needed to write so bad that she came back, that she fucked me again. It’s not her fault that she couldn’t keep her fucking legs closed when she was with me. It’s all Derek’s fault, because Ellie just has no control around him.”
He snarled, “Grow the fuck up, Ellie. Yeah. I’m an asshole. I own that. You knew it; fuck babe, I was banging groupies while we were still dating, and I got you to accept it. But you always chose to come back to me. You chose to keep writing with me, because you just needed to scratch that itch. The itch that the ‘best man in the– !’”
I slapped him. I didn’t even mean to, I just did, like a reflex. He wasn’t going to talk about my husband like that. Tim was ten times the man Derek was.
He just laughed. “Yeah, there it is. You’re as fucked up as I am, El. I just admit it.” He spat out a little blood. ”Good slap. Where’d you learn that little trick from, babe? Anyone we know? Maybe starts with a G?”
Through gritted teeth, I hissed, “Fuck. You.”
My phone pinged, startling us both. It was Tim.
‘Want 2 meet’
‘Yes pls. Miss u’
‘Whatever. When/where?’
Derek looked over, interested. “Tim?” I grudgingly nodded. “What’s he say?”
I didn’t look up. I wanted to meet him as soon as I could. But I was worried. I still hadn’t come up with any solution. Any way to fix us. And… and I was scared. What if he acted the same way he did the night before? What if he was worse? “He wants to meet up. Asked me when and where.”



He sighed. “Do it here. Don’t look at me like that; I know you think I’m an idiot, but it makes sense. You’re mad at me, and you have every right to be, El. But he was violent with you. He was violent with me; even threatened to kill me at one point. He’s going to be angry no matter how long you let this go. You need to be with someone else when you talk to him.”
“I could go to my dad’s.”
Derek laughed. “You wouldn’t even go there last night. You know Don’ll either get Gloria flashbacks and take Tim’s side and browbeat you, or he'll try to play good little Christian mediator and get in the middle of something he doesn’t understand. He’ll patch the two of you up for the five minutes you’re there, and it’ll all fall back apart once you’re home. We’ve both seen him do it before, when he tries to ‘help,’ meddles in shit he only thinks he understands.”
I hated to admit it, but he was right. “Somewhere public, then.”
“Really? You going to sit out in the middle of a Starbuck’s and get into all of this, El? Or a park? How long do you think it will take before one of you is shouting and the cops get called?”
“Why here, then?”
“It’s private. You can be as loud as you need to be. I’ll be here– “ I started to object and he raised his hands. “– I will keep my mouth shut unless spoken to. But I can be here to protect you.”
I laughed at the thought. “He’d fucking flatten you, Derek.”
That irritatingly endearing wry grin. “No less than I deserve. And it gives you time to get away.” He sighed and leaned forward. “Babe, I’ve fucked this up. I’ve fucked up your whole life. I know that. I… I’m a selfish fucking dick. The whole world would be better if I wasn’t in it.” I didn’t mean for it to, but my expression softened just a bit.
”But please, let me at least try to help you this one last time. I promise, no tricks, no more manipulations. I have fucked everything up for you, and I owe it to you to try my best to fix it. This is the best of a bunch of bad choices. If you can come up with a better one, do it. If not, tell him I insisted we meet here. We can do it tomorrow morning, and maybe you can come up with something to fix this by then.”
I sat and thought. Then I thought some more. This was a bad idea. But he was right: it was the least bad of the options that I could think of at the time. I texted Tim, and, after some back and forth, he agreed to meet at Derek’s in the morning.
The rest of my day was spent interrogating Derek. The idiot had tried to improvise his way through most of the conversation with Tim, and he had made things so, so much worse. A little bit more of me withered and died with every sentence he uttered. He had made the whole thing all about him, including the idea that this had all happened because I just wanted to be his muse.
I know he was trying to take the heat off, but… fuck, he made me sound so much shallower than I was. It was bad enough when I was getting something out of it myself, even if it was just inspiration for my writing. But the way he made it sound, all I got was to be his muse. And now, due to his ego, I was going to have to dig myself out of an even deeper hole.
I couldn’t sleep again that night. Didn’t come up with any solutions, couldn’t think of a single way I’d even maybe be able to keep Tim and me together. In retrospect, I should have let it go for another day or two. Maybe stayed with Dad for a few nights and see if he could come up with any way to straighten us out, or talked to other friends for ideas. I was so tunnel-visioned on fixing this that I couldn’t see that what I needed was patience and new insights, not blindly rushing forward and hoping.
But Tim and I had always gotten through our problems. We’d always been able to do it together. It may have been wishful thinking, but I was exhausted, I’d just found out I’d been seduced and betrayed by my lifelong best friend, and I was utterly distraught. Wishful thinking was all I had left.
Derek and I fought the next morning. He decided that he was going to be my protector again: wanted to open the door, wanted to check Tim out before he let him in, wanted to stay between us “just in case.” I told him to shut the fuck up and stay in his lane; he was there as a meat shield if Tim actually did get violent, which I still couldn’t believe he would. That night at our apartment had to be a one-off; I’d fucking hit him in the face, and all he did was drag me out. It wasn’t right, but, you know, mitigating circumstances. And him being mad at Derek and chucking him out of the apartment, I mean, what guy wouldn’t do that? Hell, he had shown an incredible amount of restraint there.
When the knock came, I was the one that opened the door. Derek was hovering somewhere behind me. And Tim…
Oh, Tim. He looked like he’d aged five years in two days. He was in so much pain; I didn’t know what I could do for him, if anything. I wanted us to find our way home together, but I knew there was almost no chance of that. All I could do was tell him the truth and let him decide what he wanted to do next.
I invited him in, and we all sat, Tim in the least comfortable chair in the room and Derek and I on opposite ends of the couch. Tim eyed both of us for a while with barely suppressed anger, before finally saying, “I’ve heard what Derek had to say. I know how I feel at the moment. But El, I thought I should give you a chance to speak.”
I sighed. There was nothing I could say that would satisfy him, but I had to try. I tried to be neutral, because I knew I was going to fall apart as soon as I started to talk emotionally. “What I tried to say when– “
Tim erupted, “No. Stop. Fucking stop. You don’t get to play the victim in this. At all. At least not when it comes to anything I’ve done. The second you do that, I walk out the door and I contact a lawyer. Do you fucking understand?”
Fuck. I wasn’t trying to… it didn’t matter. He’d been wronged, and he was right to be angry. I needed to try to be as conciliatory as possible, not just honest.
I nodded slowly, then started again. “I’m sorry. I’ve just… I know I wronged you. I did. But it’s been hard for me to… to admit who I am. What I’ve done. How badly…” I felt tears start to slide down my face. “How badly I’ve hurt the best man I’ve ever known. My husband. I– “ Unable to handle my feelings anymore, I started to sob. Facing him and facing what I’d done, together, it was just too much.
I could hear the attempt to sooth in his voice, even as it was fighting against the pain he felt. “Just say what you have to say, Ellie.”
I took a deep breath. “There’s no excuse for what I’ve done. Derek manipulated me, that’s true.” Derek shifted uncomfortably on the opposite end of the couch. “But I let it get to that point. I should have let you know I was meeting him in the first place. I should have… I should have told you when I cheated. Given you a chance to get away from me, if you couldn’t let me try to make amends.”
I looked down. “But I can’t apologize for marrying you. For cheating on you, yes. That was wrong. And I should have… I should have let you know I cheated on you before I married you, like I said. I should have stopped immediately. But I… god, I love you so much. You’re my everything.”
He angrily snapped, “Clearly not!”
I looked up at him, shocked. I shouldn’t have been; why would he believe me? I needed him to understand why I’d been so weak. “You are! Yes, I… I slept with Derek. And I won’t lie, I enjoyed being his muse, working with him again. He looked at me in a way that you didn’t. I knew he adored me, but he knew he’d never again have me, all of me, like you do. I was his unattainable girl, the one he– “
He growled, “Cut the bullshit, El. You were clearly quite attainable. I don’t want to hear about how sorry you are, because it seems like the only thing you’re really sorry about is that you got caught.” He lowered his head. “If I hadn’t caught you, how long would this have gone on? For the rest of our marriage?”
The fucking idiot decided to chime in then. “No. No, dude. Ellie wanted to come clean with you. That’s what we’d been talking about at lunch that day.” This was exactly why I didn’t want him here. I needed to talk to my husband, not get into a three person fight between me, him, and my very recently ex-boyfriend.
I tried to salvage what I could, to steer the ship away from disaster. “Yes! I know you have no reason to believe me, but that was the truth. I was going to tell you the night I came home.”
“Sure. That’s why he had his tongue down your throat in the middle of a cafe in broad daylight. Clearly, the shame had become too much for you. Why the fuck would I believe a single word either of you said?”
The idiot looked at me encouragingly, and I knew I had to say something before he fucked this up even worse. I could only lay everything out and hope. “We were cutting things off. That was going to be our last time together. I’m pregnant, Tim.”
“Wha… what?” Tim looked like he was going into shock. I wanted to rush to him, but I didn’t know if that would make things better or worse.
Instead, I just sadly nodded. “About a month and a half along now.” I could see him doing the math and said quietly, “Yes. It could be Derek’s, but I pray to God it’s yours. We both do.”
My husband clutched his head and looked at the floor. I could feel more tears start to fall as I watched him in agony. Then, fucking Derek, who couldn’t just let him sit and try to adjust to the news, had to chime in. “Hey, du–”
“Shut. Up.” Oh no. It was the voice. The voice of the demon that had screamed in my face and thrown me out of our apartment.
He staggered to his feet and started to pace. To rant. “So, what, you were going to come home and say ‘hey babe, just a heads up, I’m pregnant, and it could be from the guy I’ve been seeing behind your back for the last six years?’ How did you think that was going to fucking go?”
I looked at the ground, unable to face what I’d done to him. “I was going to confess and apologize. I know… I know you’re a merciful person, Tim. I will do anything to make this up to you, and I know you don’t want to hurt me, even though I’ve hurt you so terribly. You’re so good– “
“STOP TELLING ME HOW FUCKING GOOD I AM!” Tim shouted and I flinched. I hated that Derek was here, hated that him chiming in had made things spiral out of control. But I was glad he was here now, too. “I’m so fucking sick of people saying that, as though it means they can shit all over me and expect me to let it go! God, you selfish bitch! And you, you douchey asshole! Fuck me, I wish I’d never met you, El.” He furiously stalked over to the wall with the guitars. I saw Derek tense up.
Tim pulled one of the guitars off the wall, the prize of Derek’s collection. Derek started to stand and yelled, “Dude, wait– “, but Tim had already smashed it into the ground with an overhead swing. He was left with just the jagged, splintered neck in his hand.
Derek surprised me then. Surprised Tim, too. I think he maybe even surprised himself. He picked up a guitar I knew well and walked to Tim, holding it up in both hands like a gift. “Here. Do this one next. It’s my first one, the one I bought myself with the money from my after school job. I played it until I could afford something better. The one you smashed was my rarest, but this is the one that means the most to me.” He looked earnestly at Tim. “Smash all of them, if that’s what it takes. But please, please. Don’t hurt Ellie anymore. Take her back. Let her have her fairytale again.”
It was touching, to me at least. But it just enraged Tim. “You fucking asshole.” Derek’s jaw dropped.
“Assholes like you think love is about these grand fucking gestures. Writing her songs, showy displays of affection, big dates, all of that. And that’s important; the big things matter. But the small things matter more.” He brought the splintered neck of the guitar to Derek’s throat and tipped his head up. I silently begged Tim to not do something he couldn’t undo.
“When’s the last time you brought a girl chicken soup when she was sick? Made sure you paid a bill that she forgot to, without making her feel like shit about it? What about just making sure there was always a roof over her head and food on her table? Rubbed her feet when she had a long day, not because you were hoping to fuck her afterwards, just because she needed it? Huh, asshole?”
Derek closed his mouth and frowned..
“That’s what love is. That’s what love in a marriage is. It’s reliability, trust, respect. Sometimes passion, you try to keep that alive. I thought we had. I guess not.”

He turned his face to me, makeshift stake still pressed to Derek’s throat. “But I guess we didn’t have any of those at all, huh? Maybe asshole here has the right idea. Maybe it’s just about seeing how many girls you can fuck by being the showiest peacock. Because it’s not like we had any of those things in our marriage, even from the beginning, did we?”
“Tim, please, I– “
“Respect, Ellie. Can you actually say you respected me? Fucking your ex behind my back? Reliability? Well, you could rely on me, but I sure couldn’t rely on you. And trust…” He shook his head. “Yeah. I can see where that got me.” I couldn’t argue; I’d never given him everything I should have, even if I’d convinced myself otherwise.
He dropped the broken guitar and started to walk out. I knew he was mad, but we still hadn’t talked about everything we needed to. I called after him, “But what about the baby?”
He turned and looked at us. He had been disgusted before, but I saw his face move through a series of emotions as he looked back and forth between me and Derek: confusion, suspicion, understanding, rage. I opened my mouth to speak, but the demon had already started to talk, and I knew that things had just gotten much, much worse.
“You would never have told me if you hadn’t gotten pregnant. You would never have told me if Derek had looked like us. If you could have hidden what you’d done. You would have done just what Gloria did with Don. You would have cuckolded me, actually cuckolded me, let me raise another man’s child.” I couldn’t speak. I didn’t want to acknowledge how much he’d said was true; I wasn’t actually sure. Would I have told him eventually? If Derek looked like us, would I have tried to get away with my betrayal? I felt a new sinking feeling deep inside. A suspicion of what I’d become.
He looked at Derek. “Which one of you realized you had to tell me?” Derek looked down, and then at me, but I barely noticed. Tim nodded. “Well. I guess the apple doesn’t fall too far from the tree.”
I shouted, not sure whether I was angry at him for telling the truth or for me not realizing it until now. “What did you just fucking say?”
He laid out my sins in the briefest and most painful of terms. “You slept around on me. You were going to have me raise someone else’s kid.” Then he opened his wallet, walked over to the table, and slapped down forty dollars. “Here. Go find a dealer, buy some heroin, and go OD in some fucking tenement. Then you can be just like Gloria.”
No.
No.
No!
Please god, no!
I could only stare at the money on the table. Please, no, I couldn’t be like her. Please, god, no I– wait, what was happening?
I heard a cry of pain and looked up. Tim had knocked Derek down and was kicking him in the ribs. I started to shake off the pain of self-realization. I had to stop him before he did something that couldn’t be undone, something that would ruin his life more than I already had.
But I knew that even as I rose, I was too late. I watched Tim suddenly focus on the ground as his eyes narrowed on one particular spot. Then he raised his foot high and brought it down, over and over, smashing Derek’s fingers and mangling his hand. I ran to reach them, had to see how much damage he’d done; I don’t know if it was for Derek’s sake or to see how badly Tim had wrecked his own life trying to repay the damage we’d already done.
Derek was holding his hand, looking at it in horror. The only sounds he could make were animal noises of pain and fear. It was destroyed; Tim might as well have run it through a metal press. At best, he’d be able to use it to hold a cup of water, but he’d never play guitar again.
Tim was stalking off, the demon still in possession of his body. I didn’t know what he’d do next. I had to get through to him somehow. This wasn’t the Tim I knew, and I needed to get that Tim back, if only for his own sake. Declarations of love wouldn’t work; he’d never believe them now, no matter how true they were. Talking about our pain would only feed the demon’s ire, showing it that what it had done was worth the loss of control. I said the only thing I could, hoping I could snap him out of it; he was a kind man, he always had been. I needed to remind him of that. It was all I could think to do.
“Why, Tim? How can you be so cruel?”
He paused by the door and looked at me over his shoulder.
With a sneer he said, “You inspired me, Ellie. I guess you’re my muse, too.” But he deflated, just a little. The anger was still there, only muted just a bit. I could only hope that, maybe, somehow, I’d reached him. That my last jibe would be enough, that he wouldn’t turn his anger inwards on himself. He went through the door and slammed it behind, not looking back.
Derek continued to roll around on the floor, screaming in agony. We had to get him to the hospital. I helped him to his feet and we made our way to the car. Little yelps of pain accompanied every jolt as we walked down the stairs and got inside his beater.
I looked over at him as we drove. He wasn’t going into shock yet, but I could tell by the more muted response to his pain that adrenaline and endorphins were helping him stabilize just a bit.
In a tight, controlled voice, I stated, “You’re not going to press charges.”
He gasped, “What?!”
“You’re not going to press charges. You’re going to say it was an accident.”
“Why the fuck would I do that? He’s ruined me, Ellie!”
I growled, “We did first. You seduced me. I was stupid and selfish enough to go along with it. We ruined his life.”
He started to speak “That’s– “
“Shut up! You can still sing. You can still write. You don’t get all of your dream, but you get some of it! He. Gets. Nothing!”
“I!”
“GET!”
“NOTHING!”
I was shaking with rage, doing my best to focus on the road. The urge to drive off an overpass was almost overwhelming, but I couldn’t do that to the child inside of me.
He stared at me in disbelief. I had always been so passive; even at my angriest, I had never been like this with him. With anyone.
I struggled to maintain a low tone. “You’re going to fucking do this. It was an accident. You’re going to fucking let me talk when we get there. If you ever let slip to anyone, even hint at what actually happened, much less go to the cops, I will be on the phone to TMZ and every other fucking gossip site I can find, and I will tell them exactly what we’ve done.”
“You wouldn– “
“I FUCKING WOULD! How’s that going to look for your image? For the ‘soulful romantic indie darling singer songwriter’ bullshit you’ve been spinning? That your label’s PR has been selling you as? How long before they drop you after they find out that you’re a predator that got a married woman drunk and raped her, then blackmailed her to stay with you? That you might have gotten her pregnant because of your own ego, because you wanted to cuckold her husband?”
His nostrils flared. “I never did those things!”
“Who says? Because I’ve got a hunch that between what I’m willing to say and the fact that my husband fucking mauled you, my story’s the one they’re going to believe!”
He frowned and looked away from me, out the window at the passing buildings.
I said quietly, “Tim’s right. You’ve only ever been good at the grand gestures, Derek. So please. Give me this last one and get out of my life.”



At the hospital, I told them that Derek had gotten out of his car and thought it was in park. That it was still in gear and the engine was on, and he hadn’t noticed until his hand was between the wall and the front bumper. It was a dumb story, but the best I could come up with at short notice. They didn’t look like they believed me; the damage was far too extensive for that. But when they questioned him separately, he backed me up.
I left the hospital and called Dad to come pick me up. I had expected more of, “I’m not mad, I’m just disappointed.” Oh no. No, not at all. He was furious. He spent the entire drive home and most of the next two days just laying into me. The details of what he said don’t matter, only the fact that he was right. I had ruined my life, destroyed the man I loved, left my child potentially without a father, and all for what? My writing? The ridiculous need to create things that I’d never show to anyone else? Hell, even if I saw them published to great acclaim, what I created didn’t even come close to what I’d lost.
The only reason he stopped after two days was because Andrea, his girlfriend, got him to ease off. She had met Dad through church. They were friends first, and Dad brought her to volunteer at the homeless outreach center as a way to occupy her time and mind after a bad divorce. She had been homeless as a teenager, and she found great peace in helping out there. She also helped to balance him out, getting him to stop trying to make up for his perceived failure with Gloria. Turned out they were each exactly what the other needed. Eventually, they fell in love and had been dating for about a year when I blew my fucking life up.
Andrea didn’t get him to stop because she was on my side; she had been cheated on by her ex-husband and absolutely detested what I had done. Detested me for a while, I think. No, she got him to stop so that he didn’t have a heart attack. He was still pretty brusque with me for another week or so, but eventually he thawed. I was his daughter, after all, and I was going to make him a grandfather.
I tried to communicate with Tim several times, in multiple ways: texts, phone calls, even showed up at the apartment once only to have him slam the door in my face. He texted me one time:
“Let me know if the baby is mine. Have Don bring proof over. You can keep using the car until we know one way or another; I’ll arrange to have it dropped off. Don’t bother me again until you know.”
Then he blocked me. He didn’t start divorce proceedings; I initially took that as a hopeful sign. But after Dad talked with him, I learned that it was only so I could stay on his insurance until he knew if the baby was his, and then we’d reassess. He was true to his word about the car, which I was beyond grateful for. It was more than I deserved. He sent it over packed up with everything that I owned that he could stuff into it. Among the belongings were my wedding dress and our wedding album, which set off a new wave of guilt and sadness.
I lost pretty much all of my friends. I didn’t tell anyone what I’d done; it’s not exactly the type of thing you trumpet about. I assume Tim did. I didn’t try to defend myself, because what I had done was indefensible. But I became a pariah in our social circles, for good reason.
I had a handful of people that were theoretically on my side, but they were all self-serving assholes of one stripe or another: a couple of guys that had always sniffed around me, a serial cheater who argued that I was just looking out for what I needed, a leftover radfem from college that said basically the same thing but couched it in long-since-discredited rhetoric. None of them actually supported me in any tangible way, of course; they just said that they did. I didn’t want their company, either, so they eventually drifted away.
A few weeks after the event’s at Derek’s apartment, I finally went to my first prenatal ob/gyn appointment, where I was presented with a fun surprise: I was actually almost three months pregnant, not two months. I asked how that could have happened, and the doctor told me that spotting in the first month or two of a pregnancy could be mistaken for a light period. There was no way it could be Derek’s. The ultrasound showed a beautiful, healthy girl. I cried for her. I cried for Tim. I cried for me.
On the way home, what Tim had said kept running through my head: “You would never have told me if you hadn’t gotten pregnant. You would never have told me if Derek had looked like us. If you could have hidden what you’d done.” I wanted to deny it was true, but I couldn’t. I would have done anything to keep my daughter safe, and if keeping my infidelity a secret was the price I had to pay, I would have done it. If I wasn’t pregnant, I would have crawled into a bottle about that time and probably never come back out.
I let Tim know the news through Dad. They’d stayed in pretty close contact; Tim was the son he’d always wanted, after all. His response was simple: “You can stay on my insurance and keep the car until the baby comes.” I was grateful. I was despondent. I had hoped against hope that maybe our daughter, our nameless child, would somehow bring us back together. It didn’t happen.
I needed to face facts: Tim wasn’t coming back. He had no reason to. I knew he was a good man, and he’d be a good co-parent. I doubted he’d try to take her away from me, especially because I had a pretty strong support structure in Dad and Andrea. And I knew he’d never try to take Dad’s granddaughter away. I resigned myself to being his adulterous and soon-to-be-divorced baby mama. At least I’d get to see him a little, maybe eventually become friends again.
Thus resolved, I wrote him a letter detailing everything I could: why I’d cheated, when I’d started, how I felt about both him and Derek, my regrets, my hatred of myself. I didn’t ask for his forgiveness, because I knew I didn’t deserve it. I only asked that he not take out his justifiable anger on our daughter, or on my Dad, or on whoever he eventually fell in love with again. I told him that I’d always love him, that he was the best man that I’d ever met, and I hoped he’d find a way past my monstrous actions. I wanted him to move on and be happy. I sealed the twenty page letter with a tearstained kiss and had Dad deliver it. Tim never contacted me about it.
My life became an almost unbroken series of the same day over and over again: wake up, cry, try to have breakfast for the baby’s sake, drive to work, try to have lunch for the baby’s sake, work some more, drive home, try to have dinner for the baby’s sake, cry in the shower, fall asleep praying I’d wake up and it had all been a dream. On my days off, the only change was that I had ten uninterrupted hours to brood instead of working and driving.
Every night, I looked at the boxes that held all of my writing journals in it. They sat in my room like a barrel of toxic waste, radiating invisible waves of sickness and pain. One Saturday, I just couldn’t take it anymore. I took them all out into the backyard and burnt them. Almost everything I’d written since grade school went up in a roaring fire. I hoped it would feel cathartic, but instead it just felt pathetic. What I’d written wasn’t the problem, why I’d done it was.
I started seeing a therapist. I figured, as long as I still had the insurance, I might as well. I tried to let Tim know ahead of time, but I was still blocked. Whatever. If he didn’t want me to do it, it would be the very least of the betrayals I’d piled on his shoulders; I’d figure out a way to pay him back later. It made me feel a little better, but my therapist mostly helped me reach the same conclusions that I was already drifting towards: my past may have helped to explain some of my actions, but it came nowhere near excusing them.
It didn’t really help me move forward, either. I knew what I’d done and why I’d done it. I knew that I’d never do it again. That wasn’t just because of moral outrage at myself. It was because I’d never been inspired to write like I had been with Derek, and the thought of seeing him again made me physically ill.
This deep depression is probably why I didn’t notice at first that something felt wrong. I was six months pregnant at the time. Dad and Andrea had left the country two weeks before, headed to Peru for a church missionary trip, feeding the poor and preaching the gospel. They were treating it like a vacation, even though I knew they’d be working the whole time. Whatever, it’s not like I could throw stones about what worked in other peoples’ relationships. They were supposed to be back in about a month, well before the baby was born.
I was at work, daydreaming. Moping, really. I had been feeling even more tired than usual, and I was going to take an early coffee break when I suddenly felt a stabbing pain in my abdomen, almost enough to blind me. A co-worker saw me clutching my stomach and started to walk towards me. I only got out “He– help–” before things went black.
Tim was there. In a chair, looking at his phone. I… had it all been a dream? My voice croaked, “Cuddlebug?”
He looked up with a start, then smiled gently. With a soft voice, he said “Hey, El. How’re you feeling?”
My head felt like it was full of cotton. “Where…?”
He slid his phone into his pocket and came to stand next to me. His hand stroked my hair, and I made a little content sound. “You’re okay, El, and so is the baby, but you’re in the hospital right now.”
Baby? Oh, no, it wasn’t a dream. I had… Oh no, oh god. “What? Why?”
Tim pulled the rolling stool up and sat down, looking in my eyes. I was starting to focus better, coming out of my daze. I was in a hospital bed, with monitoring leads coming out from under my gown and an IV in my arm. He tried to soothe me with both his voice and expression. “There was a… a scare. The baby… the doctors said she tried to come early. They stopped it, but it was close. You passed out from the pain and exhaustion.” His face was grim, not quite angry, but on its way. “You need to take better care of yourself, Ellie.”
I nodded. “I’m… I’m sorry. I’ve been trying to get enough to eat and sleep, but… but…” I trailed off. It was the first time I’d seen him in months, and I just wanted to enjoy this quiet time a little longer, before we had to resume the lives I’d ruined. Just a little longer, I wanted to pretend he still loved me.
His words came out in a long sigh, “I understand.” Looking at him now, I could see he was tired, too. He’d lost weight, and he hadn’t had a lot to lose in the first place.
I could feel the tears coming in. “I’m so sorry, Tim, I– “
“Shh shh shh don’t. Don’t, okay? You need to rest. Please don’t get upset. We can talk some other time, but you need to just get some rest, for the baby’s sake, okay?”
Even I could hear the resigned tone in my voice. I had hoped maybe some of his care, even just a tiny sliver, was for me. But I had no right to ask for that. “Okay. I will.” I was so tired again. I felt him smoothing my hair as I closed my eyes, and then I nodded off.
When I woke again, Tim was still there. In hospitals, you can never tell how long you’ve been asleep, unless there’s a window in your room. There wasn’t one in mine. His clothes were still the same, but he was curled up on the little couch with a blanket. I didn’t want to wake him, so I looked around the room. On the little tray table next to my bed, I found my phone and opened it. Three days had passed; it was morning on a Friday now. I decided to let Tim sleep a little longer while I caught up on what few emails and texts I had, plus any news. I felt a lot better than I had when I passed out in the store, that was for sure.
Maybe half an hour, I heard him stir on the couch. I waited for him to say something, not wanting to disturb him. “Hey, El. Feeling better?”
I looked over and saw him slowly rise to a seated position, stretching and popping his back. “Much, thank you. Did you… did you stay with me the whole time? Wait, why are you here?” Elegantly put, Ellie. “I mean…”
He waved me off. “I know. I’m still your emergency contact at the bookstore.”
“Oh.” I paused. “I– I’m sorry. I shouldn’t– I’ll get that fixed.”
He shook his head. “No, it’s okay. I mean… yeah, eventually, but it’s not something we need to worry about right now. We actually need to talk about that.” He was tiptoeing around something. “You… the doctors say you can’t go back to work, El. At least not until after the baby is born. It’s not complete bedrest, but you need to stay in bed or sit most of the day.”
“Oh.” I was living with Dad, and he wasn’t charging me rent. He and Andrea were going to be back in a few weeks, so I’d probably be okay until then. I’d need to figure something out for food, but–
“I want you to stay with me.”
“What?!”
“El, I… look, I know it isn’t ideal. I doubt– “ He looked away from me. “I doubt this is something you want, either. But Don’s going to be gone for another month and if you have another… incident, I don’t want you to be alone. And I know that– well, I know you don’t really have anyone else you can be with.”
I shook my head. “Tim, I don’t want to do that to you. You’ve already been so generous, and–”
“I just want to make sure the baby’s safe, Ellie. I don’t want to be worrying about her all day every day for the next three months. I’ve already talked with my boss, and he agreed that, at least for a few months, I can work remotely. I’m going to get everything set up today, and then you can come home– I mean, you can come to the apartment tomorrow, when the doctors give the go ahead.”
I tried very hard not to cry. Very, very hard. I failed. “Thank you, Tim.”
His expression grew somber. “I– I don’t want you reading anything into this, El. I’m not– this is for our daughter. Not you. I’m not– this isn’t– “
“No! No, I get it.” I wiped the tears away. “I know. I know. But… even if it’s just for her, I… just, thank you, Tim.”
He nodded. “Okay. I’m going to go get things ready. I’ll see you tomorrow.”
I spent the rest of the day watching bad TV, eating bad hospital food, doomscrolling on social media, and doing everything else I could to distract myself from the fact that I’d be moving back in with my husband. I knew that wasn’t how I should think about it, but I couldn’t help it. I tried to not be giddy. I tried to not be scared. I tried to not read anything into it. I failed on all counts.
Sleep that night was elusive. I did everything I could, from breathing exercises to putting on white noise to counting sheep. But thoughts and emotions just kept whirling in my head. I was certain that I'd never be with him again, not really with him. But maybe this could be the first step towards our being friends and good co-parents. I’d take that.
True to his word, Tim showed up the next morning ready to roll. The hospital staff promptly released me in the late afternoon. I felt better, but still a little weak. I got the feeling that Tim had underplayed, just a bit, how serious things had gotten.
Tim was in a new place, a nicer, larger apartment in a newer complex. He’d gotten a promotion shortly before everything fell apart, and we’d been talking about getting a bigger space so that our then-theoretical child could have their own room. It was nice to see he’d been able to follow through on that.
He’d swung by Dad’s house and gotten some of my stuff; some clothes, a few of my favorite books, toiletries, and a few other odds and ends. It was all in the main bedroom’s closet. He’d gotten everything prepared ahead of time, as promised. “I’m going to sleep on the couch. You’re going to take the bed.”
“What? No! I’m not going to kick you out of your bed.”
He sighed. “Yes, you are, El. Or rather, our daughter is. You need to get the most rest you can, which means you need the most comfortable place to sleep. That’s our– my bed. You’re sleeping there. Period..”
I agreed, reluctantly. The doctor’s orders said I needed to stay seated or lying down for most of the day; I could do some very light housework, like cooking, but even that should be limited. I knew Tim. “Limited” would mean “don’t you fucking dare.”
I tried to stay out of his way. He was working at home and staying there during his off hours and trying to keep an eye on me. It was hard to not feel like I was underfoot, especially since I had kicked him out of his bed and couldn’t actually do anything useful. I tried to take up as little space as possible and do a little light work while I could. Small things, like cleaning up papers that he left scattered around, maybe making us sandwiches here and there, that kind of thing. And that’s how I found the letter.
In his bedroom, there was a stack of stuff on the bedside table. There were a lot of things in the stack, a lot of things I didn’t want to see. I wasn’t trying to snoop, just to make a place to put my book and phone, so I was straightening them up. But I saw that there were some do-it-yourself divorce forms that had been abandoned once he found out my daughter was his. Printed out research on custody laws, alimony, child support. A book on coping with infidelity, either as a single person or a married couple trying to work through it.
And right on top, the letter, still in its envelope. It had been opened; a number of times, from the look of it. The paper had that regularly-handled quality to it, the slight fuzziness where it had been folded and unfolded repeatedly. Inside, each page had tearstains on it. There were passages highlighted, others circled. Notes in the margin. I didn’t want to pry more than I already had, so I was putting the letter back in when I heard his voice, filled with irritation.
“What do you think you’re doing?”
I jumped. “Tim! I’m– I’m sorry, I was just trying to make some space and I found the letter and I looked and I didn’t mean to– “
He snatched it from my hands as he spoke through gritted teeth. “Sorry. I’ll clear all this out. Didn’t mean to be a bad host.” He grabbed all of the stuff from the bedside table and stomped out. Fuck. I couldn’t even be a good houseguest.
Things were tense that evening and into the following day. My attempts to stay out of his way, already difficult given the size of the apartment and our constant occupancy of it, became impossible with the tension that filled the rooms now. I knew that it had always been a fragile peace, but it had been nice while it lasted.
At dinner that night, thankfully, Tim was conciliatory. “I’m sorry I snapped at you. I should have cleaned all of that up before you got here. I just– “He shook his head. “ – I dunno. I hadn’t exactly forgotten about it; I guess I just didn’t want to think about it for now, so I forgot to clean it up.”
“No, I’m sorry. I should have… even if I wanted to clean it up, I shouldn’t have looked through it. It wasn’t any of my business.” I poked at my food, not sure if I should say anything else. But then I realized I was going to be here for at least another month, and we were going to have the rest of at least the next eighteen years tied together, so we were going to have to do this eventually. “We never…” I looked up at him. “We never talked after that morning. Really talked, I mean.”
“Yeah.”
“I’m… I know you read my letter. I’m so sorry for everything I did to you. I would do anything to take all of it back. I know I can’t, but if there’s– I don’t know, if there’s anything I can do to make– make all of this easier on you. I know…” My voice broke a little bit, having to admit it out loud for the first time to him. “I know you’ll– we’ll– that we’ll never be able to–” I couldn’t. I just couldn’t say it.
The best man in the world saved me again. “Yeah.”
I nodded sadly, grateful that I wouldn’t have to say it. “But we– we still have to raise our daughter together. I– maybe some day, I’d like us to even be friends. I don’t know if you can do that. But I’ll do anything you need to– if–” I stopped, casting around for anything concrete to say, anything that didn’t sound like platitudes or empty promises. I found something, and almost wished I hadn’t.



“In the letter, the one I sent to you. I saw that– that you had a bunch of things highlighted and circled. That there were some notes.” Tim’s eyes narrowed, and his mouth opened. “I didn’t read them! I put it away. I shouldn’t have intruded and, again, I’m sorry for that.” He seemed mollified. “I don’t know if it’ll help you– help you, I dunno, try to get past things or understand them or whatever. But if I can explain anything, in the note or out, if you have any questions, I’ll answer. I promise, I’ll be as honest as I can be; I was in the letter, too.” I looked down. “I know my promises probably don’t mean much to you right now.”
“No, not really.”
“I understand. I deserve that. But the promise is there anyways. I won’t try to shade the truth or hide anything, either to make myself look better or make you feel better. I want to… I know we’ll never get past this, not really. But I want to be able to get past it enough.” I glanced up. “Do you get what I mean?”
He slowly nodded. “Yeah, I think so. Enough that we can be around each other, be decent around each other for… you know, at some point we’re going to have to think of a name for her.”
I laughed in spite of myself. “Yeah. Yeah. Be awkward if she’s trying to get a driver’s license as ‘Unnamed Daughter.’”
He grinned, the first time I’d seen him honestly and openly smile since this all began. It was so beautiful and so heartbreaking. My breath caught for just a moment. God, why did I throw this away?
“So, if there’s anything you want to know, please, just ask. And this is an open invitation. If you think of something at two in the morning a year from now, call me and wake me up.”
We sat in silence for a while as he weighed my offer. I ate a little more, drank a little more. It wasn’t bad, but there was a reason that I cooked when we were together. Maybe I could make him something nice this week, if I was feeling decent. “Yeah, okay. I did have a couple– no, I really only have one question.”
I put my utensils down and braced myself. “Shoot.”
His gaze was steady and his face almost emotionless. “Did you really blow up our life over a fucking hobby?”
My jaw dropped open. I closed it again, then opened it again. I’m sure I looked like a fish. The part of me that thought of herself as a “Writer” with a capital W, who thought of her writing as a calling, almost as a religious sacrament, was deeply offended.
Then I realized she was the same idiot that had destroyed my life.
It was… I loved to write. And that was the problem: I had loved the spark, the rush of creation, the persistent buzz that whispered ‘this must go from pen to paper, it’s phenomenal and important and the Truth,’ all of it, more than I’d loved my husband.
It was just a hobby. Derek at least had the excuse that his art was his dream and his livelihood. I hadn’t realized, until Tim asked me that question, just how much I’d put him into the background. How much I’d let a rush, a thrill, an… an addiction. That’s what it was. How much I’d let an addiction take from me.
“Yes.” My head dropped down. I couldn’t look at him. “I didn’t think of it that way then. I… I fell in love with the romance of writing, of making something that no one had ever made before. Something that was mine, just mine. I could share it with others if I wanted, or I could keep it secret and safe. I can’t… I don’t know how to explain it. It was the thing that I used… when I was trying to escape from my life, with Gloria and Don, and being an affair baby that was used as a bargaining chip, and my boyfriend that cheated on me with my permission, and… and all the other shit that happened to me, or was done to me, or that I allowed to happen to me… it was my refuge. And I think– no, I know, that I had an unhealthy relationship with it. I didn’t realize it until now. Not really.”
Tim snorted. “Christ. You know…” He stopped and looked away.
“No, please, Tim. Don’t– I want to know. Please. If it helps you, even if it hurts me, please. I just want to… I’m so sorry. Please, let me help you through this, if I can. At all. I’ll do anything. Please.”
He sighed, still not looking at me. “When I was a kid, I… my family wasn’t as bad as yours. Not even in the ballpark. But I needed my time away from them. Games were that refuge for me. I grew up with a controller in my hands. When… when things got loud. When mom was yelling at dad, or dad was yelling at my sister, or they were slamming doors and stomping around, they were my refuge. My escape.”
I nodded.
“And I still love them now. Still play every day, just about. You know that. But I would never… if the choice was between cheating on you even once and never playing again, taking every one that I own and throwing them into a fire, it would be a no-brainer.”
“I did.” It slipped out before I could stop myself.
“What?”
“I burned them. My writings. All of them. Everything since I was a kid that I hadn’t given away or… or worked with someone else on.”
He laughed mirthlessly. “Yeah. Your ‘collaborations.’ I can’t even listen to the radio anymore. If one of his songs comes on, I just wonder ‘how many times did he fuck Ellie to get this one finished?’”
I willed myself to not start crying. I was here for him, not me. My tears could wait until later. “I’m sorry.”
“Yeah, you keep saying that. So, why’d you burn them?”
“I couldn’t stand… they were a reminder of what I’d done. What I did to you, what I threw away. I couldn’t take looking at them anymore. Didn’t even want them to exist.”
“Did it help?”
“No.” I couldn’t anymore. The tears came whether I wanted them or not. “No, it didn’t. I don’t regret burning them; I wouldn’t have been able to stand having them around.” I looked up at him. “But it wasn’t the poems and the stories that were the problem. I was the problem. How I… what I did.. To write them. That I was the type of– the type of person that could do that. Burning them didn’t fix it.”
I wiped my eyes and I continued. “That morning, you said I was just like Gloria.” He opened his mouth, and I could see he was about to apologize; he’d been angry, he hadn’t meant it, whatever. “Don’t. Yes, you were angry, and you were trying to hurt me, and I fucking deserved it. But you were wrong. I’m not just like her.” I looked away. “I’m worse.”
“El– “
“I am. I know you’re trying to keep me calm right now because of the baby, and I know– I know you’re a kind person, even after what I’ve done to you. I don’t deserve that kindness, but I appreciate it. But I am worse than Gloria.
“She… Gloria was a terrible person, but the abuse she suffered was orders of magnitude worse than what I did. She was a manipulative, opportunistic bitch, but she… she at least had the excuse that life had made her that way.
“So I had a bad mom. So my dad wasn’t around as much as he should have been, and he let her get away with more than he should have. So my only friend grew up to be a narcissistic asshole. Gloria… Gloria’s life made all of that pale in comparison. She was an awful person, but she came about it honestly. I was just a stupid girl that wanted her fairytale and then, having got it, decided it wasn’t enough.
“Yeah, Gloria was an addict, but heroin– heroin withdrawal is truly awful. It’s an intense pain. It’s a physical need worse than just about anything when someone has to go cold turkey. I saw it when I helped dad at the homeless outreach occasionally. People writhing in agony and willing to do just about anything for a fix. Straight guys begging to suck a cock. Mothers ready to abandon their kids. Anything, no matter how vile.
There was so much self-loathing in my voice. It had surfaced in the past few months, but it lay submerged inside me for years, the self-loathing a junkie always has, always suppresses so they can get on with getting their next fix. “I didn’t have that excuse. I had a beautiful life with a wonderful husband, the best fucking man in the entire fucking world, and I threw it away because– why? Because princess needed to write. Needed to have her tiny little mood boost. So she could show herself that she was still so clever, so good with her words. So that she could get the tiny bit of adulation from people she didn’t like.”
I wanted to throw up. “I love you so much, Tim. So much it hurts. And I’m so sorry you fell in love with me.” I looked at him, pleading. “I’m so sorry, Tim. I’m so, so sorry, that you had to throw your lot in with me. A stupid girl that couldn’t be content with only having someone wonderful be in love with her. You deserve so much better, Tim. So much better.”
I stumbled to my feet. “I’m sorry. I– if you have more questions, I can answer later. I promise. But I need– I need to go lay down. I’m not feeling– I just need to go.” He stood up as if to help me to bed, but I motioned him away. “Not… not like that. Just…” I smiled at him, a sad, wan smile. “I love you, Tim. I love that you are who you are, even now. I’ll… I’ll manage. Thank you for making dinner. It was good. I’ll see you in the morning, okay?”
I wandered into our… my… his room. Into his bed, that I was taking from him, because I hadn’t taken enough already. I didn’t even bother to change, just laid down and cried myself to sleep.
The next few days went by without much comment. He made a nice breakfast for me in the morning and coddled me a little bit, but things didn’t really thaw that much those first few days; he was just being kind because he was kind.
There were a few little changes after that. He invited me to watch TV with him one night; we were on opposite ends of the couch, but he still asked me to be around him. He chose to subject himself to me, even though he didn’t need to. That became a regular thing for us, and, while we never got to the point where we were cuddling on the couch, we also stopped acting like there was an invisible crowd separating us.
I did end up making him dinner one night. He was irritated at first, because I was supposed to be resting, but I just showed him the care instructions that came with my release from the hospital, with “light duties are allowed, including cooking and some housework” underlined. The next day, I took over a little bit of the cleaning as well. If he objected, out came the paper. He smiled at that, and eventually relented.
Tim went out some nights. Always came back before midnight. I didn’t ask. It wasn’t my place to anymore. But he usually came back smelling just a little bit of cigarettes and beer. I assumed he went to a bar those nights. Once I thought I caught a whiff of perfume on him, and he was smiling a lot more. I cried myself to sleep that night, hoping he wouldn’t hear me.
Near the end of our month, we were having lunch on a Saturday. He took a long drink and said, “You should just stay.”
“What?”
“There’s no point in you moving back to Don’s, at least not yet. You still need to be on bed rest and I’ve got the okay to work from home for a few more months. Don has to be out of the house for eight hours out of the day, at least, and I’d just… I’d feel better if there was someone able to watch out for you and the baby.”
It made a certain amount of sense, and I’d be lying if I said that I didn’t want to jump right at the opportunity. We weren’t anywhere near reconciled, and I didn’t expect us to ever get all the way there. But we’d moved closer to being comfortable around each other again. I didn’t want to screw that up by overstaying my welcome.
I sighed. “Tim, I… I really appreciate that. But this is your apartment. I’ve kicked you out of your bed, you’re having to sleep on that couch, you’ve got no privacy… It’s just not fair to you.”
A frown appeared on his face. “Yeah, I know. Not a goddamned thing about this is fair to me, El. But it’s the hand I’ve been dealt.”
Fuck. “I’m… I didn’t mean– “
He shook his head. “I’m not– “ A deep breath, then he continued. “I know that’s not what you meant. But this sucks, Ellie. I thought my whole life was planned out in front of me, and it turned out to have been a lie.” I couldn’t look at him. “You said that you’d do anything to try to get us to the point where we can be around each other again, maybe be friends. So please, just fucking accept the offer, okay? Give me one less goddamned thing to worry about.”
“I’m sorry. Of course, I’d love to stay. Thank you, Tim.” I would. That was the honest truth. I’d stay the rest of my life if he’d let me, however he wanted me to.
We resumed eating, then a few minutes later, he said. “I never thanked you.”
“What?” I had a mouthful of sandwich, so it came out “Wuh?”
“For getting Derek to not press charges.”
I chewed a few more times, then swallowed and took a drink. I wanted to buy a little time to think about what to say to that. “Um, of course. It was the least I could do. The least– least we could both do. I mean– “ Time well spent, Ellie. Real quality wordsmithing there.
He laughed at the consternation evident on my face. “I understand, I think. You don’t need to explain. Regardless, thank you. I was… I’m not proud of that.” He rolled his eyes. “Okay, yes, part of me is. There’s a part of me that wishes I’d done more. But I know I shouldn’t have. I could have gone to jail for a long time for that. And you made sure I didn’t. So… thank you.”
“Of course.”
The rest of our lunch went on without incident. The rest of that month, too, for that matter. There were things going on, of course. Tim asked me to make a shopping list for the nursery; he spent the better part of two weekends buying and putting together the furniture and decorating it. He also added a small twin bed to the shopping list. “I’m tired of the couch, and if someone needs to stay over, they can sleep there.” Someone. I smiled inwardly, but tried to not read too much into it. Someone.
We kicked around baby names for a while. We thought about a bunch of different options: literary allusions, because of course, mythology, pop culture, family names, throwing darts at a baby name book. We finally settled on Amelia. Why? We liked how it sounded.
A couple of nights later, I woke up to a strange noise coming from the nursery. Tim had moved in there for the time being, sleeping on the new twin bed. I heard it again; slipping on a robe, I made my way there as quietly as I could. I was eight months pregnant by then, so I moved like a duck trying to be a ninja.
Pushing open the door, I quietly whispered, “Tim?” He was twitching on the bed, small, frantic movements. Muted, unintelligible frightened noises were coming from his mouth. I moved to his side and put my hand on his shoulder. “Tim. Tim, babe, you’re having a nightmare.” He cried out my name in his sleep, a sound of anguish in his voice. “Tim! Tim! I’m here!” With a start, he sat up and gasped for breath.
I sat next to him on the bed. He was shaking, and I could see tears starting to roll down his face in the dim moonlight coming through the window. His voice was so small when he asked, “Why did you do this to us Ellie?” I hugged him as we both cried.
“I’m sorry, Tim. I was weak and stupid and selfish. I love you so much. I’m… I’d give anything to have never done any of this.” He held me close, and we stayed that way for a while, desperate to find warmth in what remained of us. I stood up and took his hand. “Come on. There’s room for both of us in your bed.”
“Ellie, I– “
“No, Tim. It’s not… It’s– I just don’t want us to be alone tonight. That’s all. You want me to be here so you don’t worry about the baby. I want you with me tonight so I don’t worry about you, okay?” It was self-serving and true at the same time. I did want him in bed with me. I missed it, and the way he had held me reminded me of that. But I also didn’t want him to be alone, even if it was just for tonight.
We laid together in the bed, and for a while, I was able to convince myself that it was us again, the real us that we were before I’d fucked everything up. I nestled in next to the man I loved and tried to give him what comfort he’d allow. He fell asleep before me, and I tried to freeze the moment in my mind, in case it was the last time this happened. His smell was still one of my favorite things in the world, and I breathed it deep before I joined him in slumber.
The next morning, he was gone. He’d left the apartment; that wasn’t that unusual, but he didn’t return until nightfall. He came through the door and said, “We need to talk.” The tension was written across all of him. His face, his shoulders, even the way his hands clenched and unclenched.
We sat on the couch together. “Tim, I’m sorry, I shouldn’t–”
He cut me off. “No, Ellie. I’m going to talk. You just listen.” I nodded.
“I can’t do this. I need… I want to have you here. I want to make sure Amelia is safe. That means I need to make sure you’re safe. But– “ He stopped, taking a deep breath. “But I need to be safe, too. I need to feel safe. And I don’t. I can’t– last night, you said you love me. I won’t– I can’t trust you. I don’t.”
I nodded sadly. “I understand.”
“No!” He snapped. “No, you don’t! I want to! I want to so badly that it hurts! I miss you, I love you, and I fucking hate you! This morning was the most painful thing that’s happened to me in months! Since I found out– found out that you were fucking Derek and might be pregnant with his baby!”
He stood and started to pace. “I woke up next to you, and it was like a fucking nightmare had ended. For just a moment, I thought the last year had been a bad dream. I kissed you on the forehead and cuddled up to you, and I felt happier than I’ve ever been. But then I looked down at your belly, and the new apartment we were in, and I realized it had all happened. I wanted to cry.”
He stopped and closed his eyes. “I know you were trying to be kind last night.” He opened them again and stared at me. “No. No, that’s not right. I want to believe you were being kind, but I’ll never know. I don’t have that kind of certainty anymore. My wife, Ellie, I’d know she was trying to be kind. The bitch that cheated on me? I have no idea. Maybe she was. Maybe she was just trying to figure out how to not lose her meal ticket.”
I nodded unhappily. He was right. I was trying to be kind, kind to both of us, even if I was being a little selfish. But he had no way to know if that was the truth.
Tim sighed. “You say you want to be my friend. Okay. I’m willing to believe that. But friends don’t… if I was just your friend, you wouldn’t have offered that last night. I need you to… I need some distance. I’m not asking you to move out, but please, don’t do anything like that again. You can be kind without being…” He searched for the word.
“... Intimate.” He nodded.
“Yes. Intimate. I can’t be that with you again. It hurts too much.”
That put a damper on our burgeoning… whatever we were for a few days. I tried to figure out how close was too close; I erred on the side of distance over intimacy. He had another nightmare a few days later, and I went to wake him up, but didn’t embrace him. We stayed further apart on the couch when we were watching TV. Meal times were still friendly, but there was always a tenseness there that kept them from getting too friendly.
Things might have continued like that, but a couple of weeks later, I woke one morning to find the bed drenched. I was disoriented; at first I thought I’d pissed myself. But then I realized… “Tim! Tim!” He burst into the room. “My water’s broken!”
I’ll spare you the gory details, but Amelia was born in the late afternoon after nine hours of labor. She was beautiful and healthy, all her fingers and toes exactly where they should be, with a very, very healthy set of lungs. Tim stayed in the room for the whole process, giving me support and comfort as I needed, holding my hand and counting for me between pushes.
Any attempts at avoiding intimacy went out the window that day. I told him that I loved him over and over during the process, apparently quite a rarity according to the staff. When it was over, he gave me the sweetest, softest kiss on the forehead. His voice was warm with gratitude and, I wanted to believe, love as he said, “Thank you, Ellie. She’s so beautiful.” Then he put her in my arms. I cried big, happy tears. They were mostly for my little girl, but I’d be lying if I said that show of genuine and unguarded affection from my husband didn’t contribute to it.



I was in the hospital for a few more days, and Tim was there with me the whole time. Dad and Andrea visited, of course. He was overjoyed with his little granddaughter, and Andrea, who had no children from her marriage, fell in love with Ameila instantly. A good thing, too; we found out later that Don had proposed to Andrea during the missionary trip, but they were keeping it quiet for a little while, until they figured out exactly what was going to happen with us and what the living arrangements were going to be.
We were trying to figure that out, too. We had been, all the way up until we were in the hospital. At first, the plan would be that we’d stay married for a little while so that I could stay on Tim’s insurance. I’d stay with my dad and he could come over to visit whenever he wanted, and then once she was old enough, we’d split her time between our places.
That plan lasted all the way up until Tim saw his daughter’s pretty blue eyes. The new, modified plan was that I’d continue to stay with Tim until Amelia was old enough to safely go back and forth, which we figured would be about three months, after which we’d go back to the original plan. I had hopes that we’d modify the plan again, but I was just going to treat each day with all three of us under the same roof as a gift.
Our sleeping arrangements changed once home. Home. It was nice to think of it that way. Dangerous to my long term emotional health, maybe, but nice. Tim got his bed back. I slept in the nursery on the twin bed. The baby didn’t sleep. At all. I have never slept less in my whole life. My nipples were sore from feeding; the little titty parasite tried to drain me dry every two hours. I had to put lanolin on them after every time I put her down to ease the pain. I tried not to flash Tim during this process, but, well, it was hard.
Even though the baby wasn’t in any way mobile, the apartment suddenly seemed so much smaller. Part of that was because Tim was still working from home during the day, albeit on a much abbreviated schedule for the first couple of months. I had to try to keep her quiet, of course, but he also wanted to see her as much as he could. Which meant he saw more of me than he had intended, too.
Amelia wasn’t a very heavy sleeper, but she wasn’t a light one, either. We had to try to be quiet when moving around, when we weren’t trying to nap while she napped. Cooking, bathroom time, entertainment, showering, everything: we were underfoot with each other all the time while also trying to be as silent as possible.
One might think that frustration would increase the distance between us. Instead, it forged us closer together. We both did everything we could to make the household run smoothly, and the fact that we were both so all-in on our parenting made us intimate in ways that we neither expected nor understood as they were happening. We argued occasionally, as one might expect, but always towards what was best for Ameila and, therefore, for us as a unit.
We became more physically intimate without meaning to as a side effect of the shrinking of the apartment. I was able to actually help out again over the next few months the way I’d wanted to since I moved in: cooking, cleaning, organizing, and all of the other homemaking that I’d done before I blew up our lives. But I had to take care of the baby, too, which meant Tim and I would team up here and there. Without meaning to, there was a lot more physical contact: unintentional brushes of the hand, touching one another to indicate which way we should move, trying to squeeze past in small spaces, all of the little ways two people in close quarters connect without meaning to.
I got horny, too. I mean really, really horny. Part of the bed rest meant that I couldn’t do anything sexual for three months, and then I was recuperating for another couple of months from childbirth. I know Tim had been able to release some of his urges during the time I was pregnant, but in the two months after Amelia came home, alone time for either of us became a precious commodity. The physical contact with him, even unintentionally, was starting to really drive me nuts, and there was no way I was going to masturbate while my daughter was sleeping in the crib in the same room. I managed to find some time in the shower, as I assume he did, but I was about to burst by the beginning of the third month.
One afternoon, after putting Amelia down for a nap, I thought I heard the shower turn off. Score! Plenty of time to grab a quick shower now that Tim was out. I was half awake, because newborn, so after wrapping myself in a towel, I wandered into the bathroom for a quick shower and a little “me time.”
Except that Tim hadn’t been turning the shower off, he’d been turning it on. I was too tired from the disruption of my sleep schedule to notice the sound of the shower as I came down the hallway to the bathroom. And now he had just turned it off and was stepping out.
He clearly had not had any “me time” of his own by the way he reacted upon seeing me in a towel. His eyes bugged out for a moment when he quietly cried out, “Ellie!” But then, the surprise faded and was replaced by pure, undisguised lust.
Part of me knew that I shouldn’t encourage it, that I should honor his request for distance. But that wasn’t the part that controlled my hand as it tugged at my towel. It wasn’t the part that shifted my body just slightly to present the best view to him. And it certainly wasn’t the part that bit my lip and quietly moaned, “Please.”
Tim was on me in a second. He was not gentle at all; no kisses, no foreplay, no preparation. It didn’t matter. I had been anticipating a nice solo session in the shower and was moist before I entered the room. When I saw his cock harden at the sight of me, I got so wet that my juices started to run down my leg. By the time he bent me over the counter and lined that gorgeous thick cock up at my entrance, I was as ready for him as I’d ever been.
He entered me, and we groaned in unison, a perverted little duet. His dick slid all the way into me almost in one stroke, and I whined and moaned under the invasion. Tim didn’t make love to me. He didn’t even give me the nice, hard fuck that I’d asked for with that one little pleading word. He hatefucked me, plain and simple. This wasn’t an outpouring of affection; it was an act of retribution.
And it was glorious.
I needed him. I had needed him for months. It had been almost a year since I had felt my husband inside me, and I would have taken it any way he’d given it to me. And holy shit, did he give it to me.
His voice was a litany of rage as he slammed into me. “Stupid fucking cunt hate you cheating bitch who fucking owns this cunt you’re mine love you stupid whore goddamned slut show you how a real man fucks make you scream beg beg you fucking whore.” It was a stream of consciousness assault on my ears as his cock assaulted my cunt. My husband held me down as he took me, but he needn’t have bothered; I was unable to move, overcome from the sensation.
By the time he emptied his balls into me, I had cum twice. His seed felt so hot as he filled me. I could barely think straight; tears were rolling down my face, tears of joy at having my husband inside me again, even if it was only ever this once. When he finished, he stepped back, panting.
I heard him quietly say, “I’m sorry.” What? What the fuck for?
My eyes opened, and I saw his reflection look at me in horror. Then I saw myself in the mirror, tears streaming down my face, a face that was contorted with emotion. I could feel his cum dripping from me; I must have looked quite the sight. And Tim, sweet man that he is, thought… no. No, he needed to know.
I pushed myself unsteadily off of the counter, looking his reflection in the eyes. “Fucking… fucking loved it. Needed you so– so bad.” I turned to face him. “I– I deserved everything you said. Not just for… before, but I said I wouldn’t push you. Would– would keep my distance. But I can’t.”
I stepped to him and put my arms around him. “I love you, Tim. I’ll be anything you want me to be; if you never want this again, I understand. If you want to hatefuck me every night until you get a girlfriend, then just raise Amelia together, fine. But please, I can’t– I need you, Tim. I’m here and I love you and I need you. I’ll be your best friend if you’ll have me. I’ll be your fucking whore and I’ll beg, if that’s what you need.” I held him tight. “Just please, please, let me be something to you.” I was crying now, really crying.
I felt his arms encircle me, holding me close. A kiss on the top of my head. Then he pulled away. “I don’t want any of those things, Ellie.” He sighed. “I just want my wife back.”
“Wha– what?”
His lips descended on mine as a million questions whizzed through my head. Then they were gone, as the best man in the world kissed me. Time passed, but I don’t know how much. What I do know is that when he broke away from me, I needed more. I opened the door and all but dragged him to his… to OUR bedroom, where I spent the next two hours showing my husband the depths of my gratitude for letting me back into his life.
We were interrupted by Amelia, because of course we were. She needed her feeding. I scrambled to find something to wear, but at least I didn’t have to worry about flashing my tits at Tim anymore. We talked while she nursed.
“So… your wife. Like, really your wife? Like, ‘hello everyone, this is Ellie, my wife?’”
He chuckled. “Something like that, yes. There are…” he looked away. “What you did was… a lot of people think it’s unforgivable. Our friends– my friends now, I guess– are going to react poorly to this. A lot of them flat out hate you.”
I winced but nodded. “They fucking should.”
“And I– I need to be clear. I haven’t forgiven you yet. I don’t know if I’ll ever really be able to. But I don’t believe you’re going to do it again. And I’m not going to deny myself something I want out of fear that you might.” His eyes locked onto mine again. “But if you ever, ever– “
“No!” I almost shouted. “No. Never. Ever. I can’t… god, you’ve just given me a second chance at the life I’ve always wanted. I’m– I’ve been an awful, stupid bitch, but I’m never going to let you go again. I promise, you will never have reason to doubt me.”
He slowly nodded. “Okay, El. Okay.” He stroked our daughter’s hair. “She’s so pretty. Just like her mommy.” He kissed her forehead, then sat up and kissed me. “I love you, Ellie. I’m… I’m going to trust you. Please don’t make me regret that.”
When Amelia was down again, I gathered up all of my devices: phone, tablet, laptop, everything I could think of. Then I dumped them on his desk, along with a post-it note. “These are my phone’s pin, passwords, social media account names, everything. I want you to put trackers on my phone and tablet, and a keylogger on my laptop.” Tim raised an eyebrow. “You are never going to have a reason to doubt me. We’re going to start here. If you call me or text me, I will answer as quickly as I can. If I can’t pick up immediately, I’ll FaceTime you to show why once I can.”
“El, I appreciate that you’re trying to–”
“I’m not doing this just for you. I need it to– I need to know that I can show you this. It’s not accountability, exactly; I’m never going to do this shit to you again. But I need to know that I can point to all these digital trails at any point and say ‘I was here, I was doing this.’ I just need it. Please.”
He sighed. “Okay, Ellie. Okay. Thank you.”
That was the beginning. We went to couples counseling together. We went to solo therapy, too. Tim was worried about the way he handled his anger; not the big blowups he had with Derek and me, which were frankly kind of understandable. But he didn’t want to be like his father. I didn’t want to be like my mother, but it was a deeper set of issues than that for me, a nasty stew of childhood issues mixed with a strange, unearned sense of entitlement. Let’s just say that I was in solo therapy a lot longer than Tim.
His prediction about our social life was correct. To call it “reacting poorly” was a huge understatement. Most of them eventually came around, but it was almost always with an eye towards keeping an eye on that cheating slut Tim married, at least for the first few years. Some friends would have nothing to do with us at all, so angry on Tim’s behalf that they couldn’t stand to be around me. Loyalty is expressed in weird ways sometimes.
Things were strained between Tim and I occasionally. He didn’t want to punish himself for my mistakes anymore, as he said. He wanted his wife back in his life and his bed. He wanted us to not have this weird limbo existence that we had before. But what I had done to him still hurt. If I was late, he’d be irritated; I started to send him texts if I expected to be delayed for any reason, including pictures of where I was. Then he felt angry at himself for being overbearing, even though I told him I was happy to do it. It was a tightrope.
The worst moments were when we’d be out and hear one of Derek’s songs. I remembered what Tim had said. I could see it going through his head: “Did he fuck my wife to write this song?” There was no way to fix that; even complete honesty would just hurt him worse. Thank god he never questioned me as to which songs required my assistance, because the answer would have been pretty much just “Yes.” Like I said, Derek didn’t write much of anything that was decent on his own. I grew to hate the songs more than Tim did.
There were a few times we struggled through for extended periods. I realized that a couple of times in the first year, Tim got unaccountably tense and distant for a month or two at a time. It took me a little while to realize what it was: he had been following Derek’s tour schedule, and the tense times were when he was in town. I never let him know that I knew; he had every right to it. But I did make sure to be absolutely steady-on during those times.
At another point, I became uncomfortable, almost hollow, for a few days. It felt almost like the urge to create had struck again, that I was beginning to feel a gnawing hunger that I hadn’t in some time. I was frantic to not show it; I overcorrected, which made Tim suspicious. I told him what was going on, that I didn’t know why, but that I was afraid. He handled it with kindness and love. He was afraid, too, but he did his best not to show it. It passed, and a few weeks later, I realized what it was: the fifteenth anniversary of Gloria’s passing. Thanks, G. Still fucking up my life. My therapist had a field day with that one.
On the flip side, our happiest and best times were when we were at home with Amelia. Tim was such a good dad to her. The hours he spent trying to coax her into rolling over onto her tummy are some of my favorite memories of that time; it was just so silly and sweet. I still have the videos on my phone and watch them from time to time.
There were other fun times, of course, just for the two of us. To try to get back into shape, I took to doing yoga in the living room, following along with videos on YouTube. It worked pretty well; sometimes it worked very well, since I made sure to practice when I knew Tim was working on the most boring tasks he had at work. The occasions that downward dog turned into a fast, hard fuck from behind with my amazing husband were some of my other favorite memories from that time.
We found our path through. I loved our life, even if I knew there was still something missing. There was a trust that it felt like I’d never get back, that I’d thrown away for the rest of my life. Tim couldn’t commit all the way to me; I understood, even if it hurt.. I grieved for that loss, but I spent my time focusing on how much I still had.
Time passed, as it does. A month after our daughter turned one, Don and Andrea finally got married. Amelia was bundled off for an overnight stay with Tim’s aunt; she’d watched our little girl for us a few times when we went out on dates, but this was a big step for us and for her. We tried to not call every hour. We mostly succeeded.
It was a small ceremony; they were into their early fifties, and this was the second marriage for both of them. Tim was the best man. My Dad really did think of him as a son. It was a lovely ceremony, simple and sweet. The reception afterwards was fairly subdued, which suited both the bride and groom just fine.
Tim and I sat and held hands while we watched my father and his new wife dance their first dance together, then I danced with my dad while Tim danced with Andrea. Finally, we danced together. He kissed me sweetly and held me close as we slow danced through another three songs. I reflected on how much I loved him, and how lucky I was to be his wife.
After sending the newlyweds up to their room, we trundled off to our car and headed home. We had considered getting a room ourselves, but it seemed silly when we lived twenty minutes away. We’d just have to live with not having our daughter in the house for one night. Oh, whatever would we do?
We rode in silence most of the way there. I held his hand, just thinking. He broke the silence. “They really do seem happy together, don’t they?”
I smiled. “Yeah. He deserves that. They both do.”
“I watched them dancing; they looked so in love with each other. She looked at him like…” He trailed off for a moment, and I looked over to see him lost in thought.
He was quiet for a time. I could see him thinking, really thinking about something. Weighing it in his mind, like he did when he was solving a puzzle. Then, the look that says he’s figured it out, that he’s found the solution to the conundrum. And then, something unexpected: a small smile.
Quietly, he said, “I forgive you.”
I could only let out a nervous giggle. “Wh-what?”
“I forgive you, Ellie. You hurt me, but I love you. I…” He sighed. “The way you looked at me when we were dancing tonight. The way you always looked at me, even when things were at their worst. I realized…” A pause, as if he was thinking about how to say exactly what he meant. “Either you’ve always been in love with me, regardless of what you did; or you’ve never been in love with me, and you’ve always faked it, and you've faked it so well that I've never once caught you at it. I know I was naive, but I can’t live with that second possibility. So it has to be the first. You’ve always loved me, and that never changed.”
The tears streamed down my face. I never thought that we would get to his point. I never thought I’d earn… no, I hadn’t earned it. I could never earn it. But he’d granted me his forgiveness.
He continued. “I can’t… I know that I’ll still have problems sometimes. I can’t forget. But I’m not… I won’t beat you up for what you’ve done. I won’t beat myself up for it either, for not figuring it out. I want to go through our lives like that’s what they are: our lives. Our lives together.” He kissed my hand and I sobbed. He looked over at me for a second. “Hey now, hey, it’s okay El. I love you. I forgive you. We’re going to be okay.”
That night, when we made love, I no longer felt the absence that had been there before. My husband held nothing back from me. He committed himself fully to his love for me. My husband was mine again, entirely mine. It filled a void I had scarcely realized existed until it was made whole; but once it had, I realized how painful that emptiness had felt.
The next day, he asked for my devices to remove all the various trackers; I told him I’d be happy to leave them on, but he insisted. He loved me fearlessly, and I adored him all the more for it. As the months went on, our other safety nets slowly came down. He got rid of the bookmark for Derek’s touring schedule; I got more comfortable with being out by myself for longer. I still let him know where I was and when I was going, but I stopped feeling guilty when I texted him to let him know I was going to be late.



It was never exactly what it would have been if I hadn’t cheated. I knew that was just something it could never be. There were times, when he had had a bad day, that I could feel the specter of my infidelity in the room with us. There were times Derek might as well have been in bed with us, driving Tim to angrily fuck me; I held him afterwards and told him I loved him, tender where he couldn’t be. We usually made love afterwards, a way to dispel the darkness from our room. But sometimes, when I knew he was having the most trouble, I just spooned with him until he fell into a restless slumber.
Thankfully, by the end of the second year we were back together, those times almost never came along anymore. There would still be the occasional oddity; an edginess when I was a little too late, a frown when one of Derek’s songs snuck up on us. But they were pushed further and further into the background until they almost didn’t exist anymore.
When Amelia was three, I started telling stories to her, or rather, with her. We would make up fanciful tales together. Some days, she was a superhero princess with a robot dog sidekick. Other days she was a space mermaid on a mission to save lunchtime. They were fun, fluffy, silly little things. But they were something I wanted to keep. I started to record them on my phone so we’d have them for later.
Then… then I wanted to write them down. Maybe edit them a little bit. There were the kernels of some fun children’s stories in there. It wasn’t the need to create for creation’s sake, that burning, destructive, selfish impulse to make something that was just for me. I wanted it for her, and maybe for her kids if she ever had them. So I talked to Tim and told him. Asked him how he would feel about it.
I could see the pain on his face, the fear. I was an alcoholic saying, “I can have just this one drink,” at least in his eyes. We talked about it at length, and I told him what I was feeling and why. That it was a different feeling, that it wasn’t anything like what I had felt before. He just sat and brooded. I let it go; it wasn’t worth causing him pain over. It wasn’t something I felt like I needed anymore. I wasn’t that person, the one who let a selfish want hurt her husband. I wouldn’t let myself be.
A few days later, he came home at lunchtime. It was a pleasant surprise for Amelia and me; I started to prepare something for him, but he stopped me.
“Here.” He produced a small gift box from behind his back.
“Sweetheart! You didn’t have to get me anything!” I gave him a little kiss on the cheek, and he handed Amelia a similarly sized box.
I let her open hers first, while I gave daddy one more kiss. It held some coloring books and crayons. “Thank you, daddy!” Off she went to start coloring, lunch entirely forgotten. I rolled my eyes and laughed.
I opened my present under Tim’s very watchful eyes. He seemed almost nervous, but that wasn’t quite right. Anxious? Then, when the package was opened, I understood. It was a bundle of writing journals. “Tim?”
“I never… I never hated that you wrote. I didn’t get it, a lot of the time, but you didn’t get my games, either. I only– it wasn’t until after, after you– after I found out what you’d done. But this is something you want to do for our family; I know it’s something you want to do for you, too. But it’s not why you’re doing it, not deep down. That’s what you’ve told me, and I’m going to believe you.” He kissed my cheek. “I wish I could stay, but I need to get back to the office. I can’t wait to see what you’ve written when I get home.”
I didn’t write anything at first. I wanted to; god, how I did. But the idea of writing was different from the reality of it. I felt an unease that I hadn’t when I’d simply considered writing down the stories. The idea of opening one of these notebooks, of once again doing the thing that I had allowed to destroy my life, seemed suddenly anathema. I put them down and went to color with Amelia, then to try to direct her back to her lunch.
Afterwards, we were playing together, and she asked me to tell her a story. We went back and forth, adding to it, bit by bit, weaving a simple tale of a unicorn astronaut and her crew of space pirates. It was silly, simple fun. But then, when it was time for her nap, I sat down with the journal and started to write. And then write some more. Revise. Edit. Furiously scribble bits out and add others.
By the time Tim was home, I had a new, streamlined version of her story. Our story. We read it together as a family, with Tim doing the pirate voices and Amelia making the spaceship noises. It felt good. Like I had finally done the right thing with a gift I had been given, after so many years of letting it destroy my happiness.
After not too much longer, there was another member of our audience; Tim and I agreed that we wanted a sibling for Amelia, and I stopped my birth control. I don’t know if we got it on the first try, but there were plenty more after anyways; the sacrifices we make for our family. Little Donald came nine months later, and my father was overjoyed that his grandson bore his name. I had filled a dozen journals with our family’s stories by this time; even Tim joined in to make some. His contributions tended to be more action-adventure oriented, but that was okay. My four year old daughter assured me she was ready to be done with kid stuff.
I never heard from Derek again; not directly, at any rate. He stayed away and never contacted us again. Tim and I had avoided his music, but sometimes it would sneak in. He was still using the songs we had written together; that rankled a little bit, but I tried not to care too much. I knew that I was never going to get credit for what I had written, and it meant I wouldn’t need to answer uncomfortable questions from my kids later.
From what little I heard, his songs had improved. His voice had a new depth to it, presumably because he could no longer play guitar and tried to channel his passion into the only instrument he had left. His arrangements were improved, too; since he was no longer playing it, the guitar became just another part of the instrumentation, not the star of the show. The music was more complex and mature once his ego was making fewer decisions.
He released another three albums; the first two were end-to-end products of our collaboration. I gave the music itself no special notice, but it was nice to see that they were reviewed well, especially the lyrics. Sue me, I’m only human. The third album… it was his, his entirely. But I didn’t know that until a few months after it came out.
I turned on the radio in the car, getting ready for a quick trip to the grocery store while Tim watched the kids. “ – singer songwriter Derek Aldrich was found dead last night in his apartment, two days before his thirtieth birthday. Anonymous sources report his death was due to a drug overdose; Aldrich had been in and out of rehab due to an opioid addiction, following the accident which cost him the use of his hand. Rest in peace, Derek.”
They played a track from his new album, Funeral Dirge for a Fairytale. I knew it had been savaged by both fans and the press as being an overwrought throwback of a concept album. After his death, they would, of course, “revisit” and “reexamine” it as a misunderstood masterpiece from a tortured genius.
I downloaded the whole thing while I was in the car. It was us. Me and him and Tim. It told the story of a princess and her friend that grew up together, each plagued by their own wicked stepparents. There was an evil curse from the boy’s stepfather that festered in him and turned him into a monster; but because the princess loved her friend, she was unable to see it. The story went from there: the boy pushed his friend away to save her; the princess met her knight; the boy returned, a monster now, but the princess was still unable to see the change.
The princess was corrupted by the monster; he stole her magic to craft more of his own. But the knight learned the truth and destroyed the monster’s magic, freeing her. The knight could not stay with her, because she had betrayed him. She prevailed and prevailed upon him, but it was only when their daughter was born that he welcomed her back. The monster’s curse, unable to find an outlet, began to eat him from the inside. At the end, he made one more thing, a gift to the princess and her knight, and died. In the liner notes of the album, the dedication read, “To the princess with love and to the knight with regret.”
There were debates within his fandom whether his overdose on heroin was an accident or not, but I knew: his last album had been a suicide note. There was wild speculation afterwards about the meaning of the final album, but the people that knew everything that happened never gave out specifics. Derek had kept my name away from his band, and Tim’s friends only knew that I had cheated on him. There were only a handful of people that ever knew the whole story, and one of them was now dead.
I texted Tim to let him know that I needed to take a little time to myself that day. I sat in the park and mourned the loss of my childhood friend, the boy before he became the monster. When I came home a few hours later, I think Tim knew, but he never pressed me on it. He never said anything about Derek’s death, nor did I; I don’t know, to this day, what Tim feels about it.
I do know that Derek’s death lifted the last of the pall over our marriage. Tim trusted me, and he had forgiven me. But we both knew that the corrupting influence that had taken me down that path was still out there. And now, suddenly, it was gone. We were free of the dread that had hung over us.
Our life was a fairytale, but not the Disney kind. Instead, it was a more classic one, the kind the Brothers Grimm would tell. It was a dark one, a cautionary tale about self-indulgence. But the ending did mesh with more modern sensibilities: we never let go of one another again. The knight and his princess, together forever.
A voice shakes my reflection from her reverie. “El, it’s time.” The best man in the world looks at me from the doorway; we’re older now, and graying, but he’s still the man I fell in love with. Still the man I love more than any in the world. He leads me to the front pew, then hurries to the back of the church. The wedding march will begin soon, and he will walk our daughter down the aisle to give her hand to her knight. They’ll write their own story together, and I hope they find their own happily ever after.
-----------------------------------------------------------
In pretty much all of my stuff that's written in the first person, the narrator is as fallible as any other character in the story. Steve in "Incompatible Needs" is a selfish horndog. Tim in "At the End of the Tour" is a guy who deals poorly with his emotions in the middle of something just shy of a psychotic break. The narrator in "I Know My Wife" doesn't, actually; that's something only a few commenters picked up on. Any of those stories told from the point of view of another character is likely to be wildly different and far more sympathetic to the narrator of that story than the depictions in the original story.
When I write, I tend to do a sort of lazy Rashomon thing: what the character narrates isn't necessarily how it happened, but it's how they remember it happening. Thus the slight differences between some of the spoken words in "At the End of the Tour" and "Funeral Dirge for a Fairytale;" Tim is a guy having the worst three days of his life, and he's understandably angry and not coping very well. Ellie is telling the story with several decades worth of distance and is intensely remorseful. Neither of them is intending to mislead the reader, but both of them probably are. Most of my stories don't have followups that show more than one POV. Hence the "lazy" part of "lazy Rashomon."
As to why the ending of this is so markedly different from "At the End of the Tour," which was a light BTB/consequences story, whereas this is a reconciliation ending (not an RAAC, as that implies an emotionally unearned reconciliation), part of that was that Ellie is a somewhat sympathetic character. Flawed, yes, very flawed. But even in the original story, Tim accepted that she had been manipulated by Derek. He even said that he thought Derek was going to try to manipulate him, as well. And if Tim is, in fact, "the best man in the world," the notion of him finding a way to forgive is certainly not out of the question, if circumstances forced him and Ellie back together. I originally had a pretty dark ending planned for this, but as I wrote it, I realized it didn't really fit either of the characters, and felt closer to unnecessary misery porn than anything else.
Plus, it's the holiday season. If the reconciliation ending bothers you, then just remember the words of Hans Gruber: "It's Christmas, Theo! It's the time of miracles."
Merry Christmas, everyone!
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I blame myself for much of what happened. It might not have been my fault per se, but my past set the stage for the end of my marriage.
When I met Joan, I knew that she had limited experience with men. She wasn't a virgin by any means, but, including me, she could count her lovers on the right hand of a bad shop teacher. Me? You'd need to take off both shoes and add a whole barnyard full of piggies on top of that.
Honestly, that was part of what had attracted me to her. Joan was pretty, with a slim build, cute little tits, lovely dark eyes, and black hair cut in a bob, but not a knockout by any stretch of the imagination. She had a sweet kind of earnestness, though, the type that sometimes gets abraded away by worldliness. When we met, just after I graduated from college, I was looking for someone just like her, someone who had rejected the lifestyle I had lived.
It's not that I'm ashamed of that time, mind. In high school, I had thought of myself as a player, but when I got to college, I realized I'd been in the minor leagues, at best. My girlfriend during my freshman year, Rachel, introduced me to a whole new world. Rachel was sex on a stick, both in her ample physical attributes and her appetites. Once we decided we worked better as friends with significant benefits, we became each others' wingmen, and we each had a ridiculous number of sexual adventures as a result.
Once college was over, I thought things might change. They didn't. The green-eyed blonde bombshell wanted to continue the party, while I decided it was time to settle down. She's actually the one that introduced me to Joan, a friend of hers from back home. Where Rachel and I had less than stellar academic records as a result of our extracurricular activities, Joan was the exact opposite.
I know that Joan sometimes worried that she was my second choice, that I would be with Rachel if I could. It wasn't true, of course. They were different women, and while I loved my best friend and still had wonderful memories of our romantic love when we were freshmen, I was deeply in love with Joan. She never entirely got over that little bit of jealousy, but her worries lessened over time. Rachel and Joan had been casual friends in their hometown, but through me, they became very close. It eased any envy, even once Rachel got her wild child phase out of her system
I'd be lying if I said that there wasn't a little bit of a thrill in helping my girlfriend, then fiancée, then wife develop as a sexual being. Did I mold her to my tastes? Yeah, a bit. But she seemed to enjoy that aspect of our relationship, and when she wanted to try things that weren't necessarily what I was interested in, I still engaged with gusto.
Joan loved to talk about our sex lives before we were together while we were in bed. It was a huge turn on for her. She had comparatively few stories, but she hung on mine. She'd ask me to tell her about the women I'd been with before, the things we'd done together, all of it. Afterwards, she'd pick out things she'd like to try from my stories, and we'd work them into the rotation.
I loved Joan with all my heart. She was sweet and loving, a great wife and friend for most of our marriage. She had a quirky sense of humor and a thoroughly, often overly, analytical mind. All that time in college really paid off, both in terms of her intellect and her career. She was a quant, one of those financial analysts that depends on quantitative analysis and programming prowess to figure out what stocks to buy and sell, and she was very, very good at it. Joan made a lot of money for her bosses, which meant that she certainly made more than I did.
Unfortunately, that overly analytical mind meant that she could sometimes intellectualize things that she shouldn't. I still had the same "hard no" list that I did back in college, the lines I wouldn't cross sexually when in a relationship. I was game for pretty much anything, as long as it was me and her alone. I wanted no other lovers, period, for either of us. We had talked about it before we got married, and she agreed wholeheartedly at the time, but after five years together and three married, she started to push back on it.
"I just don't see what the big deal is, Paul. You did this before, when you were in college."
I sighed. I was so tired of this discussion. This was the third time in as many months as we'd gone through it. "Yeah, and, as I keep pointing out, that was when I was single."
My wife rolled her eyes and made air quotes. "'Single.' You were dating Rach in all but name. You watched each other with four different people and sent her on her way from the bar with, like, a couple dozen more." That was true. Our friend had figured into a number of my stories from that time, and I did enjoy those anecdotes.
"Sort of? But there's a reason she and I never actually dated after freshman year, and why I married you! We talked about this before. We've talked about it a lot! My answers haven't changed, so why do you keep asking the same questions?"
Her hands waved in the air as she became more animated. "Because I didn't get to do any of this stuff! You guys did, you talk about these big adventures you had, and they sounded hot as hell. I feel like I missed out."
I sighed. "Hon, I get that. I do. But there's a lot of it that... that wasn't so fun, too. I don't talk about the shitty stuff that went on, because it was really shitty. About the time Rachel almost got roofied. When I picked up a stalker. Or... or when we broke someone's heart because we didn't know they were more serious than we were. It was a lot of fun at times, but this, what we have, is so much better."
With a grumble, she said, "I wouldn't know."
"I get that, Joan. But fantasies..." I sighed. "Sometimes they're better off as just fantasies." I felt for her. I really did. But she didn't understand what she was asking for, how sharing someone you loved and were committed to changed things. It was why Rach and I had broken up; Joan knew that, but she just didn't seem to get it.
She looked away from me. "What if that's not enough anymore?"
The hairs pricked up on the back of my neck. This was new. "What is that supposed to mean?"
"What if I want to go and..." She shook her head, then her dark eyes focused intensely on me. "No, not what if. I want to go and have a few adventures of my own."
My eyes bugged out. "What? No! Not just no, but fuck no!"
Her pretty face turned into a sneer. This was also new, and I didn't like it at all. "Oh, you think because we're married that you own me? That you can dictate what I do with my body?"
"No! But we're married! We took a vow! 'Forsaking all others,' you remember that one? I love you, and I thought you loved me, too!"
Her expression softened. "I do love you, Paul, so much. I want to spend my whole life with you. And I don't begrudge you all the things you did in school. But it sucks that I don't get to do those things too just because of some piece of paper."
I couldn't believe what I was hearing. "Is that all it is to you? Our marriage? Just a piece of paper?"
"No! No, It's just... look, yes, we took vows. Vows that are.. they're like a contract between us. And if one of us isn't happy with the terms, we can amend that contract until we are."
I couldn't believe this shit. "So you, what, want to rewrite our vows? 'Forsaking all others, except Joan gets to go out and find some strange?'" I snorted. "Fat fucking chance of that."
"I would never--!" She shook her head in irritation. "Look, I've been thinking about this a lot. I want to-- I need to do this, Paul. But I don't want to blow up our marriage."
"You've been thinking about this 'a lot?' Why?" My blood ran cold and my voice followed. "Who."
"It's not like that, Paul! I'm not... I haven't cheated on you. Haven't even really talked to anyone. But... but I know that men look at me. That-- that I could do well for myself if I tried. There is someone that..." She looked away. "When I get the go ahead from you, I'm going to approach them."
"Well, that 'when' is the same as 'when hell freezes over,' Joan. I'm never going to be okay with this." I scoffed. "And 'do well for yourself?' What the fuck does that make me? Just good enough?"
Joan gasped, "No! No, not at all! I love you, and you're so great, Paul! But I-- I don't have... I want, need these experiences. The ones you had. You always told me that-- that it wasn't so much about 'better' as 'different.' I want to experience 'different.'"
Fuck this. "No. I'm not going along with this. I'm done talking about it. If you do this on your own, we're done. We might already be done." I went to stand.
"Paul, wait, please! I just-- " She reached into her purse and produced a folded sheet of paper. "I want to do this, babe. But I want to be fair about it-- " She raised her hand to stop me, an imploring look on her face. "Please, hear me out. This can be good for us." She put the paper on our kitchen table and opened it.
A contract. She'd made a fucking contract. She was serious. She actually wanted to amend our fucking wedding vows.
I just stared in shock as she started to talk again. "I don't want to make this asymmetrical, Paul. I want us to each be able to have fun. And I still want there to be rules, like our vow, I just want to expand on them." She slid the paper over to me.
It was complete bullshit. Lots of rules for things like discretion, not bringing the 'friend' home, only 'partnering' with 'friends' that were not our current actual friends or co-workers, use of condoms, cleaning up before returning home, a whole stupid checklist that might as well have been titled, "How to have an affair while pretending you're not having an affair." There was a space for my signature at the bottom, along with the date. She'd already signed it and dated it three days before.
I laughed at one line item in particular. Mockingly, I said, "'No disrespect of the spouse is to be allowed.' Too fucking late there, Joan! This whole thing is disrespectful."
She quietly said, "I didn't want anyone to think that a friend was talking bad about one of us."
"A 'friend.' Yeah, because when I think of friends, I-- "
She exploded. "Yeah, friend, Paul! Nothing more than that! Not even the type of 'friends'-- " Those fucking airquotes again. " --that you and Rachel were! I'm not looking to replace you, I just want to have some fun, the same kind you've had!"
I was shaking with rage now. "Then you shouldn't have gotten married! You shouldn't have vowed to be faithful!"
She was right there with me. "Our vows are completely fucking arbitrary! There's a reason not every couple says the same ones! Some keep 'obey' in or out, some folks write their own, people do what works for them. We can choose which ones we want, and we can choose to change them later if they don't work!"
That was it. I was done. "They have been fucking working, Joan. For me, at least. If they're not working for you..." I shook my head. "Then just get the fuck out. I'll give you a divorce if that's what you want. But I'm not doing this."
She pounded the table. "That's not what I want!" Joan stood, bristling with anger. "I'm going to have some fun, Paul. Sign the goddamned amendments, or at least talk to me about how we can modify them to make you comfortable. You can go and have fun with--"
"I don't fucking want to!"
Her mood turned on a dime, the anger replaced with something that made me even more uneasy. She had put on her quant face, the one that said she'd run the numbers and this was how it needed to be. She cooly said, "Well, I do, and I'm going to. I'm going to ask someone out. I'm going to go and have some fun, and you should, too. I just want to agree to the rules first. Let's just get past this, okay? I love you, and I want to have this adventure with you." The fucking nerve of this woman.
I stalked away without another word and left the house. She called after me, but she might as well have been talking to a wall.
I started to drive. I needed someone to talk to. I knew exactly who.
"I'm going to rip her tiny fucking tits off."
It was the laugh I needed, but Rachel wasn't laughing with me. "I'm fucking serious, Paul. I can't believe she pulled that shit." We were sitting at the bar of our favorite dive from college, each nursing a beer.
"That's two of us." This was just so frustrating, so out of character for the woman I thought I knew. "I just don't know what to do. I mean, she's clearly planning to do it. Part of me says, 'fuck it, let's just get a divorce.' Another says, 'she kind of has a point, you did--'"
Rachel interrupted, "No! That's bullshit! Yes, we had a hell of a time back then. But we still had a bright line that we didn't go past; it's why we didn't make a real go of it, because--" She looked away, trying to avoid my face and the echo of a painful memory etched on it. "-- because we both know that there's a difference. Having a friend you love and sharing them with someone else is one thing. Sharing a girlfriend or a spouse, it's another. It's different. Some things..."
She shook her head and looked at me. "Ugh, stupid fucking brainiac Joan. Some things you can't just think your way past. You can't tell your heart they don't matter. I know there are people it works fine for, people that can have an open marriage or swing or whatever." She laughed. "Hell, we've both fucked a few of them." I laughed then, too. "But you and I both know it won't work for you. Didn't work for me, either. And I don't think it'll work for her, once you start fucking someone else."
I chuckled. "Yeah, I don't think she'll like that." I bowed my head unhappily. "I don't like it, either. I don't want to fuck anyone else. You're right, Rach. I can't turn it on and off like that, not with my wife. It just... it feels different. What's the fucking point of making the vows if you're not willing to keep them? If she has sex with someone else, I think that's just going to have to be it. We'll be done."
Rachel patted my shoulder. "She hasn't done it yet. You know she loves you, and she can tell how upset you are. Let it rest for tonight. I'll call her tomorrow during the day. You can talk to her about it after work, when you've both had time to process." She finished her beer. "Come on, man. Let's go play some pool and try to get your mind off this shit." She kicked my ass. She always did.
The house was dark; Joan had already gone to bed. I stood in the living room, trying to decide where I would sleep that night. We'd never had a fight so bad that I didn't want to sleep next to her. I still wanted to then, even as mad as I was at her. But I also didn't want her to think I'd accepted her idiotic amendments. I sighed and went to my bedroom, trying to be quiet as I brushed my teeth and got ready for bed, then slid in next to my wife. She was asleep, but I spooned behind her and held her. I didn't want this to be the end of us, but if it was, I wanted to have at least one more night holding her as we slept.
In the morning, she left before I woke. She had left her contract, amendments, whatever the fuck you wanted to call it on the table with a Post-It note. "I love you with all my heart. Please, sign it and let's get past this, so we can have a new adventure together." My initial instinct was to set it on fire, and possibly the whole goddamned house with it. Instead, I took a picture of it and sent it to Rachel, so that she'd have more than just my vague recollection of what it said.
I sat staring at that stupid piece of paper for a long while. The more time I looked at it, the more I understood what my wife was trying to accomplish, and the angrier I got. A plan was starting to form in my head. If she wouldn't listen to reason, well, then I'd show her you can't intellectualize some things.
Work was work. I couldn't focus. I hoped that Rachel was able to talk to Joan today and get her to see sense. If not... I spun some scenarios in my head about what I'd do if the worst came to pass. They varied wildly from me trying to find some way to accept this all the way to burning everything down and salting the earth. I was pretty sure it was going to be somewhere closer to the latter, but I was working with hypotheticals at this point. I needed to talk to her and see if she'd come to her senses. I snuck out early and hit the gym, so I'd have something else to focus on.
A little over an hour later, I was sweaty and tired. Running plus weights helped to distract me in the moment, but that's all they were: a distraction. And as I finished up my cooldown, any peace I might have temporarily found in exercise was dispelled with a text from Rachel. "I tried. I'm sorry. She won't listen. If you want to hang out after you talk, hmu."
I showered at the gym. Even that irritated me; I remembered in her stupid little checklist the entry about cleaning up before we got home and thought of her showering after a different kind of workout. My stomach lurched.
Joan was already there when I walked through the door, sitting at the kitchen table with a meal prepared for us. She was a good cook, but she rarely went to the effort; we usually just ordered takeout. I wasn't sure why she had gone to the trouble. A different tactic to get me to go along? An apology for how she'd gone about this? Or an apology for something else, something which I couldn't forgive?
Her smile seemed genuine and unguarded. "I'm glad you're home. Come on, babe. Let's eat. It's nice and hot."
We ate in silence. That wasn't that rare; we were both foodies, and we liked to savor our meals. It was usually the content silence of two people enjoying their meal and each other's company, comfortable enough with each other to not fill the air with needless words. But this wasn't that. I think she was trying to show me that we were still us, that her little amendments wouldn't really change anything. She'd done the exact opposite, and as the tension in the room rose, she finally realized it.
Joan broke the stillness. "I talked to Rachel today."
"I know." I placed my cutlery on either side of my plate. This meal was ruined anyways.
She nodded silently. "Then you probably also know that she didn't change my mind. I'm not mad that you talked to her, but I am a little hurt that you tried to get her in the middle of all of this. It should be just between us."
It was a good thing I'd stopped eating, or my snort would have sprayed pasta sauce all over the tablecloth. "Yeah, just you, me, and whatever guys you're planning to fuck."
Her frustration was evident. "You know what I mean. Those people... whoever we choose to be with, the amendments clearly say that they're not supposed to be people we already know. I wanted us to be discreet. We can't do that if-- "
"Gee, I'm real fucking sorry if I've made you uncomfortable. How thoughtless of me. I should have just been a nice little cuck, right?"
Joan's eye twitched. "If that's what you want to be. I'm not forcing that. I've made it very clear that I want you to go have fun. But if you-- "
"Did you think this was going to convince me? Insulting me? Trying to cut me off from my best friend? It's a good thing you didn't go into sales, hon. You fucking suck at it."
She growled. "Fine, how's this for a negotiating tactic: I've set a date up for myself on Saturday evening. If you don't sign the amendments by then, I'll consider myself free to do whatever I want with him, including bringing him here. I don't want to hurt you, Paul, but you're being so fucking stubborn and greedy about this, and I'm done with your hypocritical bullshit."
I stood up slowly. "You're done. You're. Done. You fucking bitch!" I threw my wine glass at the wall. She barely flinched as it shattered. "You've just told me in three days time, you're going to go out with some other guy! And if I don't get with the program, you're going to, what? Bring him home and fuck him in our bed? Try to make me watch?"



"I don't want to do any of that. But I will if you don't either sign the amendments or come up with some changes that I can live with."
I shook my head. "That you can live with. I-- " I glared at her. "No, you know what? I don't even fucking recognize you anymore. There's no point in talking about this." I grabbed my keys and headed to my car, then texted Rachel.
She was already sitting at the bar with a beer for me when I got there. "I had a feeling we'd be back here." She sighed. "I'm so sorry. I tried, but... Paul, it's really bad. This is Doug and Lisa all over again."
"Shit." Doug had been one of our running buddies; not as close with either Rachel or me as she and I were, but someone with the same attitude that we had about both our hedonism and where the lines were drawn. In senior year, he fell for a sweet junior named Lisa and decided to be the first runner to drop out of our little sexual marathon. Unfortunately, Lisa changed after they were together for a while. Changed, I realized now, like Joan had. She ended up sleeping around on Doug and breaking his heart. He never really got a good answer for why, other than that she felt like she needed to have some of the same experiences he had.
Rachel nodded. "I've had a lot of time to think about it and... I'm sorry, I think I'm at least partially to blame for both Joan and Lisa." She took a swig of her beer. "I talked up our fun times. I know you did, too, but that was... it's different if a guy talks about his history to a girl versus when a girl does it. It's hard to put yourself in the story if you don't have a similar experience outside of it, you know?"
"Kind of?"
"The problem is that it's like... you know how they say to not pay too much attention to what people show on Instagram? To not judge yourself against what you see there?"
I nodded. "Yeah. 'Don't compare your life with their highlight reel.'"
"Uh-huh." Rachel put her beer down and absentmindedly started to peel the label. "I did that with Joan. Lisa, too, I guess. Showed them nothing but a highlight reel. Like, when you talk with Joan in bed about what you did, what do you talk about? The fun stuff, right? The stuff that really got you going, or what you thought would get her going." I nodded; I could see where she was going with this.
She continued. "You don't talk about the boring experiences. You don't talk about the ones that were decent but not great, or the mildly disappointing ones. You might talk about the bad ones, but even those mostly end up being either funny or a safe kind of scary, because you survived them right?"
I scoffed. "So, what, since she thinks it was all fun and games, that excuses it? I mean, even if it really had been, it sure as fuck doesn't."
Her voice was filled with regret. "No, but it might make her think it's worth the risk."
We sat in silence and drank for a while. "She's already set up a date. Saturday."
Rachel put her hand on my shoulder. "Oh, fuck, Paul. I'm so sorry."
My hand went over hers as my eyes misted up. "Yeah. Yeah, me too." I shook my head. "I'm... I can't stay with her. Even if she turned around and called the whole thing off, I can't do it. That she decided it was okay to go even this far... It's just so disrespectful. Of me, of our vows, all of it. I can't stay. We're getting divorced. I'm calling a lawyer first thing tomorrow."
Her face fell. "God, I wish I'd never introduced you two. I'm sorry. I'm so, so sorry. I had no idea she was capable of something like this. I told her... god, I told her when we talked earlier that she was going to lose you no matter how this went down. You'd either divorce her, or you'd do what she wanted and end up getting snapped up by someone else. I can't believe someone that smart can be this fucking stupid."
I took another swig. "It's because she is so smart, you know that, right?" She raised an eyebrow. "I guarantee you, she went at this like any other risk analysis. She's gotta have a spreadsheet on her laptop where she plugged in all of the variables she could think of and her estimations: how easy she thinks it'll be to find a guy, how fun she thinks it'll be, which amendments would piss me off by what amount, all of it. And then she decided on how she'd approach this based off of that."
Rachel sighed. "That sounds like her."
"Yeah. Too bad her estimates all suck. 'Garbage in, garbage out,' right? But she's going to plow on ahead, because she's just so sure I'll cave. And when I don't, I'm sure she'll try to take solace in the outcome being within the margin of error or some shit." My beer was empty, so I got the bartender's attention.
"Do you need a place to stay tonight?"
This was so fucked. My marriage was effectively over. I was going to divorce Joan. Probably fuck my life for the next few years doing it. But... "No. I appreciate it, but I'm going to see this through to the end. I'm going to have to-- we're done. But I need to teach her a lesson. And for that, well, she can't know we're over yet." I had never hidden things from Joan before. Maybe we wouldn't be here if I had.
"Revenge? Really? That doesn't sound like you, Paul."
I could only shrug. "Yeah, but none of this sounded like Joan, either. And it's... okay, there's going to be an element of revenge to it. I won't lie. I'm pissed, and I'm going to hurt her. But I meant what I said: she needs to be taught a lesson. A few lessons, actually. It's as much a last gift from me to her as it is me getting back at her."
She leaned forward, arms resting on the bar, as she tried to meet my gaze. "Well, now I'm intrigued."
I laughed loudly. "I was kind of hoping you would be. But-- look, what I have planned, if you're involved, there's no way she'll ever forgive you."
"Well then, that's perfect, since I'm never going to forgive her for doing this to you." She put her hand on my back and rubbed it, a show of camaraderie from a loyal friend. Just letting me know I wasn't alone. The little things really do matter the most. "Now. Tell me what we're going to do."
I laid it all out for her. She was, at turns, amused, aghast, and anxious to begin.
After I'd sobered up a little, I drove home and was faced with the previous night's decision again: sleep next to my wife or by myself? I looked longingly at the stairs up to our bedroom; there were so many happy memories there. But that's all they were now. Hanging my head, I made my way to the downstairs guest bedroom.
In the morning, Joan was gone again. I cried, just a little, for what she had put us through. I cried a little more for what I was about to put her through. There was no coming back for me after last night. There would be no coming back for her after tonight.
I texted my wife, "Thought some more. I have some revisions I think you can agree to. Meet at home at 6 for dinner and discussion? Love you." It hurt to text those last two words, even if they were still true for now. Almost instantly, she replied with "Thank you! I love you! See you tonight!"
I called in sick. I wanted to give myself some time to mentally prepare and to get the house exactly as I wanted it. Then I texted Rachel. "We're on. See you at 4."
Our house had an open floor plan. From the living room, you could easily see into the kitchen, dining room, and entryway. I moved the furniture a little bit, adjusted our lighting, all the things that would be necessary for tonight's gift. Rachel arrived at four on the dot, and we went over the finer points of the plan. Then, we had a quick snack and something to drink; we'd need energy and steady nerves.
When my wife opened the door, her usual greeting was cut short into "Paul, I'm--!" and then a scream. In the middle of our living room and in full view of the front door, I had Rachel bent over the arm of our couch and was absolutely pounding her pussy from behind. We were both completely naked. Her big tits bounced as my hips slammed into her over and over again, and she started groaning loudly upon Joan's entrance. Rach did always like to put on a good show.
I grunted, "Hey-- unf-- hon. Just a -- mmf- sec." My wife gawped at us, trying to comprehend what was happening.
"Ooooh fuck, Jojo, thanks-- oh!-- for -- giving me another -- ah! crack at this!" It was incredibly hard to not start laughing when Rachel said that.
She had spent most of the last fifteen minutes edging me before we rapidly took up our positions when we heard Joan's car door slam. We expected her to be stunned when she opened the door, but we weren't sure for how long. And we wanted our show to have a nice, big finish for our audience of one.
"Fuck, Rach! Your -- ah! -- your pussy-- fucking magic-- best I've ever had!" Joan's jaw dropped. Then her eyes burned with hatred. "You motherf--!"
Rachel moaned, "Shut up, -- ah!-- bitch! Let our man--" Ooo, that one stung. Joan's expression went from hatred to full-on murderous. " Ah! -- nut in peace!"
Joan angrily strode forward into the living room, but it was too late. "Fucking love you, Rach!" I thrust into her slick cunt one last time and emptied myself, a gusher of cum absolutely filling her. My sexpot co-star came in a loud, wordless shriek of pleasure, her pussy-- and yes, it was the best I'd ever had-- milking me dry.
Joan stopped her forward motion, paralyzed by the wail of the banshee her husband was inseminating. Rach's body shuddered as she came, a rhythmless dance of ecstasy. As the dance ended, she fell forward over the couch arm and moaned, "Love you-- oooh- love you, too, baby."
Tears streamed down Joan's pretty, slack face. Her worst nightmares, all in one horrid tableau: her husband telling another woman, his best friend, that he loved her. The best friend reciprocating that love. Them fucking in front of her, in front of his wife! Her husband cumming inside another woman!
My dick slid from Rachel, coated with her juices and my cum. "Welcome home, Joan. Want to talk about those amendments now? I think you might have an idea about how I'd like them changed." Joan dropped bonelessly to the chair next to her as she started to sob. It broke my heart. But it wasn't enough yet.
I leaned over Rachel's prone form and kissed her shoulder, my eyes on Joan's. A tender display of affection and connection, one that had been reserved for her and her alone for half a decade. "Hey, sexy. Why don't you go thank my wife for opening our marriage up?"
Rachel's grin belonged on a jungle cat. "Mmmm, absolutely, my love." I helped her stand on legs still shaking from the aftershocks of her orgasm. Her face turned to mine, but her eyes stayed on Joan as she gave me a kiss; not a deeply passionate one, not the type she'd give someone she was just fucking. It was the type shared by two people who were so intimate that the passion was implied. It only hinted at what the two would share again later. A lover's kiss.
My tigress slinked towards her prey. "Thank you so much, Jojo. I never would have gotten to be with Paul again, if you could have just kept to your vows. Never would have gotten to feel-- " A little shiver made her assets jiggle just a bit, accentuating the differences between her body and Joan's. " -- alllll that cum he can dump into me. So much!" Her hand slipped between her legs and brought a little of our mixed juices out, dripping from her fingertips. "It feels good, doesn't it? The way his cock throbs when he's about to come? The way he looks at you like you're the only thing in his world? I'm so glad we can share that now."
Joan's eyes widened. "Please, don't-- "
Rachel's eyes flashed. "Oh, maybe we should share this, too!" She moved her fingers in front of Joan's face. "Want a taste?" Joan looked away, mouth clamped shut, and Rachel shrugged. "Your loss." She brought her fingers to her mouth and sucked noisily at them. "Mmmmm, so good! You're missing out." A little thoughtful expression danced across her features. "Of course, you're not going to be missing out for long."
"Wh-- what?" My wife's eyes, wide with confusion and fear, snapped to hers.
Rachel bent at the waist, bringing her face level with Joan's. "My pussy, slut. Your husband's cock is going to taste like it every night from now on. When you suck it, you're going to taste me. If he fucks you, it's only going to be after he's been inside of me." Craning her neck closer to Joan, she asked, "Do you like my perfume? I hope so. Your pillows are going to smell like it. Every. Single. Night." She gave my wife a little kiss on the cheek; the scared little woman I had been in love with flinched away.
Rachel straightened up and patted Joan's head. "It's going to be great! I'm so excited to share him with you." Rachel's ownership of me was implied; she was marking her territory, and Joan did not miss it at all. A little bit of cum fell from her pussy, splattering on the tiles. The small, wet sound made Joan flinch again. Rachel laughed. "Such a waste! Well, plenty more where that came from."
Joan was clearly, thoroughly broken now. This was enough; there was no reason to continue. Rachel looked at me. I shook my head just the tiniest bit, and she nodded almost imperceptibly. "Oh, I wish I could stay for dinner. But I have an early day tomorrow, and I know if I stay, Paul will just keep me up all night. You wouldn't mind that, right, Jojo? I mean, you've got your date on Saturday, so it's not like you can complain." She walked towards me, wrapped her arms around my neck and gave me another kiss, then whispered, "Call me later."
Joan just stared off into space, shellshocked, as Rachel and I dressed. When the door slammed shut behind our friend, I quietly said. "You get it now. This isn't something you can just rationalize your way around. I couldn't have lived with you cheating on me, however you dressed it up. Just like you can't live with what I've done." A mute nod from the woman whose heart I'd once hoped to never break.
I sat on the couch across from her chair. Not close enough to touch; we'd never be close again in any way that mattered. My voice was soft with sadness. Resigned. A last gift for my wife, telling her the truth with tenderness instead of anger. "Wedding vows are arbitrary. They matter because they're arbitrary. They're something we make only to the person we love, and they say, 'You will have this from me, and from no other. I will be these things for you, and no one else.'" My vision blurred through my tears. "You can't just change them because you want something new. They're not contracts to be amended. They're oaths to be upheld."
The ring slipped so easily off of my finger. "I would have loved you for the rest of our lives. I would have upheld every oath. I would have been yours and no one else's, for better or worse, for richer or poorer, in sickness and in health. But you just couldn't forsake all others." The symbol of our marriage dropped onto the glass coffee table, the noise it made a bell tolling the end of our love. I left our home to the sound of Joan's plaintive weeping.
My bags were already packed and in my car. I texted Rachel as I drove. "It's done. Talk to you tomorrow." She had offered to have me stay with her, but I couldn't. It was too much. I needed to get some distance from everything.
Joan was served at home. There was no reason to embarrass her more than I already had. I didn't tell anyone other than Rach why we were really getting divorced, and I assumed Joan didn't either. The filing was under irreconcilable differences; that was close enough to the truth. She didn't fight me on it, or on the terms. I had been fair to both of us. It was about as amicable as these things could be.
Rachel and I were friendly over the next few weeks, but only that. She was my best friend; that hadn't changed. But the way we interacted, the casual touches, the pats on the shoulder, the hugs, those mostly stopped. They had been infused again with a memory of what we had been as students, and what we briefly were on the last night in my home. We both needed to process what all of this meant, and I couldn't do that while I was dealing with the end of my marriage.
A couple months after that night, we were sitting at the bar together; the recent past had seen us there more often than the five years previous put together. It was neutral ground, of a sort. It wasn't that we didn't trust ourselves to be alone at her or my apartment; instead it was that I wasn't ready to explore the new and uncharted territory of our relationship yet. I wasn't sure what its shape was going to be now that a major restraint on it was gone, and I couldn't bear the thought of losing her, too, if we wanted different things.
"I'm gonna head on out."
As I shifted off of the stool, her face broke into a small, almost shy smile. "I wish you'd stay." She had had a long day; we'd been talking about some work problems she'd been having, but I thought we'd got her head back on straight.
"Of course. Did you want to talk about something else?"
She laughed softly. "'Talk' wasn't the verb I was going for, but we can start there." She looked at me, that disarming smile I'd fallen in love with years ago. The one that later convinced me we should try something I was pretty sure we shouldn't. The one that couldn't convince either of us that things were okay between us afterwards.
"Rach..." I knew what she wanted, at least for the next few hours. I wanted it, too. It had been two months for me, and being with her had awakened dormant memories that part of me desperately wanted to relive. But I couldn't be part of what we'd been before I married Joan.
She put a hand up. "Please, Paul, just hear me out." I nodded. "I... if the reason you don't want to is because you're still hurting too much from Joan, I understand. I'll drop this right now. Is that why?" A small shake of my head provoked a sigh of relief from her. "Okay. I'm going to go out on a limb and assume it's not because you don't want to fuck me."
I snorted. "That's a pretty sturdy limb. No, it's because..." I sighed. "What we had after we dated was great, but it's not what I want anymore. I'm not saying I didn't feel close to you then, but it's not... it wasn't the same. And I need to know that, if we get together, that that's what we're both aiming for. That kind of commitment. The kind that we-- that we had before we fucked it up when we were dating."
Rachel looked at her bottle, face drawn and sad. "That I fucked up."
"No, Rach, it took two to tango. I-- "
She snapped, "Yeah, but I called the fucking dance, and we both know it. I was so sure that we'd be able to bring another couple in and swap, and we'd be okay afterwards. That's the mature thing, right?" She shook her head sadly. "I was so sure that I knew everything back then. I was absolutely certain that we'd both be able to handle it. But then I couldn't."
"I couldn't either." Any buzz I had left from the beer was washed away in the painful reminiscence of how we'd changed.
"Yeah, but you tried to. Tried to keep it together for me. For us. I freaked out and bailed. 'I'll always love you, but we should just be friends.' Broke your heart. Broke mine. And I still-- still!-- couldn't stay away. But I hid it behind us just being friends."
She looked at me. "Joan was right. She knew. Knew we weren't just friends, after we stopped dating, that we just pretended so we could keep doing what we were doing without hurting each other. I wish to God I'd been strong enough to stop myself. I wish to God I'd stopped pretending I was some sort of fucking sexual sophisticate when we left college, that I'd done whatever it took to admit what I really wanted. Because now we're friends that might be friends with benefits again, and I don't know how to get us back to where we were before. And I want to, Paul. I want to so badly."
I kissed her. It wasn't a conscious choice, nor was it an aftereffect of the beer. It was because it was all in the open now. We both knew that we had mourned our love even as we pretended it had only changed to friendship. But we were mourning something that had only slept, not died.



It was the kiss we'd shared the night we put on the show for Joan; the lover's kiss. The one we had acted-- no, method acted, because it was pulling from something we both still felt. She broke the kiss first, but only to gasp, "My place is closer."
We were giddy on the way to her apartment, but it was with an edge of painful anxiety. Neither of us were sure where this was going to go, if it was a terrible mistake or the start of something wonderful. But we needed to know if it would destroy us or complete us; it would have to be one or the other.
We weren't even through the door before we started shedding clothes; I know that I tore a button off of her blouse, and she wasn't any gentler with my clothing. We didn't make it to her bed. Once we were both shirtless, I pushed her onto the couch. She fell backwards onto it and spread her legs wide for me. I knelt between them, pushed her skirt up, and almost tore off her panties; their fabric was soaked with her juices. Those bright green eyes were alive with delighted anticipation; she knew how much I enjoyed this part, and my enjoyment meant that I spent a lot of effort getting good at it.
On another night, I might have teased her, nibbled my way up her thighs, kissed gently at her mound. There was none of that tonight. I wanted to taste my friend-- girlfriend?-- for the first time in half a decade. Rachel's musky scent became my world as I dipped my face towards her beautiful, trimmed snatch. I was desperate for the taste of her, and she was desperate to be tasted.
Her fingers wound into my hair as I dipped my tongue between her engorged labia and deep inside her. My lover's soft sighs and excited gasps were the music angels make. I gripped her ass with my hands, holding her in place; even if she wanted to get away, she couldn't. I wasn't going to let her get away from me ever again. I feasted on this succulent blonde goddess, and her sweet juices dripped from my chin.
"Oh, fuck, Paul!" As my tongue moved to lash at her clit, I felt her begin to tremble. I redoubled my efforts, and they did not go unrewarded. Her moans reached a crescendo then were cut off suddenly, a strangled gasp mirroring the sudden paralysis of her body. She was an alabaster statue for just a moment, a work of art, before she sprang to life again, howling as her need was fulfilled. I chuckled, the vibration making her jump, and continued on. "Please! No, I--!" But we both knew I wouldn't stop. I loved this game; we both did, seeing how many times I could get her off before she went limp and insensate. We easily beat our record that night.
I carried her to bed and held her close as she recovered. We kissed gently, a resumption of a love affair that had ended when we were little more than children. There were tears in her eyes; gratitude and regret mixed on her face. Her voice was little more than a whisper. "Why did I give this up?"
I kissed her again and stroked her hair. "Because I wasn't strong enough to fight for you back then, to fight for us. And I wasn't a good enough friend to see how unhappy you were later, when you kept insisting you wanted to play the field." I moved over her, kneeling between her legs. "But I can see now. And I want us."
My cock was in my hand, the head nudging at her lips. "Tell me what you want."
She bit her lip and moaned, "You." I pushed in a little and she hissed, "Usss!" I drove my length into her, my earlier ministrations opening my lover up for my rough entry. "Fuck, Paul!! Us! I want us!"
"Look at me." Her eyes locked on mine. I slid out of and into her again once, quick and forceful. "This is mine. Only mine." She nodded, eyes clouded with lust. "You are mine." She nodded quickly again.
"Yours. Yours. Only yours. Always. Yours." She whisper-chanted, a profane canticle for the man she gave her body to. "You! M-- mine, love-- ah-- love you! Mine!" Her words became almost guttural sounds as our pace became more rapid, as she pulled me down onto her and locked her legs around me. "Mine! My love! Missed this! Need you!"
Between gritted teeth, I moaned, "Fuck! I love you, Rach! Always-- unf-- always be-- yours now!" I could feel the tremors in her once more, and I knew I couldn't last long. "Wh-- where?"
As her orgasm started to take her again, take temporary possession of what was mine, she choked out, "F-- fill me!" It was too much; this was too much. Too much time without each other, too much effort denying what we were to each other, too much longing compressed into this moment. I pinned my lover to the bed with my body, emptying myself into her, my seed splashing against her cervix as I moaned her name.
She bucked once then went rigid; even if she weren't pinned under my weight, she would be unable to move. A sob of joy and triumph erupted from her throat as her orgasm passed through and over her. I held her as she trembled and gasped, whispered words of love that I thought I'd never be able to tell her again.
Afterwards, we lay together, her body against my side and her head on my shoulder. She leaned up and nuzzled my neck. "Mmmm, you're so much more aggressive than you used to be."
I turned my head to her and kissed those luscious red lips. "I know what I want now. I know what I'm willing to do to get it."
A low throaty chuckle rumbled in her chest. "I like it. Maybe not every time, but... " She kissed my neck again. "I like that I'm what you want." She was quiet for a moment, pensive. "What... what do you really want, though? I know we said, 'us,' but what does that mean? Do you... do you just want to make another go at this? At us?"
I lay there for a moment. I didn't want to scare her off. But I'd just gotten done telling her that I knew what I wanted and knew what I was willing to do to get it.
"No. No, I want a commitment, Rachel. Not just us 'making another go.'"
She leaned up on an elbow and looked at me with concern. "What do you mean?"
"I want you. I want us to be together. I'm in love with you. All of this, that night together, us trying to fight this, everything just now, it's... I never wanted to not be with you. Never wanted us to break up in the first place."
I turned on my side to look at her. "What I want is... I want to finish up my divorce. While that's happening, I want us to be sure this is what you want, not just a blip, not looking at the past with rose colored glasses. And if it is what you want, then the day after I'm divorced, I'm going to..." I laughed.
She smiled, a pearly white flash of beauty. "What?!"
"You're mine, right?"
She nodded bashfully. "Yeah. Yeah, I am. It wasn't just..." I kissed her.
"Then I'm going to make that official. I'm going to take this hand-- " I grasped her left hand in mine. " -- and I'm going to put a ring on it." I kissed her hand. "And then, a little while later, when you're ready, I'm going to put another ring on it." I kissed it again.
Her eyes glistened with happy tears. She nodded, barely able to speak, her voice a tiny little croak. "Yes." Louder now. Sure. "Yes. Yes. That's what I want. I want you to be mine. I want to be yours. I AM yours, and I want everyone to know it."
She pushed me onto my back and straddled me, laughing with a delightful wickedness. Her heavy breasts were achingly close to my mouth. "And I'm going to make sure you never, ever forget it." Her labia slid back and forth along my shaft, bringing me fully back to life. Her eyes were wild and filled with an emerald flame. "Make sure you never forget you're mine, either."
We moved in together the next week. Too fast? Maybe. Rachel thought too slow. "This is what should have happened years ago, and it didn't. I'm not letting another day go by where I'm not sharing my life with you." What could I say to that?
We were very happy. I was concerned that we had changed too much since college, or that we had never been as compatible as we had thought. Those fears went completely out the window over the following six months. Our lives merged seamlessly; part of that was that we mostly had the same friends, and they had all thought we were idiots back in the day. Part of it was that we'd always been interested in a lot of the same things. And part of it was, I won't lie, the spectacular, incredible, mindblowing sex. We'd always been good there, and the years apart had made us both more skilled and hungrier for each other.
As the date of our final court appearance loomed, Joan reached out to me. She wanted to talk. I considered ignoring her request. But then I decided that in our last meeting, she didn't really talk at all, and I owed her that much. We met on neutral ground, a park near her house.
She looked tired. A little more jaded. That wonderful sweet earnestness had been worn away, and I'd had my part in it. That hurt, honestly. She stood as I approached. "Hey Paul. Thank you for coming." She hugged me, and I felt a little pang.
"Of course. I thought... well, I thought you should be able to say what you needed to." We sat on the bench, far enough apart to avoid accidentally touching each other.
Her eyes dropped. "I wanted to say that I'm sorry. I'm sorry about all of it. You were right. And... and... I wasn't honest."
"I know."
She looked up suddenly. "What?"
"I figured it out the day before... well, before. I-- " I looked up at the clouds. "The rules. Amendments. Whatever. They were set up so that..." I pushed forward, expecting to find a little anger in my heart and instead only finding sadness. "All of the rules were designed to do one of two things. The first set was there to make it harder for me to pair off with someone. That's why the 'no one we know' rule was in there, because you knew that-- "
I chuckled. "You knew that I had plenty of previous, ah, contacts that could have helped me out. Not having people from our jobs or our close circle of friends, sure, that would have made sense. But no one we knew at all? That didn't. That, plus you had signed the contract ahead of time. You had someone lined up to go on a date ahead of time..." I shook my head. "You were stacking the deck."
She nodded, then quietly admitted. "I was. I couldn't stand... I didn't want to hurt you, but I knew it would. But I also... I also..." She stopped, tearing up a little. "I knew I couldn't take it either. That sharing you... it would be too much for me." She sounded all hollowed out, like her grief had eaten away everything inside. "It was too much for me."
I sucked air between my teeth. "So the plan was to find a couple of dates, get your adventure in, then beg me to close the marriage again before I could do the same? You'd have your fun, and it didn't really matter, because I'd already had mine in college? And you figured I'd just be grateful that it wasn't worse than it was?"
"... Yes." I appreciated her honesty in this, at least.
I nodded. "That's why I did what I did. Partly because I was mad, but partly because... because you needed to understand. Really understand what you'd planned to do to me. You needed to see, as fully as you could, what I would have been picturing in my head every night at home waiting for you. How cruel it was to do that to me."
"I know. I know that now. I didn't... I knew it would hurt you, but I thought..." She trailed off. There was no good way to end that sentence that didn't leave her looking like a complete asshole.
"That's why the other set was all about how to conduct the affairs as 'cleanly' as possible. So you'd feel less guilty." Now the anger was starting to come.
"No! They were meant to make it hurt less for you!" She looked shocked, as if I'd completely misunderstood.
Through gritted teeth I said, "No. They. Weren't. There was nothing you could have done to make me feel less pain. Doing it at all was going to hurt, and guessing at what was happening would only make it hurt even more. Those rules weren't there for me; like the first set, they were all about you."
She opened her mouth to object, but I pointed my finger at her and growled, "They were. You can keep lying to yourself if you want, but that's the only person you get to lie to. The rules weren't meant to make me feel less hurt, they were meant to make you feel less guilty. If you came home clean, and on time, and made sure they didn't call me a cuck, then you could feel better about the fact that you had let another man fuck you, and that you should have been home with me instead, and that you WERE making me a fucking cuck!"
Her frown said everything. It was a show of guilt, but a new and fresh guilt. Deep down, she knew what the rules were actually for. She just hadn't wanted to admit it to herself. She looked at the ground as the tears came, unable to meet my gaze. "I'm sorry. I'm so sorry. I shouldn't have-- " She sobbed. "I was so fucking stupid, Paul. I didn't mean to hurt you, didn't think it really would..." There was a hiss of breath from her as she raised her face to look at me, like it was taking all of her strength. "I'll always regret what I did."
I thought about telling her about me and Rachel. Thought about it but... no. I wasn't going to rub her face in it. She'd know soon enough through our shared friends. But I also wasn't going to lie to her. I wasn't going to tell her I regretted what she did; that might make me a heel, because I did love her when we were married, and I would have gladly spent the rest of my life with her. But what I had with Rachel now and what I knew we'd have in the future? There was no way I could honestly say that I regretted the end of my marriage.
I stood. "I loved you, Joan. A small part of me still does and always will. You hurt me so badly with all of this, and I don't ever want to see you again. But I hope you have a good life." My wife sobbed on a park bench in the bright noonday sun as I walked away.
I kept my promise to Rachel. The day after the divorce was final, I took her out for a romantic evening and proposed. She was not very surprised, I'm sad to say. We were married six months later. We wrote our own vows; yes, they were as arbitrary as any other set of oaths, but that's what made them special: they were ours. And we were each others', for the rest of our lives.
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"I'm sorry, but we just don't know."
That phrase, and its myriad variations, was one I'd heard a lot in the past three months. That's how long Liz had been in her coma. She was driving home late from her office, and then... something happened. Her car went off the road and flipped multiple times. The injuries were severe; multiple broken bones, internal bleeding, a lacerated liver, and more. A traumatic brain injury had placed her in a coma which she had not awoken from yet.
In some ways, that was a blessing; most of the major surgeries had been done, and her body was able to mend more rapidly since she was at rest. She didn't have to suffer through all of that pain. The downside, though, was that we didn't know if or when she would wake up. I say "we," but I mostly mean me, her husband. She has no siblings, and her parents passed away before we were married ten years ago. Some of her coworkers and friends visited, but most of those had stopped showing up as the days turned to weeks; the rest when the weeks turned to months.
I had been told "we just don't know" about how long her recovery would be, if she'd wake up from the coma, what the effects would be on her brain, if she'd be able to have a normal life again, why her car went off the road, and so many more things that I can't even remember. The only solid answers I had gotten were that her physical recovery was coming along well, and that I needed to be prepared for the worst.
I sighed. I knew Dr. Taggart was just trying to set expectations, but the expectations she was setting were essentially that I should have no expectations. I slumped in my chair. "So... hell, Doc, what do you suggest I do, then?"
Her voice was soft and kind as she looked at me from across her desk. "John, I know that this has been very hard for you. But the truth is..." She smiled. "It's rare that we see a spouse as devoted as you've been. You've been here every day and slept here most nights. But honestly? None of that is going to help her."
She steepled her fingers. "What I suggest is that you go back to living your life as best you can. The few spouses I've seen that do what you're doing... they either try to get back into the world and hope for the best, or they end up putting their entire life on hold for months, years even, and..." She trailed off. "Liz may come back to you, John. I hope she does. But is it even going to be 'you' if you've spent every waking hour here with her? What's going to be left of 'you?'"
Of all of the doctors I'd dealt with, Ellen Taggart was my favorite. A little older than me and Liz from a chronological standpoint, but with wisdom far beyond her years. I nodded unhappily. "... Yeah. Yeah, I get it. I just..." I sighed. "I always-- I hated when you'd see a woman get sick and her husband abandoned her. Asked her for a divorce. It was just so... cowardly. Disloyal. I don't want to be that guy. I want to..." I searched for words, but they wouldn't come.
Ellen smiled. "You want to be supportive. I get that, John. If Liz were here, really here, that's exactly what you'd be doing. But she's not. You're not supporting her by being here; you're just tearing yourself down." I started to object, but she raised a hand. "I'm not saying don't visit. But your life is outside these walls, even if the biggest part of it is trapped inside. We'll take care of her. I promise. And if she comes back to you, you'll-- being out there, being yourself for you, that will fortify you for what you'll need to do. It'll give you a reserve to draw on, one you're spending right now by being here every day worrying."
"And what if she doesn't come back?"
"Then you'll find a way to let her go." That was something else I appreciated about her: her frankness. "You need to accept that as a possible end to this, John. You're young; you have a life ahead of you. You're not going to be able to come to grips with the fact that it might be one spent apart from Liz if you're always here. Because, while we just don't know-- "
I grimaced, and she let out a small chuckle. "Trust me, I hate saying that phrase almost as much as you hate hearing it. " Then her manner was back to the kind, if slightly grim, one I was used to seeing. "While we just don't know, the outlook isn't good. If she hasn't woken up by now, the odds of her ever doing so are low. The odds of her coming out unchanged are almost nil. And you need to prepare yourself for that."
I knew this, of course. I'd had plenty of time to research it in the hospital, sitting next to Liz's bed or in the waiting room as she went through surgery after surgery. But hearing the kind doctor I'd grown so fond of laying it out for me? That made it all really sink in. I felt tears well up in my eyes and nodded. "Okay. Okay. I'll-- Thank you, Doc."
"Ellen. I think we're on a first name basis by now, John." She took a deep breath and sat up. "I know it's hard to hear all of this. And it-- it might feel like giving up. But it's not. It's not a retreat or a surrender. It's-- you're a runner, right? I think you mentioned that you and Liz used to do that together."
There were a lot of things that Liz and I used to do together that we hadn't in some time. "Yeah, that's right. Let me guess, 'it's a marathon, not a sprint.'"
She laughed. It was really a very charming laugh. "Hey, now, those are my cliches. I'm still using them!"
With a chuckle, I wiped my eyes. "Sorry. I... yeah, I know. I just-- it's hard. But you're right. I'm not doing her any good here, and I've just been wallowing." It was true; even from a practical standpoint, I needed to get back to work. My boss had been extremely understanding, but I didn't want to take advantage of that kindness. Especially since, if she ever did wake up, I'd need more time to help with Liz's recovery.
"I'm going to give you some literature and some referrals. You're sadly not the first person that's had to deal with this; I think you'll find there are a lot of people that are going to want to help you through it."
She was right. There were support groups, books, specialty therapists, all sorts of resources. I got back to work; I'm a software development consultant. My previous duties had been to act as a sort of hired gun, riding into town and doing code reviews, personnel assessments, whipping teams into shape, and then riding into the sunset. That meant that I had to travel a lot, sometimes for weeks at a time. It was lucrative, but it came at a cost: my marriage.
I can't put it all on myself, of course. Liz was... difficult. It was hard to admit this while she was lying in a coma, but when I came home from my most recent trip, I had been ready to divorce her. She'd grown distant; cruel even, at times. Our lives were headed in two different directions, she as a successful realtor and me in my career. We were both competitive people, and it rankled her that, even with her successes, she still earned less. We used to run together as a way to stay connected, but with my travel, I fell off. She was able to run further and faster; at first, we'd go together and she'd just smoke me. Later, she stopped asking me to go with her at all.
I know that sounds petty, and it was; it's not like running was the basis of our relationship. But it was indicative of other things going wrong. We used to try to do everything we could together: trying new foods, traveling, talking about our jobs and helping each other find solutions, even just sitting quietly and watching TV or reading. It was the togetherness that mattered.
That slowed and eventually stopped. I traveled more for work, getting to see places we'd wanted to visit together. Admittedly, I mostly saw their airports and hotels, but it was something, in her mind, I was doing without her. At home, almost in retaliation, she'd go to try new restaurants by herself, then tell me she wasn't interested in going back once I got there. "Nothing very interesting, sorry." We stopped relying on each other as sounding boards. Eventually, we even got to the point where even when we were in the same room, we weren't together.
It hadn't always been like this. We had met fairly young, just out of college. Nothing particularly special about our tale, just two people that met through friends, had a spark, and found that it became a roaring bonfire. We were happy for a long time. But in the last couple of years, we just weren't anymore. Any attempt to reconcile by me was seen as weakness by Liz. Any attempt by Liz was seen as disingenuity brought on through guilt by me. It was a nasty spiral that would have certainly ended in divorce.
Except.
Except, one night, when I happened to be home in between trips, I received the call that told me Liz had been in an accident. All of the shit that had come before, my work, the running, the petty nonsense about travel and restaurants and fighting over the remote before separating to other rooms: it all became crystal clear that it was just bullshit. I threw myself into waiting by Liz's bedside for months, being the loyal watchdog for her. And... and it didn't matter. She didn't come back to me. And now it was time to return to the real world, or at least to a limbo that resembled it.
I was able to change my work duties; more code reviews, less of the rest of it. Some additional actual programming work, which I had always preferred. I was greeted back in the office with... well, people tried to be kind. But there's a primitive fear of tragedy, even as we try to be kind to those suffering it. It's the same instinct that made our ancestors look for witches when harvests failed, the terror in admitting that sometimes bad things just happen, and they could happen to you. No one wants to be reminded of that; I wasn't exactly a leper, but I didn't get invited out to happy hours much, either.
I got back into running. I was pretty out of shape, and it felt good to have something I could control. I thought of the times Liz and I had run together. Tried not to think of the times when she started to shut me out. The nice thing about having half an hour, and then later an hour, of running time all to myself is that it gave me plenty of time to listen to audiobooks. Some of them were about my immediate issues; Ellen had been right, there were a lot of options there.
But some of them were about other things. Books on rebuilding intimacy, something I knew we'd need to do if Liz came back to me. Science fiction, both good and trash; thought provoking hard scifi and "Max Steelglare and the Harems of Beta Fuckzor 7" both found space on my iPhone.
Philosophy, too. The Stoics were useful to me, but I found great comfort in Buddhist philosophy as well, and found even more in the places where the two converged: the notion that the source of suffering was longing, the idea that the way to peace was to accept what was happening as it happened. Not being passive, but also understanding that there was only so much you could do to change your situation, and that accepting that was a key to happiness.
I can't claim I was ready to be a bodhisattva or anything, but I was coming to terms with my new reality. Work had stabilized, and I was feeling healthier physically and mentally. I still made time to go sit with Liz and read to her once or twice a week, or just talk about life with her. Things were balanced. Stable.
"John. You need to come to the hospital. Liz is awake." Ellen's voice was on the phone, urgency barely veiled behind her kind professionalism. One hundred seventy three days after the gentle intervention in her office, the one that told me I needed to figure out how to adjust to my new normal, she was upsetting it again.
I was in my office when I received the call. It takes thirty minutes to get from there to the hospital. Nineteen minutes after I answered the phone, Ellen was meeting me at the front door as I ran through. "Wait! John, wait. You can't go up there yet. We need to talk."
I skidded to a stop. "What? Why? Is something wrong? Is-- "
Ellen sighed. "She's..." She looked around at the comings and goings in the lobby. "Come on. Let's go talk somewhere private."
She led me to the elevator and to her office. I was almost vibrating with anxiety during that three minute trip, but she stayed silent. That made me feel even more anxious. Once inside her office, she motioned me towards a chair while she sat behind her desk. Her "concerned doctor" face was on now.
"Physically, she's in very good shape, all things considered. There's been muscle atrophy, obviously, but she's had plenty of time to heal from her broken bones and surgeries. She was disoriented, but that's also to be expected. It's been a few hours, and the immediate disorientation seems to have passed. She understands where she is, what's happened to her, and people she's talking to. That's all very positive. The problem..." She sighed. "The real problem is that she seems to have lost almost all of her memories."
"What?!"
She nodded. "A certain amount of memory loss is common; it's rare that a patient with that level of trauma remembers everything, or even anything, surrounding the incident that caused it. But she doesn't remember-- John, she doesn't even remember her name. When we said 'Elizabeth,' she just looked at us like she didn't know who that was. Same with 'Liz,' 'Ms. O'Neill,' and 'Mrs. Barnes.' The 'Mrs.' one really upset her, though; she doesn't-- doesn't remember you, either."
I couldn't speak, just sat there with my mouth hanging open.
Dr. Taggart pressed on. "She has knowledge of things, concepts, ideas. She knows what a car is, but doesn't remember what type of car she owned, or even that she's ever driven one. Her skills seem to be there still. We asked her how one should evaluate a house for sale, and she started to rattle off a checklist. So there are some things still there. And, of course, her language skills seem unimpaired."
She leaned forward, a sympathetic frown on her face. "John, I need you to understand: this is going to be one of the most upsetting things that's ever going to happen to you. More than Liz's accident, maybe. I can tell you 'she doesn't remember you,' and I know that you'll understand that. But you're not really going to understand it until you walk in the room and she looks at you with a blank expression. And it's going to..." She bit her lip, trying to decide whether she should continue.
Her face took on a new resolve, a sad, pained look. "When I was a resident, I worked with a number of patients with traumatic brain injuries. The most hurt I've ever seen on a husband's face wasn't when I had to tell them their wife was dead. It was when a wife had had a stroke and had lost her memory, and she not only couldn't remember him, but recoiled from him. You are-- you're going to be a stranger to her. I've explained that you were married, but-- but you need to be ready for the possibility that you're the only one that will remember even a hint of that.
"And I need you to be prepared, because, as much as I like you, John, ultimately it's Liz that's my patient. The last time we were here, you told me how much you wanted to support her. I need you to do that now, even if it's the worst pain you've ever felt. Because whether you face this today or in ten days, it's not going to get any better."
I nodded, the teachings of the Stoics foremost in my mind. I couldn't control this, but I could endeavor to control myself. "Okay." It came out weaker than I meant it to. I cleared my throat and said clearly and firmly, "Okay."
Liz's doctor smiled a brave little smile. "Thank you, John."
"She's my wife. Of course I..." I shook my head. "What... is she ever going to get her memory back? Please don't say 'I'm sorry, but we just don't know.'" Her mouth opened and closed quickly. "Give me as realistic an assessment as you can."
"Unfortunately, that is the most realistic assessment I can give. We-- the truth is, in terms of neuroscience, we're barely past the leeches and humours era. She may wake up tomorrow and remember everything. She may never remember a single thing. It's most likely going to be somewhere in the middle."
Great. "Is there anything I can do to help it along? Take her places she knows, that kind of thing?"
She shook her head. "It doesn't really work like that. Memory is very complex. It's one of the most complex issues in neuroscience. Most people think that it's like a computer, where you store a bunch of stuff and then recall it; it's not. As best we can tell, it's a series of connections between collections of neurons that let you put together a story that you tell to yourself each time you remember a specific occurrence. That story may or may not be accurate, and as you recall the same memory under different conditions, the act of remembering can actually change a memory.
"But that's... there are a bunch of different types of memory. 'Muscle memory' you've probably heard of. There's the related phenomenon of 'procedural memory,' like Liz's recall of how to judge a house's value. And then there are the triggers that can allow us to access memories we wouldn't otherwise be able to: scent, music, all sorts of other things.
"You're probably not going to be able to take her to your house and have her go 'Ah! I remember my life now!' She might remember something about the house, and that might set off a chain reaction to let her get back a few other things: an emotional memory about your first dinner there, or your first fight. Maybe that chains off to remind her of something else. But those chains are probably going to be short and weak. If she has any favorite scents, those are a strong way to provoke memories. Particular pieces of music, especially if she's intentionally tied one to memory; the ABC song is a common example for most people."
Her face darkened. "You also need to be aware that... there's a chance she's going to feel ambushed by memories if she has them out in the world. She might have a panic attack as she tries to realign her current self with something she learns. She's going to feel... unreal for a while, until she either remembers enough to feel stable, or until she builds enough new memories to build a new sense of self. But when she learns something that upsets that stability, it's probably going to be hard."
I nodded. "Okay. I think I get it. So... what do you need me to do?"
A broad smile appeared on her face. "She really is lucky to have you, John. A lot of people would have already insisted on going to see her, and even now, instead of asking for that, you asked how you can help. If you keep that attitude... she may not get her memory back, but she'll have a strong foundation to rebuild from.
"As to what I want you to do, I want you to go see her. If she doesn't remember you, I won't ask you to not be upset, but try to be understanding. If you can't deal with it, I'll be there, and I'll help you get out of the room without upsetting her; just follow my lead. Can you do that?"
"I'll try."
"That's all anyone can ask. Come on."
She entered Liz's room first, then popped her head out a few moments later. "Okay, come in." I entered the room and saw Liz sitting up for the first time in half a year. She was reclined against the bed, but it had been brought upright; I didn't know yet, but she was too weak to sit on her own.
My breath caught for just a moment; I knew she'd become emaciated by her stay in the hospital, but sitting up, it became really apparent. Her hazel eyes were sunken and tired; her beautiful strawberry blonde hair was matted with sweat, sweat from what I later realized was the exertion of just being awake. I forced a smile onto my face, and Dr. Taggart asked, "Liz, this is your husband, John. Do you recognize him?"
My wife looked at me, studying my face, tilting her head on one side as if a change of perspective might bring some new insight. I could see the lack of recognition on her face, and it was quickly followed by surprise, then disappointment. "I'm... I'm sorry, I don't." I couldn't tell if the apology was to me, the doctor, or herself.



I tried to do as Ellen had asked, to keep my emotions in check. I sort of succeeded. "Liz-- " I heard my voice crack, and I worked to get myself under control. "Liz, I'm just glad you're awake. We... we can worry about the rest of it later, but I'm so happy you're back with us."
Her expression was strange; More surprise, then a wary smile. "Thank you... John." She rolled the word around in her mouth. "I-- I know this... it's hard for me. I can't... I can't imagine it's easier for you."
A half-hearted laugh was all I could manage. "Yeah, it's-- " I shook my head. "We'll get through it. I'll be here with you all the way. I love you, Liz."
Liz's face was hard to read; sad, but not for herself. For me. Pity. "I-- Thank you, J-- John. I, um..." She looked away, tears in her eyes. "Can I have a little time to myself? I know that..." She started to cry.
My instinct was to rush over to her and wrap her in a hug. But as I took a step, Dr. Taggart shook her head, stopping me in my tracks. "We'll let you get some rest, Liz. Try to sleep if you can." The stranger in my wife's body looked away and closed her eyes.
Once we were outside, Ellen put her hand on my shoulder. "You handled that far better than I could have asked for, John. Thank you. But-- but now you're going to have to keep doing that. For as long as she needs. Will you be able to?"
I took in a deep breath and let it out slowly. "If not me, then who?"
Liz's physical therapy started a few days later. Hours a day of grueling physical effort to get her to the point where she could walk, sit comfortably unassisted, get into and out of a chair, all of the things we usually take for granted. It took a month before she was cleared to leave the hospital.
In all that time, she never regained any significant memories. A few things here and there: a cartoon she saw on the TV gave a brief spark of her childhood, and she remembered the name of a friend from the second grade; a tune played on the muzak that reminded her of a trip she'd taken one time. Nothing to do with me and her, nothing to do with our life.
I tried; God knows I tried. She told me that she could remember a few faces, but no names or context to go with them. I brought in our wedding album, her college and high school yearbooks, pictures of our vacations, and anything else I could find that might spark a memory. Nada. Ellen told me this was always a longshot, but I had to try. Liz's frustration mounted with each new attempt, and I ultimately decided it was time to put the pictures of the past aside and focus solely on her physical recovery in the here and now.
Near the end of the third week, I went out to grab some lunch. "Do you want anything, Liz?" I smiled. We hadn't had any real kind of connection, but she also no longer saw me as a stranger. It was a start, at least.
Her face became unreadable for a moment, then she forced a smile. "No, I'm good. Thanks. I'll see you soon." I nodded and went on my way.
I had learned to curb the urge to try to find out what was wrong when she acted this way. She was Liz, but she wasn't my Liz. There were echoes there, tics and preferences that I recognized, but she wasn't my wife. It was like the old stories of the faeries replacing someone with a changeling-- there, but not right. I know that sounds horribly uncharitable, but I had spent seven months waiting for my wife to wake up, and even after that happened, even after almost another month, she hadn't really come back to me. I did what I could to not show the discomfort, but I know I wasn't entirely successful.
Liz no longer saw me as a stranger, but I thought she was starting to see me as an interloper instead. Yes, I was her husband, according to me, the hospital, and the state, but she had no idea who I was. As I ate, I asked myself, "Am I making her recovery here easier or harder? Am I here for me or her?"
I returned to her room with no clear determination. Then, I realized I had a very easy way to make my decision: ask her. "Liz-- " That tiny flinch again. I sighed. " -- Do you want me here?" She opened her mouth to speak, but I pressed on. "I know you've been uncomfortable with me around. I'm not-- this isn't me trying to make you feel guilty or anything. What I care about is your recovery. If I'm impeding that, I shouldn't be here.
"And if you don't want me here, I'll still support you in any way I can: financially, a place to live, all of it. But I-- I don't want you to feel like..." I looked down, unable to hide my expression, the Stoics failing me. Or maybe me failing them. "I don't want you to act like you want me here if you don't. You've got enough to work through without dancing around my feelings."
Her voice was soft, but I could tell she was conflicted. "John, no. It's not-- " She paused. "Please come over here, next to the bed." I shuffled closer to her, and she let out a little laugh. It was nice, something I'd rarely heard from her since she woke up. Rarely heard for the last few years, for that matter. "Closer, silly. I'm not going to bite." A few more shuffling steps brought me to her side. "There. That's better."
She reached down and took my hand. "Look at me, John. You are-- " She squeezed my hand. "You're the only thing that's kept me sane for the last month. I know I've seemed distant, but knowing you would be here made this so much more bearable. I need you here. But-- " I saw her eyes were rimmed with red; she'd been crying again, not for the first time this week. " --but I can see how this is hurting you.
"Every time I-- every time I'm not her. When I don't react like you expect. When I don't remember a thing I should. It's not fair to you. You're putting all of this energy into taking care of me, but no one's taking care of you; not even you. I can't keep doing that to you. Especially if-- especially if--" She closed her eyes, took a deep breath, and let it out slowly. "Especially if Liz never comes back."
I nodded. "I know... I can see it hurts you, too. Ah ah, my turn to talk. It does. I don't know if it's because it's bothering me, or if it's bothering you, or if it's both and it just turns into some kind of feedback loop." I tentatively reached out and stroked her cheek; it was the most intimate gesture I'd allowed myself, and she responded by pressing herself into my hand and sighing happily. It felt... good. Real. Like a real connection between two people, not the two of us pussyfooting around the missing woman that separated us. "I'll-- I promise that I'll try to do better. But if you have any ideas about how..." I paused, hoping she'd come up with something, because I sure as hell hadn't.
"I do, actually." I went to draw my hand away from her face, but she moved her hand to it and held it there. "I-- I don't know if I'll ever be Liz again. And it-- you're right, it hurts when I see I can't be her. Hurts when I see how I've disappointed you, even-- Tut! -- even if you do your best to hide it. So... what if we stop worrying about Liz? What if I stop trying to be Liz?"
"What do you mean?"
She took her hands back, placing them in her lap and gazing intently at them as she spoke. "According to Dr. Taggart, my name, my full name, is Elizabeth Mildred Barnes. What if I started calling myself something besides Liz? Mildred is-- " She shook her head in disbelief. " -- yeah, that one's right out." She looked up at me with a smile. "But what about Beth?"
I laughed, and she looked a little hurt. "No, no! I think it's a great idea. I think... I think it's a really thoughtful suggestion, thoughtful for both of us. A reminder for me that you're, well, not Liz anymore. Maybe you never will be. And a way to take the pressure off of you to not feel like you need to be. It's a great idea."
Her head tilted quizzically. "Then why the laugh?"
"Because Liz hated 'Beth.' It was a surefire way to get her mad at someone, if they used that name." I let it go unsaid that, in recent years, I'd "accidentally" called her by her hated nickname more than once for just that reason. "That's... it's perfect. It's a perfect choice." Her face lit up.
"So. Beth. I ended up having this extra cookie from the cafeteria, and I was wondering..." She grinned broadly as I slipped the contraband to my new partner in crime.
It wasn't a perfect fix; I still slipped up. She was still, in the back of my mind, Liz more often than Beth at first. She still moved like Liz, still smelled like her, same accent, same figures of speech; all of those little things that, if they're off, let us know something is wrong with a person we know intimately. But over time, Liz took up less and less mental space, and Beth replaced her.
Part of it was that she was more comfortable now that she wasn't trying to be Liz, but it was more than that. She was actively trying to be Beth now, and I wasn't subconsciously trying to make her into Liz, or even a younger, earlier version of Liz before everything went wrong. With that pressure off, she became her own person.
I liked Beth a lot. It's hard not to compare Beth and Liz, for obvious reasons. I don't want to just go through a checklist of "Beth was like this, and Liz was like this," like some kind of shitty 90s observational comedian, but some of that is just unavoidable. Liz was kind of uptight and insecure; her competitive nature sprang, I think, from that. Conversely, Beth had a very self-deprecating sense of humor, a real ability to laugh at herself that was so charming.
Both women had a huge amount of native intelligence. It was part of what attracted me to Liz in the first place, but in Beth, it was melded with a new thirst for exploration that felt, for lack of a better term, less affected than Liz's need for new experiences. With Liz, it felt like she wanted to travel to a new place or try a new cuisine to say that she'd done it. Beth actually wanted to find out things, not just brag about them. I know that's probably because of Beth's tabula rasa nature, but it was still very appealing.
Beyond that, Beth was... comfortable. I just really enjoyed being in a room with her. She was funny. Inquisitive. A strange mix of innocent and worldly; I don't mean that in any prurient manner, just that she lacked memory of certain things, while still retaining skills elsewhere. We'd be talking, she'd learn something new, and it was a huge delight for her. Occasionally, she'd teach me some new piece of skill-based knowledge, something I'd never known that Liz had known, that she hadn't shared with me. I don't know if Liz had intentionally hidden these things from me, or if I had never bothered to learn. But I wanted to know everything Beth could teach me, even as I wanted to show her the world.
Unfortunately her world, for now, had to be small. Once she was out of the hospital, I took her back home. I made her take what had been our bedroom, and I moved into the guest room. A few more memories were triggered once she was "home," mostly small happy ones. The most significant, for us, was a morning coffee shared at our kitchen table early in our marriage; that was the first one with me in it, and it included a kiss. She blushed when she remembered it, shy as a schoolgirl in describing her remembrance. It was adorable, but I did my best to move along and limit her embarrassment.
We were just friends. I didn't expect anything more than that; want, yes, but I did my best to put no pressure on her. I knew she liked me, but maybe not like that. I was steeling myself for the eventual "you're a great guy, but" conversation. It never came. Instead, we embraced a unique blend of roles: a husband and wife that didn't know each other; a caregiver with an unspoken and possibly unrequited crush on his charge; two roommates who shared a history one didn't remember. I'd be lying if I said I was happy with how things were shaking out, but I'd already lived for some time in a house with a woman who had stopped loving me; at least this one liked me.
In the first months back at home, she had an interminable number of doctor's appointments: therapist, physical therapist, outpatient check-ins at the hospital, and many more. In between, we did a whirlwind tour of the places I knew that she frequented. I say "I knew that she frequented," because my divide with Liz had been sufficient that I was no longer sure everywhere she went when I was out of town.
Between her office, gym, favorite coffee shop, and a few other spots, she put a few more names to faces, but these reunions were bittersweet; she remembered the friends, but not their histories. And there were all of the people that she didn't remember, who showed a muted version of the pain and horror I had felt when she looked at me and saw a stranger.
As part of her recovery, Beth needed to exercise. She and I started taking long walks each day; we talked about her history at first, but she started to ask about mine instead. I told her about my life both before and after I met Liz. I didn't want to put too much pressure on her, but as she asked about our marriage, I was honest. Maybe she'd remember that she hated me, but at least she'd remember something.
One day, after we had finished our walk and were having something to drink in the kitchen, she point blank asked, "Jesus, how much of a bitch was I?"
I laughed. "I-- honestly? Liz was kind of a huge one by the end. I'm not-- I had my role in how things went bad, but it always felt like an escalating game of tit for tat. It was this extended prisoner's dilemma scenario where, no matter how I'd try to reset and get us back to cooperating, she'd take it as a chance to score a win." I'd avoided this for a while, but she deserved the truth, and she was strong enough now to hear it. "Beth, I... the night of the crash, I was waiting at home to talk to her about getting a divorce. I just couldn't do it anymore."
Beth gasped, "What?"
I nodded. "I'd gotten back from a trip, and I just... the whole time I was on the plane home, I was dreading seeing her again. I knew something had to change, and it wasn't going to be her-- " I stopped, realizing what I'd just said. "Oh, oh god, Beth, I didn't mean-- "
She was dumbstruck for a long moment, then just started laughing, big belly laughs that had her doubled over. I looked on in horror, worried that I'd broken her, maybe set back her recovery by months.. She finally stopped and wiped a tear away, then patted me on the cheek. She giggled, "Well, at least something good came out of all of this."
I could only look at her in shock.
She hugged me, the first completely real hug we'd shared, the first one that didn't feel like she was doing it partly because she should, but because she wanted to. I could hear her voice quavering, like she was trying to not cry. "This has been-- it's all been-- just so awful. But I-- god, I needed something good to have come from it, some kind of, I don't know, cosmic reason that-- " She fell silent and hugged me tight.
My arms encircled her, bringing her as close to me as I could. I felt tears on my shirt; there were tears on my face, too. I hadn't realized how much I'd missed this kind of closeness. Not thinking, I kissed the top of her head, and she burrowed her face into my chest. I felt her turn her face to the side, then she choked out, "Why?"
My voice croaked, "Why what?"
"Why did you-- why didn't you leave?"
"Because you're-- she was my wife." She sobbed, an acknowledgment of what we weren't. A longing for what should feel right, but didn't.
We stayed that way for a while. I don't know about her, but I spent the whole time wishing that some magic would come and make things right between us. That this embrace was the start of the next step in our relationship. Wished, but didn't hope; hope was a step too far. Hope meant heartbreak. It meant--
She stood on her tiptoes and kissed me. Not a big kiss. Not even necessarily one with a promise of more. Just a small, almost courtly kiss, like a princess rewarding her champion. She stroked my cheek and said, "I-- I don't know if-- if we can-- can be more..." She shook her head. "We'll be-- we'll be whatever we are. But, god, John. I don't know how a woman couldn't want..." Her words trailed off, too much pain in the possibility. She gave me a sad smile and stepped away, heading to what had been our bedroom. I got a beer from the fridge. It was before noon, but, honestly, I couldn't give a damn. I felt, simultaneously, more pain and more hope than I had since she first went into the coma. "Desire is the root of suffering," indeed.
We were distant for the next few weeks. Not in a cool, uncaring way, but still giving each other more space than we had before. That was difficult at times; she couldn't drive, and it was possible she'd never be cleared for it again. I wasn't supposed to leave her alone for too long, either, just in case. I'd been working from home since she left the hospital, and what had been convenient before now felt almost stifling. When we were together, we were warm but slightly impersonal. Preferentially, we were apart.
We couldn't find a way to square what we'd shared with the realities of our situation: there was so much tangled up in who we'd been to each other that trying to become who we could be seemed like an impossible task. Could she really love me, or would it just be gratitude disguised as love? Could she believe that I loved her, or did she only see duty to my absent wife? How much of what we felt was real, and how much of it was two people who had no one else and maybe could never have anyone else again?
Our impasse was broken in the strangest way: laundry day.
"Have you seen my black t-shirt?"
Beth became very focused on her folding. "Which one?"
"The kind of ratty one. The one I wear when we go for walks sometimes."
"Oh." She paused. "I, uh. I've been using it as, um, as a night shirt."
I raised an eyebrow. "Why?"
Her voice was quiet. "Because it smells like you."
"Did-- did it spark a memory or something?" That had happened before, a scent bringing up some little vignette from her past.
"No. I just-- " She looked away. "It-- I like--" Her eyes closed. "It makes me feel safe."
"Oh." I stepped close to her and patted her shoulder. "That's-- that's okay, then. I've got plenty of other shirts. Or do you-- do you need a, um, a fresh one? I mean, one I've worn that's-- " I sighed and started again. "Do you need one that smells more like me, because you've been wearing that one?"
She looked up at me. "Would you? Would-- would that be okay? Not-- " She laughed nervously. "Not too weird?"
Beth was so pretty, her expression vulnerable and so earnest. My heart melted, and I know she could see it on my face. "No. It's sweet; I'm glad I make you feel that way."
"You do!" Her enthusiasm embarrassed her, and she looked away. "You do. I-- Being here, with you. It feels-- really feels like home."
"I'll be happy to give you one, but we've just done the laundry, so I can't right now. They're all clean. Can you hold out one more day?"
She laughed as she looked up at me. "I think I can manage."
We finished the laundry and ate dinner. It felt intimate in a way it hadn't been before. There was something there, a warmth both indefinable and very real. Nothing had really changed; we still had the unassailable wall, the power imbalance that made any deeper relationship suspect. Everything had changed; the wall had been breached, just the tiniest bit, an admission of the imbalance serving to make it seem less important. I made her feel safe. She made me feel wanted. Maybe that was enough for now.
We cleared the table and did the dishes together; it had been a nightly ritual before the recent distance. Lately, we'd been taking turns at the chore. But tonight, we returned to it together, and as we worked, we were closer physically. Before, she had tried to keep a little space between us as we worked, and I had tried to honor that. Now, we brushed against each other. She'd touch my arm, silently asking me to move to one side. I'd squeeze between her and the kitchen table, my body pressing lightly on hers; she didn't pull away, and I think once she pushed back into me, but I couldn't swear it.



We watched TV together for a little while, not quite snuggled up on the couch, but close enough to touch if we wanted. And we did. Just little, light touches and small intimacies: we held hands like teenagers on our first date; she patted my knee as she got up to get us drinks; she came back and leaned over as she handed mine to me, lingering just a little longer than she needed to. I'd catch her watching me out of the corner of my eye, and vice versa; we both smiled shyly and looked away. Things had changed, but neither of us was sure exactly how or how much, so we were being coy.
I yawned and stretched; it wasn't the old standard where I tried to put my arm around her, just a general tiredness. "I think I need to head to bed. It's been a long week."
Her disappointment was evident; I think she was hoping that I had been going for the old yawn and reach. But she smiled as she said, "Yeah, I think that's a good idea." She offered her hand to me, and I pulled her off the couch. She hugged me, a nice, warm hug, then walked with me to the stairs, where we parted ways: her to our bedroom upstairs, me to the guest room downstairs.
I got ready for bed, brushing my teeth in the bathroom next door and laying out my clothes for the next day. I was about to change into sweats and a fresh t-shirt, my usual bedtime attire, when Beth knocked at my door. "John?"
I opened it, and she was standing there in my tattered black t-shirt and a pair of comfortable panties. Her hair was done in a loose braid to keep it from tangling in her sleep and she'd washed her makeup off. She couldn't have looked any sexier than she did right now; this unguarded, completely honest version of her was everything I wanted. I could feel my mouth getting dry, so I swallowed and said with a smile, "Hey, Beth. Did you need something?"
She looked down for a moment, then up into my face. Uncertain. "I... " Resolved. "You. I need you." She chuckled. "I was going to try to do this cute thing where I came to ask you for your shirt, and then when you gave me yours, I'd take mine off, and... " She shook her head. "I don't want to play any more games. I want-- "
I took her into my arms and kissed her with an intensity and hunger that I'd restrained for months. The part of me that said maybe we could never be equals again, that we'd always have that wall between us? I didn't give a fuck. I was going to burst through that, we were going to burst through that, smash our way through whatever obstacles we had to to find a happy ending for us. I was tired of Beth simultaneously being both my wife and not my wife, and it was time to tell Schrodinger to butt the fuck out of our lives.
She moaned into my mouth, and I felt her tongue slip inside. Her hands roamed across my body as I crushed her to me, finally settling on my belt, frantically trying to unbuckle it. My mouth broke from hers in a gasp as she succeeded and slipped her hand into my trousers, not even bothering with the buttons and zipper, grasping at my dick. "Oh god, John, I'm-- " She buried her face in my neck, nuzzling. "It's-- fuck, you're so hard. I'm such a tease, I'm sorry, I-- "
My voice growled, "No." She looked up at me. "No guilt. No worrying. Just us."
A tiny nod, then a sly grin. "Just us." She sank to her knees in front of me.
"Just you.. " She undid my button and zipper and planted a kiss on my raging erection, our skin separated only by the thin fabric of my briefs.
"And me..." Her eyes were on mine as she rocked back on her heels. Taking the hem of her "nightdress" in her hands, she slowly pulled it over her head, teasing me with the curves of her body. There were scars there now, the remnants of the wreck that had left us here, but her beauty was still flawless in my eyes.
As the shirt passed up and over her round, large breasts, they were drawn up in the fabric, then dropped, bouncing tantalizingly. The pink nipples were hard and long, and I reached down to roll one between my fingers, pulling gently at it as she tossed the shirt aside. With a smile, she closed her eyes and purred. Then they were open again, a wildfire behind them.
"And this..." She pulled down my pants and briefs, then hissed with a sharp intake of breath. "This-- this... god, this beautiful fucking dick." She took me into her hand, wrapping her fingers around my shaft and slowly starting to stroke. With a chuckle, she said, "I don't know how I could ever have forgotten this," then leaned forward to take the head in her mouth.
It took everything I could not to cum as she started to suck. It had been so long, and even if I'd staved off the urges by myself, there was no substitute for the real thing. She released me from her mouth with an audible pop and started to stroke my cock with long, smooth strokes, bringing her other hand up to gently caress my sac. "It's okay, John. Cum. Cum as soon as you want. You don't need to hold back. I want to..." She kissed the head again. "I want you to cum for me. I need it. I need to make you feel good. Need to know that I can make you feel good, the way your wife should."
My breath caught in my throat. "What?"
She leaned into me, rubbing my dick along her cheek as she looked up into my eyes. "Your wife, John. We'll figure everything else out later, but-- but, I'm going to be your wife. I'll be--" She kissed my shaft, eyes closing for just a moment in an expression of reverence. "I'll be everything for you: your wife, your lover, your slut, your best friend. Everything." Pulling away again, she moved both hands to my cock, stroking faster, rubbing precum along the head and shaft as she did.
I moaned; she had told me not to hold back, but it was so exquisite that I didn't want it to end yet. This was... this was not Liz. Liz had been so vanilla; not frigid, at least not at the beginning of our marriage. Passionate in her own way, but definitely a "lady." Beth was... Beth was... "Oh, fuck, Beth. Fuck, I'm-- " She took me into her mouth, as much as she could, then further, taking me deep into her throat .My hands tangled in her hair, and I groaned her name as I came harder than than I had in years.
I was shaking as she pulled my cock from her mouth. Beth kissed it lovingly, licking at the little bits of spend that dribbled from it. As I twitched, she laughed with delight. I gasped, "Where-- where did you learn--?"
Her brows knit together. "I-- what do you mean? Isn't... isn't this-- isn't this what we--?" I could see her confidence begin to waver.
Pulling her to her feet, I growled. "No." I kissed her fiercely, tasting faintly myself on her lips. "Better. So fucking good, Beth." I kissed her again and felt her melt. My fingers tugged her panties loose then off, nearly tearing them in my passion to see her naked. In the back of my head, there was a nagging concern, but I wasn't going to fuck this up. We had a fresh chance at us, and I was going to grab hold of it with both hands.
My voice commanded, "Get on the bed. It's your turn." Any trepidation vanished from her face as she moved past me into the room, out of the doorway where she'd just given me the best blowjob I'd ever had. She grabbed my hand, pulling me along, before she stopped at the bed and gave me a teasing grin. She opened her mouth to speak and I simply said. "Now." She was both cowed and visibly aroused as I took charge.
Her taut, athletic ass taunted me as she crawled onto the bed. I could see her getting ready to turn around, to lie down. No. Something new for me meant something new for her. I seized her hips in my hands and shoved my face against her wet pussy, the thick, unkempt bush tickling at my chin. She gasped loudly, the unexpected sensation causing her to lose her balance. Her arms went out from under her. She was face down, ass up, kneeling prone on the edge of the bed as my tongue lavished attention on her sweet quim.
Soft little mewling noises tried to escape her mouth but were lost in the mattress that her face was pressed into. I pulled back for just a moment to suck at my thumb before returning to worshiping my wife's sweet, sopping cunt. Beth gasped as my thumb slid between her cheeks and teased at her puckered starfish. Her head turned to one side to take in gasps of air, and then, quietly, to plead.
I pressed my thumb into her, and she let out a long, shuddering moan. Her hands found her ass cheeks and pulled them apart, signaling her desire. I pressed it all the way in and she pushed up and back against me. My tongue kept at her slick hole, but it wasn't the focus anymore. No, her focus and mine were both on her other tight hole, the one Liz had only given to me on special occasions. The one that Beth was wordlessly begging me to stretch.
I obliged her. My left thumb, slicked with her copious juices, joined the right, and she groaned, "Yessss John. Fuck-- fucking-- oh, god, fucking open me up!" Both thumbs worked together, pulling at that elastic ring, teasing it, stimulating the sensitive nerve endings. I felt the familiar flutters in her body, the harbinger of a truly massive orgasm. My mouth left her for just a moment. "Cum for me, Beth. Show me how fucking sexy my wife is, you gorgeous fucking slut." The words were barely out of my mouth when she pressed her cunt back to it and shuddered, howling my name. "Jooohn! Fuck-- fucking-- ah John, fucking love you!"
Her words were too much for me. Love. She loved me. This was my woman. This was my wife. She was going to see what that meant.
The orgasm was still making her body shake as I stood up and turned her over onto her back. "Say it again."
Her eyes, unfocused and half opened, tried to lock onto mine. "F-fucking..." She shook her head. "Love you, John. So good. Such--" She shuddered, an aftershock passing through her. " -- Such a good man. Good hus--!" I entered her sweet, tight pussy, my hard cock ending her sentence in a sudden cry of pleasure.
"Beth." She looked at me, pleading. "I love you, Beth." A look of relief on her face, then her eyes rolled back into her head as I began to move in her. Her hands gripped the sheets, clawing and pulling them away from the mattress. "You're going to be such a good wife to me, aren't you?" Only a little, almost incoherent moan of assent passed her lips. Words failed us both as I began to make love to my wife for the first time.
I was gentle with her; I knew that soon, perhaps even tonight, I would take her roughly. Beth seemed to have a sexual need that Liz had never had, or at least had never shown to me. We would explore that together in time. But I wanted her to know that the John she'd grown comfortable with, the one she was trusting with her life and happiness, was the same one that was consummating our new marriage right now. That I could always be the safe harbor, the loving husband that she needed. She smiled up at me and put her hand on my cheek; I kissed it, and the look between us told me we both were finally where we'd longed to be.
But I'm only a man. And I had been alone for a long time, alone even with Beth here. I needed her with a passion I'd rarely felt. She saw the lust in my eyes, the lust that grew alongside my love for her, and crossed her legs around me. Her whispered urgings spurred me on. "Yes, John. Yes. Show me. Show me how much you love me." Beth leaned up to kiss me just briefly before falling back onto the bed, her hands on my biceps, nails digging into them as I sped us to our shared climax.
I started to piston into her now, my need crowding out the gentleness I'd wanted to show her. She hissed, "Yessss, fucking show me!" I felt her tighten around me, another orgasm approaching, and gave into my lust for her. There were no real words then, from either of us. Only grunts and gasps, and excited, animal pleadings for each other. She came first, but only by a second; she was still cumming as my seed finished flooding her and I slumped onto her, pinning her body to the mattress with my weight. We laid there, sweaty and gasping, until I heard her voice, soft with sadness. "S-- so good. So good. How much-- " A tiny sob. " -- how much am I missing? How much did I lose?"
That question preyed on my mind for the next two months. Not constantly, of course.. Most of the time, I focused on my not-exactly-renewal of my marriage with my wife that was not exactly the woman that I'd married. As we got closer, as she was willing to show her preferences to someone that loved her and that she trusted, I found how many of her tastes had really changed. Sometimes that was something like food; I had taken the lead in the preparation of our meals before, but she was a better cook, and once she took over that role, we started seeing a lot more Thai and Italian in the mix and a lot less American and Tex Mex. Other times it was movies and other pop culture. She threw herself into the things I loved and found that she loved them as well. The romcoms and serious Oscar-bait dramas that Liz had liked left her cold now.
Sexually, though? That was where I kept hearing alarm bells. She was passionate and varied in her tastes, a wild divergence from Liz. Maybe the biggest. There was almost nothing Beth wasn't down for, and she often took the lead. Her love was an inferno, intense and brilliantly bright. But where there was fire, there was smoke: the enthusiasm could be chalked up to her exploring her tastes and trying to make new memories to replace the old, but the skills that went with that? No.
Liz gave a decent blow job, when she was still giving them to me, but Beth could deepthroat like the second coming of Linda Lovelace. She had knowledge, skill-based knowledge, of various kinks that couldn't be learned from just watching porn; I knew that she did watch, and we sometimes watched together, with her pausing the video and exclaiming, "That, let's do that!" But she had to have picked this stuff up somewhere else. Either she had learned these skills before we were married and then never trotted them out for me or...
I tried really hard to not think about that "or." I knew that way would inevitably lead to heartbreak. But it wouldn't go away, not entirely. With the demolished wall of our power imbalance in the past, this new one sprung up. It was in the distance for now, but we were rushing towards it at breakneck speed, and eventually we'd slam straight into it.
When I wasn't mulling over those worries, though, we were mostly very content. We went out on dates, spent lazy Sundays on the couch and in bed, and tried to build our new lives together. We kept walking and then running; Beth was slow and tired quickly at first, but she rapidly gained in both speed and stamina. That last one had some really great knock on effects for other aspects of our relationship, but what really mattered was that she had something that she really loved doing. This was a place where Liz and Beth converged, and her old muscle memory combined with her joy of the sport meant she got very good very fast.
Eventually we started to look for new places to run: parks, jogging paths, nature trails, and the like. We had a few favorites, but it always felt like Beth was looking for something specific. Like there was a perfect path out there that she'd be happiest running. So we kept looking. And then one day, we found it.
We took off down the wooded path around a nearby lake, and she started to get a lead on me. This wasn't that surprising; she would regularly lope ahead and then back to me. But this time, when she ran ahead and then back, I had to retie my shoe. I told her not to wait for me, and she took off again. I jogged to catch up, but a few minutes later, I heard a man's voice cry out incredulously, "Liz?!" There were more words with raised voices, but not loud enough for me to make out.
My jog turned into a sprint, and I rounded a bend to find a young, athletic man with blonde hair and blue eyes reaching out for Beth. He looked confused, angry, and pained, all in one. It was a familiar look, a cousin to one I'd seen often recently on the face of Liz's former co-workers and friends. She was shrinking away. Afraid? Angry? I couldn't tell from this angle.
"Beth!" The man turned his gaze to me, and his expression cycled to sudden recognition then settled into a new one: fear. I skidded to a stop next to Beth. She looked at him like she'd seen a ghost. Her face was ashen, and I thought she might throw up. "Beth, are you okay?" She nodded mutely, still staring at the man. A stranger to me, but someone I was becoming certain she knew well.
He huffed, "Beth? What is he talking about, Liz?"
"Yes, Beth." My voice was even, but certainly not friendly. This man was no friend to me. "And you are?"
The stranger looked taken aback. He shifted his weight and tried to puff himself up, his body language clearly showing discomfort. "I-- Alan. I'm a-- Well, I thought I was a friend of Liz's. We used to run out here a couple times a week, but she disappeared a year ago. We were texting about our next-- our next run, and then she just ghosted me." His eyes shifted around when he gave details; probably lying, but whether in detail or by omission, I wasn't sure.
"I'm her husband, and I've never heard of you." He opened his mouth to talk, but I didn't care to hear another lie. "Liz was in a car accident." All the blood drained from his face. "She was in a coma for months, and she's lost most of her memories." I glanced over at Beth, but she wasn't here with us right now; I'd seen this expression when something triggered the retrieval of a memory, but she'd never gotten this lost in one before. "She's Beth now. She wanted-- she needed a clean break from who she was before and who she is now."
Then. Then I saw the look on Alan's face, the one I was dreading.The one that indicated a deep pain at being loved and then forgotten. The one they warned me about at the hospital, the one I was supposed to hide from her. The one that only I should have had to hide from her. "I-- " He tried to conceal his hurt, but he couldn't. I knew. He knew that I knew. And Beth did, too.
He cleared his throat. "I'm-- I'm glad you're back up and about Li-- Beth. I'm sorry that-- sorry about your-- your accident. I hope I see you back-- " My glare told him that if he finished that sentence, there would be consequences that at least one of us wasn't going to be able to live with. "I, uh, I need to get going. See you around."
Our run was over. Beth watched Alan leave, sorrow written on her face. I nodded to myself, then turned on my heel and started walking back towards the car. Beth must have realized I'd gone and caught up a minute later. We didn't speak on the way back, but we did stop once; she ran off into the bushes just off the path and emptied her stomach onto the ground.
The ride home was silent except for her sobs. When we got inside, I motioned for her to sit at the table before making her some tea. Neither of us wanted to do this. Both of us knew we had to. I set the tea down in front of her and waited for her to speak, but eventually I got tired of waiting.
"Liz cheated on me." It wasn't a question. There was no need to ask, just establish facts. She nodded. "Do you have any idea how long?"
"... A while." She took a sip. "A long while. I don't... I don't know how long exactly, but... but I know enough to know that he... he looked different sometimes. Different times of the year, different clothing. A beard at one point."
"How long have you... is his face one of the ones you've always remembered?" She was very quiet. Very still. "Please, just... just tell me." She nodded. "The first one, right? The one you expected to see when I walked through the door, when your husband walked through the door after you woke up. That's why you were surprised and disappointed, not just because you didn't remember my face, but because-- because you expected to see someone else. Someone you loved."



She looked down and sobbed, her entire body wracked with sorrow. I continued. "It's why you looked through all of those albums and school pictures. You were trying to find the person you were supposed to be with. Why you were so disappointed and angry when you didn't find them there. And then later when you didn't find them at your old work or the coffee shop or gym, why you seemed so... so..." I couldn't say it. Desire and suffering, hope and pain, all dueling in my head.
She choked out, "Re-- relieved. It meant-- it meant I hadn't-- Liz hadn't-- " She shook her head. "He was-- he's so young. I'd hoped that maybe-- maybe it was a college boyfriend. I didn't--" She coughed and took another sip of tea, then looked me square in the eyes. "Until I saw him today and-- and remembered... more, I didn't... They were, the memories were out of time. Impressions. A face, a place I didn't recognize, a-- " She paused, not wanting to say something that would hurt. "Nothing from our life. I hoped-- hoped that since I hadn't seen him anywhere, that they were just..." She laughed ruefully. "That they were like that stupid fast food jingle that played through my head for a week after I woke up. Just a random set of memories that didn't really matter."
She looked away, her voice strained as she continued. "But then I saw him, and I knew that they did. I didn't-- not a lot came back when I saw him, but enough. Enough to put some context to-- to everything."
"Did Liz love him?"
Her lips tightened as she nodded, eyes still not on me. "Not... not in the same way that she loved you, at least not when you were first married. Not as much. He was-- he was exciting. And she was angry at you. He was going to be-- going to be enough."
"Enough?"
She closed her eyes. "Enough for when she left you."
I couldn't find any surprise when I looked inside myself. Of course she was cheating. Everything fit together; she'd given up on us before I had. Her cheating wasn't the reason our marriage was going to end. Our marriage was going to end, so she was getting her ducks in a row. Making sure she had a fallback. Not surprising, in retrospect, but still painful.
I had to ask. "Do... do you love him, Beth?"
She almost dove across the table to grab my hands. "No! No! No, god no! I love you! I only love you! I... I know how Liz felt, but I don't-- it's like reading a story about a character, or watching a movie. I know how she felt, even kind of understand it, but I don't-- her feelings aren't mine."
"What about the sex, then? You-- " I sighed. "You're nothing like Liz in bed."
Beth shook her head. "No. That's not-- I am like Liz in bed. It's just that she-- she lied to you about what she was like. What she wanted. She-- " Her breathing was erratic. "That stupid fucking cunt. She needed to be-- it had to be her goddamned show. She needed to dole out her affection like-- like you were a puppet. A fucking pet. She couldn't control-- she hated that you were getting to see more of life, travel more, a 'better' career, and she-- "
Her face was a mask of rage. "You may have wanted to end your marriage, but knowing what I know now? I fucking hate her." Her tears started to fall again. "Hate-- hate me. She's part of me. And I hate her, so where does that leave me? I wish I'd never remembered anything at all. Wish my world was just-- " She whimpered, "Just one where I woke up and you were there, and that's all it was. No memories but the ones I build with you."
I squeezed her hand. "Beth, I... honey, I still love you. She's-- you aren't Liz. She's, like you said, she's like a character in a book. She's-- "
My wife exploded, "She could come back, John! She could-- she could-- what if she's like a cancer in my brain? What if it metastasizes, takes me over, destroys Beth? What if she-- what if I wake up tomorrow and there's enough of her back that I hate you?" She was shaking with fear. "What if I take-- what if you don't get to have Beth anymore? How can I do that to you? I can't stop it from happening if it-- " The panic in her voice broke my heart.
"Beth. Beth!" She stopped and looked at me. "You'll still remember you, Beth. Still remember you and me. You won't-- you won't hate me like that. I know."
She wailed a single word, "How!?"
Now it was my turn to look away. "Because I do remember. I do know what it was like to... I hated her. I-- things were so bad. I stayed longer than I should have, knew we couldn't pull out of the dive and I-- and I..." I looked back at her. "I was going to cheat, too."
Her hand slackened on mine. "What?"
"The last trip. The one where... where I was on the plane home and knew I needed to end things with Liz. It wasn't-- it wasn't just because of how bad things were. I had..." I took a deep breath to calm myself. "There was a woman from another office. We'd worked together on a couple of projects. She'd-- I'd used her as a sounding board. About my home life. She wasn't part of-- lived in another state--"
I shook my head. The details didn't matter. "The last night there, we were in an elevator together, and we-- we were... If the doors hadn't opened, if one of our co-workers hadn't come in then, it would have continued in one of our rooms. The next day, when we were getting ready to leave, I told her-- told her the next time I saw her that I'd be free. And I headed home, knowing that it was only by chance that I'd stayed faithful."
I looked down. "I remember all of it, the good and the bad. I remember Liz changing her mind about us having kids, how she refused to until she was 'established' in her career. Which was just shorthand for her having the upper hand between us, I realize now. How she pushed me further and further away as she 'lost' in her mind. How--" I sighed. "How, looking back, how obvious it was that she was having an affair, how she was probably laughing about getting one over on me." Beth was very still suddenly, confirming my suspicion.
"But I remember you, too. I remember my-- how much it hurt when you didn't recognize me. When you chose a new name, how bittersweet that was for me. The way we inched closer to each other over time, becoming less strangers and more friends, and then eventually lovers. When..."
I kissed her hand. "When you told me that you wore my shirt to sleep in because it made you feel safe. When you came to my bed and took that shirt off, told me you were my wife." My face was wet. "Everything since, even this-- this painful new, old knowledge. It's all part of us. I hated Liz, and I love you. That's how I know. Because I have all the memories, wanted and unwanted, and I'm still here desperately hoping that-- that-- that you and I will grow old together. That, if you want, we'll be able to watch our children and grandchildren from the comfort of our worn out old recliners. That we-- "
Beth leaned across the table, silencing me with a kiss. It was sweet but passionate, a promise of the future, a silent vow between us that there would be an us. She stood and pulled me along with her to our bedroom.
Once there, my wife undressed me, kissing the exposed skin as she removed each piece of clothing. She led me to the bed once I was naked and bade me lay on it. When she disrobed, it wasn't some overtly sexy striptease, just my wife displaying her body, scars and all. It was all the more intimate for its lack of artifice. Her eyes were on mine as she climbed onto the bed and straddled me.
Her hands pressed flat on my chest as she kissed me. "You're right: Liz is our past. John and Beth are our future. And if she-- if she shows up, we'll face her together. You-- " She kissed me again, softly. Her hand rested over my heart, and she brought my hand to rest over hers "This-- us. We're strong enough to face our past. Together." With a chuckle, she purred, "But that's not what I want right now."
She took me in her hands and placed the head at her entrance. "I want to build a new life with you." She slid down, slowly, a low, soft groan escaping her lips as she accommodated my full length. Her hand slid mine from her heart down to her belly. Beth smiled beatifically down at me, nothing but love on her face. "I want to make a new life with you. I want to feel it grow inside me." She began to move and her eyes fluttered closed as she savored the sensation. "Mmmm, you feel so good, John. So perfect."
I traced along her side, and she giggled, ticklish. The giggle turned to a gasp as my hand moved to her breast and began massaging it. I breathed, "I love you, Beth," as my wife gave me the pleasure only she could. My other hand reached down between us, the thumb teasing her clit.
She moaned her love for me and began to move faster, gliding up and down my shaft. "Oh- ah! Love-- oh god-- John-- Love you!" A tweak of her nipple drew out a little cry and she grabbed the offending hand, whining as her orgasm drew nearer. Bringing it to her lips, she kissed it and held it tightly, a lifeline between us.
My other hand shifted to her hip. The beginnings of a frustrated little whimper started in her throat, but it was quickly replaced by a loud cry of pleasure as I used my new leverage to hold her steady so that I could begin thrusting upwards. Beth released my other hand and began to tug at her own nipples, throwing her head back at the sensations coursing through her. I took the opportunity to grab both hips and start enthusiastically fucking my wife's slick, tight pussy.
"Cu-- cumming! John! Please! P-please! Need you need n-- need--!" Her words became nonsense as she lost control. They were a strange, primal song that possessed me, that drove me as I drove into her. As she started to wail, my voice joined hers, even as my body slammed upwards into her and held there, cock pulsing, sowing the new life she desperately wanted into her fertile womb. We laid together after that for a while, but my wife was far from done with me that night, and I was far from done with her. We finally slept in the early morning, exhausted from our couplings.
The world moved along, and we with it. Little memories would crop up from time to time, mostly about mundane things. Occasionally they were about Liz's infidelity, which drove Beth into a funk until I could take her into my arms and remind her how little I cared about what Liz had done in her body. My "first wife" was like the monster in a slasher movie, and we were never sure if she'd rise up, trying to destroy our lives.
But ten years passed, the same amount of time Liz and I had been married, and she never did. Instead, our household became complete, with the birth first of Ellen and then Duncan. Dr. Taggart was the godmother to our eldest, of course. It was a time of scraped knees and sleepless nights, adjustments on top of adjustments. It was one of the happiest of our lives.
Twenty years passed, and our little ones fled the nest. We cried when we came home the day after we dropped off Duncan at college. That weekend, we reacquainted ourselves with every surface of our home, embracing our empty nest years and each other with gusto. We found new hobbies and friends. We traveled, reconnected with ourselves, and fell more in love than ever.
Thirty years passed, and Liz became barely a shade; no new memories had sparked in years, and we'd long since stopped worrying about her influence. But she gave us one last gift; I'd like to think it was an apology of sorts. We were at Ellen's wedding. Our daughter was beautiful, standing with the man I'd just given her to. The priest said the words, "You may kiss the bride," and Beth stiffened. A broad smile spread across her face, and she leaned her head on my shoulder. Our wedding. She remembered our wedding.
We were together for the rest of our lives, into the years of grandchildren and retirement and all the rest. We never wavered in our loyalty or our love. In the end, I was sorry that Liz and I hadn't made it work, couldn't figure out how to escape the spiral of competition and jealousy. I was sorry for what Beth suffered through, the pain and the loss of her memories. But I was forever grateful that, at the end of her struggles, we each found the love of our life. That we created the memories that mattered together.
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I wasn't sure why I was here.
I mean, I knew "why" I was here: my soon-to-be ex-wife had asked me to come by our house to talk. She refused to meet elsewhere and wouldn't talk to my lawyer. She wanted to meet on the front lawn, in full view of the street, with any recording devices I wanted to bring, in order to prevent even a hint of impropriety causing a problem for me. After conferring with my attorney, he agreed, if only to just get it all done; she hadn't fought on anything else, so there was no reason to suspect she was trying to play dirty now.
But the "why" that I didn't get was this: I'd never, at any point in these proceedings, given her any reason to believe that there would be a reconciliation. There was no reason to talk. I might eventually be able to forgive, but I could never forget. She'd broken my trust, and without that, there was no hope of a path forward for us. She'd already apologized. The settlement had been negotiated. There was nothing else to talk about. So why have a sit down and why do it here?
Shelley had hauled our patio table and chairs around to the front lawn. There was a tea service and cookies on it; all we needed were a couple stuffed animals for a good old-fashioned pretend tea party. Maybe a nice floppy brimmed hat for me, while we were at it; style matters, after all.
My wife was standing next to a chair when I arrived. I parked my car diagonally in the driveway so the dash cam could capture everything, started my phone recording, then got out and approached. She smiled as she saw me. I can't lie, seeing that beautiful smile made me wish, for the thousandth time, that I could find a way past her infidelity and what came after.
She was beautiful; she always had been. Chestnut hair in a long braid, robin's egg blue eyes, a dusting of freckles across her girl next door face, and a body that could make the Renaissance masters hang up their brushes in despair of ever doing it justice: these were the least of her positive attributes. Combine them with an open and kind manner, a filthy sense of humor, and a sharp mind, and it's no surprise that I fell in love with her. It's no surprise that any man would. And that's why we were here.
My expression changed to a frown, and hers mirrored it. As I got closer, I saw that the time apart had been hard on her, maybe harder than it had been on me. She was thinner. There were dark circles under her red-rimmed eyes and new wrinkles that hadn't been there before. She hid the changes well with makeup, but I knew her intimately; I could have drawn her face from memory.
"Thank you for agreeing to meet, Troy. You're looking well." I stopped a bit out of arm's reach, not wanting to encourage a hug.
"You too, Shell." She motioned to the table, and we sat.
"Do you want something to drink? Eat?"
I shook my head. "I don't plan to stay long, Shelley. Just say what you have to say so we can go our separate ways."
She swallowed and tried to put on a brave face. "That's what I'm trying to avoid, baby. I don't want us to go our separate ways; I want you to come back home."
With a snort I said, "Well, I'm here, but this is as close as I'm going to get, I think." God, that was irritating. Even when she frowned, she couldn't help but be effortlessly beautiful. "Shell, nothing's changed. You cheated on me. You hid it from me for six months. I only found out because one of your coworkers got an attack of conscience and told me. You tried to deny it and only gave up when I produced proof. What on earth would make you think we could ever get back together?"
Shell nodded unhappily. "That's all true. I behaved deplorably. I shouldn't have cheated; I was drunk and angry at you for the fight we'd had before I left town, but that's no excuse. It was only once, not even a whole night, just one quick..." She sighed. "One time was too many. I broke my vows to you. I ran back to my own hotel room and cried all night. I almost called you then, but Deb told me to take it to my grave. It happened on the road, it was a guy I'd never met before and would never see again, and she convinced me I could keep it hidden."
She shook her head angrily. "No. No, that's blaming her. I'm responsible for my actions. I convinced myself I could keep it hidden. I-- I should have told you. Given you a chance to make your decision then, but I thought I was doing what was best for both of us."
I nodded. I had heard this all before. But if she wanted to go over it again, it was easier to just let her get it all out at once rather than interrupt her and take twice as long to get to the same conclusion: we were getting a divorce.
"I hated lying to you. I hated that I was able to, that it worked for a while. When you actually did find out, I was so... so committed to the lie that I couldn't shift gears fast enough to tell you the truth. I kept trying to trickle truth my way out of it." The look of disgust on her face, I knew, was directed inward. "I broke your heart, and I broke your trust, and I broke our marriage. Any of those would be enough for me to hate myself for the rest of my life, but all of them together? I can barely live with it.
"But. But, I-- baby, I love you. I love you so much. It hurts to think of my life without you. And I've talked to Rob. I know you're miserable. I know you want to get back together, but you just can't-- can't find a way past it." She looked me in the eyes. "Do you still love me, Troy?"
"Of course I do. That hasn't changed. I hated you for a while, too, but you-- you just made a mistake. I could have forgiven that. It would have hurt, and we would have had to work past it. You'd have to change-- I don't know. Change something about your life. About you. Something to keep you away from that kind of temptation again."
Her braid danced as she nodded vigorously. "I would do that. I've stopped drinking entirely, I've been going to counseling to find out why I let my anger lead me to bad decisions, I--"
I cut her off. "That's all great, Shell. I'm proud of you. I'm sure it'll help when you find someone else to marry." Her expression changed to pure misery when I suggested that. "But it doesn't... It doesn't fix the core problem: I don't trust you. I can't trust you, ever again. I've spent every hour I wasn't working or sleeping for the last six months figuring if there was a way I could, but I just can't. You cheated on me, you lied to me for months, and then you lied to me even once you were caught. I just-- I can't find a way to trust you after that. I'm sorry. I really wish I could."
"I think you can. I think-- I think I might have found a way."
It was a beautiful, temperate day with only a few clouds in the sky. But that was enough to cast a shadow over us now. "What, Shell? I, what, put a tracker app on your phone? GPS tag in your car, keyloggers for your computers? Maybe an ankle monitor like you're under house arrest? That isn't trust, Shelley."
I looked past her at our house. Her house, now, I guess. We'd been so happy there together. "That's... It's like faith. If you could prove, without a doubt, that God existed, you wouldn't need faith. He'd just be a fact for anyone to verify, like the Earth being round or the sun being bright. Being able to know where you are at any time isn't trust, Shell. It's just-- it's verification. I shouldn't need that. I shouldn't have to treat you like a prisoner to feel secure in our marriage."
She nodded rapidly. "I agree, mostly. That's... I think that's part of the solution, but not the major part. Another part is couples counseling, something to get us to the point where you can feel safe trusting me again." I opened my mouth to speak, but she continued. "But that's not..." Shell shook her head and reached down to her feet. A leather satchel went onto the table, and out came two manila envelopes. "This is the main part."
She looked at each, then handed me the first. "This is an amended divorce settlement. You can look through it, but in essence it says this: you get the house, our savings, the furniture, basically everything except my car, my retirement package, and a small stipend to pay my lawyer." With a shrug, she apologized. "Sorry, he insisted on that last bit."
I raised an eyebrow. "Why? We're a community property state."
Shelley cocked her head and said with a sad smile, "Because it's the right thing to do. I... Look, community property is good. It's-- in most divorces, no one should get screwed. Even ones where people cheat; sometimes one spouse is a piece of shit and drives the other one to it. Sometimes-- "
With a sad chuckle, she shook her head. "Doesn't matter. I've been thinking about all of this nonstop, and sometimes I... Well, you know sometimes I get off on a tangent. I'm sorry." Her tangents could be epic. She'd pinball from topic to topic, finding the slenderest of threads between them, finally weaving her thoughts into a coherent whole. I tried not to smile as I thought about the time she managed to get from the mass production of bandages in WWI to the evolution of the modern feminist movement.
"In our case, you were the wronged party. That's what it comes down to. You loved me, you trusted me, you upheld our vows. If I had been-- if I was worthy of being your wife, we'd have stayed married for the rest of our lives. Instead, you've flushed five years down the toilet-- seven if you count when we dated-- on someone who cheated on you because she got drunk after she had a fight over some stupid shit.
"And-- and the courts can't assign that kind of blame. They shouldn't be able to; a judge or a jury can't look into the hearts of the people involved and weigh their sins against each other. But I-- I know my sins. I know yours. And this? This is the best I can do to try to atone." She chuckled. "I thought about cutting a pinky off instead, like one of those yakuza that dishonored themselves, but I figured you'd prefer the house."
I shrugged. "I dunno, that's pretty hardcore. Maybe I could wear it on a necklace."
That laugh like a bell. God, I loved it. Missed it so much. "Well, I've only got a butter knife out here. Sorry. Rain check?" A small, sad smile remained after she was done laughing. "Seriously. I fucked up, and I wrecked our marriage. I stole that time from you. I wish I could do more to pay you back; money and property, well, I know they're not enough. But--" She handed me the other envelope. "This is what I can do if you're willing to try again."
I opened it and found a thick sheaf of papers with a clear title inside. "A post-nup?"
"Yeah. You can take it and the other to your lawyer to review, but-- " Shelley laughed again, broke my heart just a little again. "Man, if you think the new settlement pissed my attorney off, whew. This one basically says that, for the next year after you sign it, you can divorce me with the same terms of the settlement I just outlined, no questions asked. You can--"
She shifted her gaze away from me. "If you want to, you can-- can-- retaliate for what I did. Find someone else and-- and-- you'd still get that settlement for the first year. I'd-- " Her face turned back towards mine with that same wan smile from before. "It would be worth it to have you with me for another 364 days. I'd find a way to live with it."
Then she cleared her throat and forged ahead. "But that's not the main part. The main part is this: after that first year, we go back to community property rules, unless I cheat again. If I do, you get the same deal as before, but I also pay, in perpetuity, 25% of all earnings going forward: wages, stocks, social security, everything. If I marry again, that goes up to 25% of our combined earnings. It's got a clause like an HOA; I can't marry unless the potential spouse signs it."
I scoffed. "That can't be enforceable."
Shelley inclined her head and shrugged. "Admittedly, that part about remarrying might get struck down if someone fights it. But my guy assures me that the rest of it is ironclad, including the permanent 25% cut of future earnings. If you stay married to me and I stray, I will literally be indebted to you for the rest of my life."
I looked at the contract, leafing through the papers. I'm no lawyer, but it seemed to be what she said. I put it back in the envelope and put it on the table, then looked at her dubiously. "A bribe? That's your solution?"
"Yeah. Yeah, kinda, it is." She put her hand up. "Just hear me out, okay. Yes, it sounds mercenary. Even venal, like some kind of hush money payout bullshit. But it's... look, I was desperate. Am desperate. I started looking at literally anything I could. And I found three things that-- that, when I put them together, made sense. That made this idea make some kind of twisted sense."
I picked up a butter cookie. "Well, hell, I'm here already, Shell. Dazzle me."
"The first was this thing called a 360 contract. It's from the music industry; a record label gets a performer to sign a deal that says the label gets a percentage of all of their revenue streams: acting, product endorsements, whatever. The idea there is that the label spends a bunch of time and resources building up an artist, so they should recoup some of that.
"It's kind of bullshit there; just the companies screwing over their talent in new and different ways. But it made sense here. If you come back, you're spending more time on me, on us. I... you've always supported me in what I've done, always been willing to make sacrifices. And I'm asking you to make one of the biggest ones here, to trust someone you don't think you should. I'll never do what I did again. But if I did? You should get recompense for everything that your sacrifice makes possible, including anything in the future."
I stared up at the sky. "Shell, it's not-- I don't care about the money or-- I supported you because I love you. Loved you."
"I know! I know. But, please. Just hear me out, okay? It will all make sense when I'm done, and if it doesn't-- if it doesn't, you can sign the new settlement agreement and walk away."
Taking my silence as assent, she continued. "So, thinking about the labels screwing artists got me thinking about all of those rich assholes mistreating their employees, which got me thinking about wage theft, which reminded me about a quote I read once: 'If a crime is only punishable with a fine, then it is a punishment for the poor only.' And that..."
She held her hand up. "Okay, I know you're going to want to say something here. Don't. Just hear me out, like you said you would. That got me thinking about indulgences, the ones from the medieval church. How they'd let you buy your way out of your sin, spend some money and skip any kind of real penance. It was bullshit; you had people scourging themselves with whips because they blasphemed, and then you had rich fucks paying a priest off to literally get away with murder.
"The problem is that, these days? Money is... it's the only real penalty there is. In civil cases, I mean. And, again, that's good: no one needs to be getting mutilated for sleeping with someone else's wife, my joke about cutting fingers off aside. Debtor's prison was a stupid idea, too. But that leaves me with no real way that I can show my contrition through penance. There's nothing I can spend or give you that will buy back what you've lost, nothing to replace that trust."
Shelley steepled her fingers. When she got like this, I'd seen her go on epic, hourlong ramblings that sometimes turned into incredible insights. Sometimes they puttered out and turned into bullshit, too, but it was always fun to watch. This might be the last one I'd see, so I figured I'd just go along for the ride.
"But what if... what if you could loan me that trust? You could loan it to me until you thought I'd repaid it, that I was really trustworthy again. And that got me to thinking about reverse mortgages. Yes, yet another way that the powerful screw the poor. But that-- sometimes that's about implementation more than anything else.
"If you're a widow with no kids, or if your kids have abandoned you to your own devices, the idea of letting someone else pay you for your house until you're dead, giving you something to live off of? Maybe not the worst thing. Maybe the government or society or whatever should be doing that instead, but maybe pigs should come equipped with feathers, too."
She picked up the two folders. "That's what all of this is about. Not the pigs thing, but the idea that-- that I am completely unequipped in modern society to earn forgiveness or trust." Holding the first one up, she explained, "The settlement is about forgiveness. It's a poor form of amends, but other than that and throwing myself at your feet and groveling, which I've already done, it's all I've got. Ultimately, I can't earn it, even if I had access to those medieval torture devices the church had. I can only beg you to grant it."
The first envelope went on the table, and the second was held up. "This is about trust. I can't earn it. And I understand that you can't give it to me. Not yet. Maybe not ever. I understand why. So I'm asking you to loan it to me. I'll pay ruinous rates if I fail to meet my obligations. I'll do whatever you need to verify I'm sticking to the terms of the contract: all those tracking tools we talked about, couples counseling, personal counseling, DNA tests for our kids if we ever have them, cutting out toxic friends, all of it, without complaint or hesitation.
"And if you're ever willing to give me your trust again, give it freely? Then I-- I-- " Tears began to flow freely down her face, ruining her makeup. "There is no act that I can think of to properly show you my gratitude." She laughed through the tears. "But I'd sure as hell try to find one. Maybe one even the Borgias wouldn't sell me an indulgence for."
With a shake of her head, she tried to bring herself under control. The second folder went onto the table, and she pushed them both towards me. "Even-- even if you can't forgive me, it's... the first one isn't contingent on that. It's just me trying to make amends. You don't owe me anything if you accept it. But-- god, Troy, I'm begging you to go with the second one. Loan me your trust long enough to show you that I'm good for it, to show you that I'll do anything to repay the debt I owe to you. Please, baby. Please."
I looked between the two folders and her pleading face. Looked at our house, the place we'd bought to have and raise a family. "Why did you have me come here? We could have done this at your attorney's office. Or mine."
Shelley wiped her tears. "Because... because I want you to come home, one way or another. I-- If you can't stay with me, I've packed all of my personal stuff in my car. I'll give you the keys to the house now.
"But if you pick the post-nup, I want you to come home today. Right now. Be with me. We'll go back to your place later and get all of your stuff and bring it back here, but I want you to turn our house back into a home."
Shell was smart. So brilliant that I felt like a dim bulb next to her a lot of the time. And on the surface, her idea was-- well, I'd certainly heard worse ones. But it still didn't fix the problem. It was a good attempt, but you can't loan trust. You can only fake it, and I wasn't willing to do that.
But...
But, looking at her face, I could tell she was serious. She was willing to impoverish herself for even a hint of forgiveness. To sell herself into a latter day indentured servitude for even a chance at regaining my trust. She was putting in the work to fix herself, to not be the person that had hurt me. And, ultimately, behind it all, she was the woman I loved. She talked about indulgences and contrition and penance, but she already had been in hell; I know, because I was, too.
And only I could grant both of us grace.



I picked up both of the envelopes and stood. "Come on, Shell. Let's go home." She grabbed my outstretched hand and pulled herself up, eyes wide with amazement.
"You're-- you're staying? You're going to sign the post-nup?"
"Yes, I'm staying. No, I'm not signing." I started to walk, and she rushed to keep up. "We're going to go inside, and these are going in the shredder. Then we're going to spend the rest of the day upstairs wrestling with theological issues."
She giggled. "Oh? Any particular ones?"
"Oh, you know. Being fruitful. Multiplying." I winked. "Maybe a bit about submission to one's husband." She grinned wickedly. Her brain was starting to make connections again. I couldn't wait to see what she'd come up with this time.
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"Matty!"
The little blur of blue jeans and blonde hair slammed into me full force, leaping into my arms with the impact of a small meteor. I staggered back into my tiny one bedroom flat as I caught my kid sister, barely staying on my feet. She clung to me tightly, and, after a moment, I did the same to her. I had missed her so much since I last saw her at Christmas break.
"Hey, Sammy." She was the only one that called me Matty; I was the only one that called her Sammy. I enjoyed the warmth of her petite body against mine, the love and connection that had always been between us feeling even more vital to me after the shitshow of the last few weeks. Even though I was four years older, we'd always been close, and I was so glad to have her there.
She kissed my cheek and bounced back down to the ground. "A whole week together! Spring break, big bro! Woooo!"
I snorted. "You know, you're supposed to try to get away from school for spring break, not stay in town."
Sam hauled her luggage inside, far too much for a week's stay, and closed the door behind her. "Ah, but I am getting away from school for a week. It's just that you're not." Her head barely came up to my chin. She beamed up at me, "Thanks, Matt. Seriously. Mom and Dad wanted to go on that RV trip, and, ugh, no. I don't need to see the biggest ball of twine in Minnesota. Plus-- " She chuckled. " -- I expect they'll have a nice time, ah, reconnecting without me there."
"Ew."
Sam collapsed onto my futon and splayed out there. I tried to not look directly at her, like an eclipse. Except instead of going blind, I'd get an uncomfortable boner. Of course, that might lead to going blind later when I was alone.
She was turning nineteen in the next couple months, and she'd really filled out over the last year. Very much a late bloomer. If she were any other girl, I'd say she was hot, but since she's my kid sister, I'd instead say she was uncomfortably hot.
I grabbed a beer from the fridge. "You want anything?"
"I'll have one of those!"
"Hah! No, you won't. I'm not telling mom you came to scope out the campus ahead of next year and spent the week getting smashed in my apartment instead." I pulled out a soda for her.
Sam pouted as she accepted it. "'I'm not going to get smashed from a single beer, Matt. I have a better tolerance than that."
"Well now, what have you been up to while I've been gone?"
She rolled her eyes. "Dad gave me one, silly." Sam shook her head and said, "No time to party for me. Study, study, study. You know how it is."
I did. Mom and Dad were sticklers about academics, and it paid off: a son that graduated salutatorian and a daughter that was on track for valedictorian, both with nearly full ride scholarships. It was hard to argue with the results. Well, except for the fact that we were social outcasts left with not even the vaguest hint of how to interact with our peers, nor an understanding of the pitfalls of the dating scene once we hit college. Okay, that last one was just me, but I expected Sam would have the same problems.
Then I took another look at her and realized she was going to have a very different problem instead. A sense of unease gripped me as I suddenly comprehended that she was likely to be the favored prey of every predator on campus when she got here. While I was staying in town for the job I had lined up, I wasn't going to be able to protect her like I think Mom and Dad were hoping, especially when she went out to parties. I shook my head. We'd figure that out in the future; some kind of crash course in college social interactions, I guessed.
Sam cocked her head. "What're you smiling about?"
I sat beside her and tapped the neck of my bottle to hers, the plastic and glass making a dull, quiet thunk. "Social studies. Sort of."
She wrinkled her nose at me. "All right then, keep your secrets."
"Dork."
"Nerd."
"I'm really glad you're here, sis. It's been-- " I looked away for a moment and took a swig of my beer. "It's been pretty shit this last month. I'll be honest, I don't have a lot planned for you to do. I wasn't expecting to be here in the first place, and I-- I just haven't been in the right headspace to come up with fun activities. So, I'm sorry if you don't have that great a time."
She put her hand on my knee. "Oh, Matt, it's okay. I-- I know that it's been hard, with... " she trailed off. We both knew. I'd caught Traci, my girlfriend of nearly a year, cheating on me with a close friend of ours. She didn't even apologize, just got mad that I found out.
I put my hand on Sam's and squeezed. "It has." Letting out a deep breath, I put on the best smile I could for her. "But you're here now. And we're going to have some fun. Somehow. Somewhere. On a deserted campus in a little college town."
That goofy laugh of hers lifted my spirits. "You're here with me. That's all I need." The look in her eyes was sweet, almost expectant. I met her gaze for a little longer than I meant to, and Sammy looked away, suddenly embarrassed. She cleared her throat. "How about-- how about you show me where I'm staying, and I'll get unpacked. Then we can grab some dinner and figure something out afterwards?"
I had done my best to clean up the flat, but let's be honest: I was a college senior living by himself after a bad breakup in a place that was little better than a tenement. There was only so much I could do, and I hadn't even done all of that. But I'd made space for her in my dresser, and the bedroom and bathroom were clean. Small victories are still victories. "You're in my room. I'll take the futon."
"No! I am not kicking you out of your bed, Matty!"
She tried to get away when I ruffled her hair. "Yes, you are. I've got the futon. It's fine, I've been sleeping there half the time lately anyways." Sometimes that was because I'd been drunk, and sometimes it was because I didn't want to remember Traci laying beside me in my bed, before things went wrong. "I just end up binge watching Netflix half the night and crash there."
With an exaggerated eyeroll, she sighed, "Fiiiiine."
Sam unpacked, snarking about my decor the whole time. We both got freshened up and went out to find some dinner. She wasn't dressed any different than usual-- jeans, a cerulean blue t-shirt that didn't quite match her eyes, a hoodie tied around her waist, and her old beat up Chucks-- but she looked... different. I didn't know how to describe it.
Part of it was that, like I said, she'd filled out. She was wearing makeup, which she usually eschewed, and she'd put her long blonde hair into a braid instead of her usual loose ponytail. I realized, finally, what it was: she looked like a woman. She was still my kid sister, and she always would be, but I was going to have to contend with the fact that she was also a real head-turner now.
At dinner, I got to see the first immediate effects of that. If you've never had the good fortune to be seated at a table for two with the most attractive woman in the room, let me tell you: it's quite an ego boost. Yeah, she was my sister, but no one there knew that. The men in the place looked on with envy. The women did, too, just a different sort; a calculus that they did in their heads saying, "if she's with him, there must be more than meets the eye."
That's not to say I'm bad looking; Mom and Dad also insisted that we adhere to the ideal of a sound mind in a sound body. For Sam, that meant aikido, where she'd earned a first dan. They tried to get me into something social, too, like another martial art or dance, but I went for weightlifting instead. I liked that it was solitary, that I could put headphones on and just focus on me and the iron. It had left me with a physique that was muscular, but not overly muscled; think Chris Hemsworth in the first Thor film versus the most recent one.
But if this had been an actual date? Yeah, I would have been punching well above my weight. And I would have been screwing it up, too, because I realized I'd zoned out while Sam was talking, and I had no idea what she'd just asked me. I shook my head and said, "Sorry, what?"
There was a gentle reproach in her voice as she said, "I asked, 'what are you thinking about?'"
I laughed. "How nice it feels that I'm here with the prettiest girl in the room."
Sam rolled her eyes. "Suuure, bro. Whatever you say."
"Sammy, look around. You are! You..." I sighed. "Look, I don't know if you've realized it yet, but college is-- it's going to be different. There are-- I know there are predators in high school, but here, they're an order of magnitude more dangerous. Insistent and... devious, I guess, in ways that you haven't seen yet. I look around this room, and I can tell that every single straight guy in here is trying to decide if there's a way he can peel you off from me. And not a few of the ones with dates are, too."
She perched her chin on her hands. "What about the girls? Is a roving band of lesbians going to drag me away?"
"Sammy, I'm serious! I-- Sis, I love you. It would kill me if something bad happened to you. And I'm here right now, so I'm not worried about that, but once you're living here, I can't be around all the time. I just want you to be ready, okay?"
Her hand went over her heart, mock horror on her face. "My fiancé won't be there to defend my honor?"
I groaned. When we were kids, she five and me nine, I'd carried her down from a tree that she shouldn't have tried to climb. She'd clung to me for dear life all the way down, eyes tightly closed and whimpering. When we were on the ground, she told our mom that she was going to marry me. Mom and I both laughed, but Sammy wouldn't let it go until I'd agreed. She still wouldn't let me forget, especially when I was, in her eyes, being overprotective.
"Don't do that, Sammy. Please. I'm-- I've seen it happen; some douchebag roofies a girl's drink or even just gets her a bit too drunk, and no one steps in because it's not their problem. I've gotten in the middle of it a couple of times, bounced a couple of guys from parties, but..." I shook my head. "You think you're going from a little pond to a bigger one. You're not. It's a shark tank."
She cocked her head to one side. Her smile was sweet, her expression appreciative. "Okay, Matty. Okay. I-- thank you. I'll just-- what if I only go to bars or parties when you're there for a while? Or with people you trust to keep me safe?"
"Yeah. Yeah, I think that'd be fine." I took her hand in mine. "Thanks, Sammy. Thank you for listening. I promise, I want college to be fun for you. I want you to have a good time here, maybe find a good guy." She frowned. "What?"
"I'm just-- I'm not really looking for a guy, Matt."
"Are-- are you... Is this you coming out of the closet?"
Her loud laugh drew glances from the other patrons. "No! No, you goob. I just-- I dunno, the boys at school were just that, boys. And..." She rolled her eyes. "And-- god, you're going to be insufferable-- I haven't found any guy that measures up to you, okay? I-- I know someone like you is out there, and I'm not going to settle for less."
"Sam! That's-- " I reached over to stroke her cheek, and she leaned into it. "God, sis. That's-- thank you."
"It's just the truth." She looked to the side, bashful now.
"Hey, don't. I-- I'm not-- you don't need to be embarrassed, Sammy. It's really sweet. I'm..." I sighed. "Honestly, that's about the best thing I could have heard right now. It's been really hard for me lately, with Traci and everything. Even if you're just being nice--"
"I'm not, Matt!" Her hand squeezed mine. "God, she really messed with your head. You're fucking great, Matt. You're cute and sweet and smart and kind. Jacked as hell, too. The only problem you have, other than your complete inability to keep a clean apartment-- " I grimaced. " -- is that you have terrible taste in women. You need... You just need someone that loves you as much as-- loves you the way you deserve." She snorted. "If you'd stop dating dumb sluts, that'd probably be a good start."
It was my turn to snort now. "Sage advice from the hobbit."
"Asshole."
"Yeah, yeah. I know you love me."
"I do, thank you very much. I just wish you loved you as much as I do. Then maybe you'd see you deserve better than the bitches you keep dating."
That gave me pause; maybe she was right. I did tend to fall for pretty faces with not much behind them. I'd been warning her that college was a shark tank, but maybe I was just another guppy, too. We sat quietly for a few moments before she said, "So, what's good here?"
We had a nice meal together, leaving our previous topics behind. We chatted about her school, movies, TV, all the usual stuff you'd expect between two siblings that hadn't seen each other in a few months.
I reflected, as we talked, about how strange it had been watching her grow up the last four years. It was like time lapse photography. When I left for college, that was sort of the image that anchored her in my mind, the one that I compared the later versions of her with. Jump forward to Christmas break that first year, and she was a little taller. A day's layover during spring break, and her braces were gone. Pimply the next visit. Clear-faced and more graceful after that. On and on, little flashbulb strobes of progress that brought her to this charming, funny, beautiful young woman I was sharing a meal with.
She was insistent when we finished. "You have to take me to a bar, Matty. It's my first time here; that's, like, a moral requirement: thou shalt take thy sister to a bar on her first college visit."
Knowing this was a fight I'd lose eventually, I figured we might as well get it out of the way. Besides, campus was mostly empty; it would be easier to keep an eye on her, easier to keep her safe. Training wheels for debauchery.
She was grumpy that I wouldn't get her a beer, but I wasn't getting banned from my favorite watering hole. "You get to be the designated driver, sis. Get used to it!"
It was, as I'd hoped, pretty empty. But there were still guys there, sad sacks like me that had nowhere to go for break, or townies that knew our lonely distaff counterparts would be here, ripe for the picking. There were some attractive women, but, again, Sam put them to shame. She was chum in the shark tank, and I suddenly had a bunch of chums asking me about her.
I had to use the restroom once, so I reluctantly left her alone for no more than five minutes. When I got back, she was sitting in a booth with an unhappy look on her face as a group of guys huddled on the other side of the room. One of them was shaking his hand and shooting daggers at her. "Did I miss something?"
She chuckled. "Oh, just a demonstration on the practical application of joint locks on handsy creeps." She saw the look on my face and quickly grabbed my arm as I stood. I was about to give the asshole an advanced syllabus in pain to go with the demonstration, but she stopped me. "No! It's-- it's done. Let's just go, okay Matty? I'm tired."
I wasn't drunk, but I was a little buzzed. She drove us back to my place and got the door open. I hit the head as she looked for something to watch, then went to change in my room. Trying to change while standing wasn't happening, so I sat on the bed. It was comfortable. Really comfortable. The only really good piece of furniture I had. I could hear Sammy moving around in the living room. It was nice to have her here. I'd missed her. Missed having a woman around, yeah, but missed her specifically. I-- I--
I felt Traci pressed against me. Her body was the little spoon to my big. It was late night or very early morning, and the curtains were drawn, leaving us in pitch darkness. But I didn't need light to know what she liked, where she wanted to be touched. My hand slid down between her legs, into the waistband of her panties. She stiffened for a moment, then relaxed, pressing back against me. If she hadn't felt my hardness before, she did now, grinding back against it as my finger teased apart her labia.
A little gasp escaped her lips, and I felt her hand over mine. Not guiding it, but like a passenger, along for the ride. She was wet, as wet as I'd ever felt her. She'd shaved; when did she do that? She knew I preferred it, but it was too much trouble to maintain. Maybe a special treat. Her hips were caught in indecision, first pressing back against my cock and then forwards, toward my hand. Finally, she made her choice, my hand, as I began to tease her clit.
Her other hand, partially pinned by her body, reached back and first traced the outline of my cock, then found the head peeking out of my briefs. Another little gasp from her, then a moan from me as she began to toy with it, spreading the precum around on it. I felt her trying to push down the fabric barrier hiding the rest of me and helped her along. Her hand began exploring once more, as if she were discovering me for the first time. It felt incredible, her small hand stroking slowly and tentatively at my shaft and hesitantly caressing my balls before moving her hand to my hip, as if to draw me to her.
I kissed her shoulder as she started to tremble, whispering in her ear, "I love you."
She started to stiffen again, then moaned, "Oh god! Oh god Matty, I love you!"
Matty?
Matty!
I bolted away suddenly, lunging for the bedside lamp. It cast a harsh light onto the scene in my bed: my kid sister lay on the bed, looking at me with concern and lust. Her panties were soaking wet, her hand still inside where mine had been moments before. Sam's gaze moved to my cock, and she licked her lips. "Oh, Matty, it's so... so hard." She reached for me. I started to move back, but she was faster. Her hand began to stroke me again. "P-please-- please, Matty, I was so close. Please-- please!"
I shouldn't have. I know that. I don't know if it was the lingering effects of the beer, the look on her face, a sleep-addled reminiscence of our dinner "date," or just the fact that one of the most beautiful women I'd ever seen was half naked in my bed and begging me to bring her to orgasm. I couldn't resist; I barely tried. "Lay on your back."
She rolled to a supine position and pushed her panties down. I had only intended to finger her, but she was so wet, her lips so engorged, her most intimate place completely hairless. She could see my indecision and smiled, an attempt at a seductive come hither stare that was undermined completely when she said, "Come on, bro. Eat your Sammy."
It was, without a doubt, the dumbest, worst dirty talk I'd ever heard. A part of me wanted to laugh at the absurdity of the moment, but another... it was delivered with such innocence. A good girl trying to be bad for the right man. She was trying so hard to be sexy for me, to be seductive, that it went from cringe all the way back around to incredibly hot.
I fairly dove between her legs, and she squealed with delight. It was the sweetest thing I'd ever tasted, the forbidden fruit that lay at her core. Sam wasn't far off from her climax when I started, and she moaned loudly as her orgasm began to overtake her. "Oh fuck, oh god, Matty! I love you Matt, please, I love you!" My hands gripped her ass, keeping her close to my face as I feasted on her. Sammy tried to buck away, but I wouldn't let her. My persistence was rewarded with a loud howl of pleasure as she came, along with a very fine attempt at crushing my head between her thighs.
When she finally relaxed, I sat up. The woman in my bed was beautiful, a gorgeous mess: golden strands had come loose from her braid, she was coated in a sheen of sweat, her face was contorted with joy, and tears were forming in the corners of her eyes. She had twisted and thrashed so much when in the throes of ecstasy that her shirt had ridden up, exposing an alabaster globe tipped with a hard pink nipple that begged to be suckled upon.



My kid sister saw me watching her then and raised her arms to me, like a child begging for comfort. No-- like she was offering me comfort. I was so conflicted; she could see it on my face. "It was so good, Matty. S-- so good." She shuddered again, and a content smile spread across her face. "Soooo good." Then she looked at me again and frowned. "Matty, you're-- you still need-- "
I was as hard as I'd ever been and leaking precum like a sieve. "You-- you don't-- I can take care of it myself, Sam. We-- we shouldn't have-- "
She lunged up from the bed, shifting from her laconic post-orgasmic state to an urgent, insistent lust. She kissed me, really kissed me for the first time, the way a man and a woman kiss, not a brother and sister. Her tongue was on my lips, tasting herself on me, and I felt more than heard her moan. There was a sudden gentle pressure on my dick as she encircled it with her hand and began to stroke. I leaned back from the kiss and she growled, "Yes. We. Should." Her hand came away from me and she pulled her shirt off, then tossed it aside and proudly displayed her body to me.
Again, I couldn't resist. She was so beautiful. I knew I should stop, but I couldn't. I was compelled to touch her, to taste her. She giggled as I took her in my arms and began to kiss and nibble at her breasts. The giggles turned to a loud gasp and a sharp hiss of breath as I took one of her perfect nipples in my mouth and sucked, then nipped at it. I don't know exactly what happened next; my aikidoka baby sister shifted her weight subtly, used a little leverage, and suddenly I was laying on top of her, her legs almost wrapped around me. "Sam--!" She silenced me with a kiss.
As I tried to break the kiss and speak, she silenced me again, then a third time. "I want this, Matt. Need it." She reached down between us and tugged at my hardness. "So do you. Please, Matty. You were right. I need a-- a good guy." Another kiss on my lips as I started to speak. "I need you, need someone-- someone to make my first time perfect."
"Sammy, I can't take--!"
Another kiss, gentle but insistent. "You're not taking it. I'm giving it. I'm begging you to accept it, Matty. Please. Please! I know you'll love me right, you won't-- it's going to hurt, I know, but you'll make it feel good, too. I trust you, love you more than any man in the world. Please, Matty. Be my first?"
There was not even a thought of resistance this time. Her slender hand tugged at me, putting the head of my cock at her virgin entrance. A small look of hope appeared on her face, her mouth opened slightly to ask once more, but I had already begun to push. I was as gentle as I could be, but she still gasped and whined, "Matty!"
I kissed her again, initiating for the first time since this had begun. I was gentle as she had asked, pushing slowly and letting her adjust to my girth as I went. Her head tilted away and she panted, the pain coming and going as I entered her achingly slowly. "Do you need me to stop, Sammy?"
She shook her head violently. "No, bro--" It was wrong, but I felt my cock twitch when she called me that. It felt so taboo, so profane, so... right. Right in all the wrong ways. She gasped as she felt it. "Bro! Did-- ah!" Her new mask was a wicked grin punctuated occasionally by a pained grimace. Sam's voice changed: a little higher, a little singsong. A parody of a little girl by a woman who thinks she's all grown up. "Like-- oh!-- like that? Big bro-- Ah! -- likes -- mmm -- fucking little sis?"
She knew what she was doing. I couldn't control myself, moving faster to fully enter her. Her eyes were like sapphire flame when she said, "Then give me all of it, Matty. Fill your baby sister's virgin cAAAH!" The last inch or so was not gentle; maybe I'd regret that later. Maybe she would, too. Not right now, though. Her nails bit into my biceps as she threw her head backwards, grinding it into the bed, muscles in her neck straining against the surface below her. But then she relaxed and looked up at me, and her loving, wondering expression told me that I'd given her exactly what she wanted. She gasped, "F-fuck Matty, fuck! S-- so good! So full!"
My head dipped down and I kissed her gently, silently thanking my sister, my lover, for the honor she'd granted me. She kissed me back, a loving, slow, openmouthed kiss. There was no hurry, not yet; I wanted to let her enjoy this experience. She wanted it to be perfect, and I would do everything I could to make it that way.
Her pussy squeezed me, and my kid sister groaned loudly into my mouth. I broke our kiss and gazed down into those deep blue eyes, oceans that could send a sailor happily to his doom. "Are you ready, Sam?" She nodded wordlessly. As I withdrew, she let out a sharp hiss through barely opened lips, which quickly changed to a soft, plaintive whine. I wanted to fulfill her need, to fill her completely again, but I was patient and took my time, afraid of hurting her.
Her hips chased me, trying to keep me inside. "F-- faster, Matty. I-- I can-- oh oh god-- please!" My resolve had already been straining, and this put it near the breaking point. I didn't fuck my sister, not in the rough way that I might have wanted to as she urged me on. But my lovemaking became less gentle, more rapid than perhaps it should have been. She winced in pain once, and I tried to slow, but then she grunted, "Fuck me, big bro! Fuck-- AH!" She got her wish.
Sammy was so tight that when her climax started to come, it was like being gripped by a silken fist. She moaned loudly, finally begging, "In-- in me! S-- Safe, pill!" I only had to hold a little longer, just a little-- and then I felt her contract around me, felt her whole body go rigid as she fell silent. Sam held there for a moment, paralyzed, then exploded into motion, shuddering violently as she cried my name. I buried myself to the hilt in her as ropes of semen painted my sister's cervix. My body pinned hers to the mattress, and my mouth muffled her moans.
Afterwards, we lay there for a while, kissing softly between panting breaths. There were tears in her eyes, and she whispered. "P-- perfect. So..." She buried her face in my neck and gave a little soft sob, then pulled back to look at me. "It was... thank you, Matty. I love you."
She was so beautiful; not innocent, not anymore. Not after what I'd done. But pure. Good. I loved her, and... oh, god. What had I done? I rolled off and pulled her to me, trying to hide my guilt and shame. This was supposed to be perfect for her. I'd keep it that way for a little longer. "I love you, too, Sammy." She snuggled into me, warm and soft, kissing my neck once more before settling in. I heard her tiny little snores, but it was a long time before I slept.
My dreams that night were dark and nightmarish. I was a minotaur, chasing a hooded figure through a labyrinth. I needed her in a way I couldn't understand, a way I knew was unnatural. She turned a corner, and I knew the hunt was over; it was a dead end. The figure turned to face me, fear in her eyes. My Sammy. The hood fell away, and I looked on in horror as the fear turned to lust, her gaze locked onto my hardening bull cock. As she reached out to touch it, I awoke with a start.
Sammy, the real one, muttered something in her sleep, then settled again. The labyrinth had been a dream, but this was a true nightmare. It had happened. I had taken my baby sister's virginity. I was a monster.
I disentangled myself from Sam as gently as I could, gazing down with sadness at her nude, beautiful body. She was smiling in her sleep; I'd let her have her happy dreams a little longer. A renewed sense of shame swept over me as I felt myself stiffen.
I stood under the water, hands flat against the wall of the shower, letting the cold water sluice down my body. I'd long since cleaned my body; there had been, thankfully, no blood, as I don't think I could have dealt with that. Sam's long hours training in aikido, with all of the attendant falls and throws, must have broken her hymen long ago. Small favors, I suppose.
But while my body was clean, I didn't think my soul could ever be. I had to stop wallowing in the shower, trying to do penance under the freezing water. The only place I could go for forgiveness was to my sister, the one that I'd sworn to protect when we were children, not knowing she needed to be protected from me.
My sweatpants and t-shirt were comforting in their familiarity, a bit of normalcy on a grotesquely surreal morning. I opened the bathroom door, but Sammy wasn't in bed any longer. The bedroom door was open; I could smell bacon and hear happy, tuneless singing coming through it.
Sam was in a fresh t-shirt and underwear, dancing as she cooked, making little happy noises and switching randomly between songs. I watched her for a while; I just wanted to remember this moment. She seemed so happy. Did she not remember the night before? No, that couldn't be it. Did she-- "Matty!" She saw me and smiled. "Come and sit down, big bro." A wink and a laugh. "Really, really big bro!" But then she saw my trepidation. My little sister slowly approached me, concern etched on her face. "Matty?"
I couldn't look at her. "Sam, I-- god, sis-- " I felt tears start to fall. "I'm sorry, Sammy, I'm so-- "
She grabbed me in a bearhug, or at least as close to one as she could get, given our size disparity. "What? No! No, no, no! Matty, please! I-- don't be sad! I'm so happy!" I felt her squeeze me for all she was worth, trying to hold me together as I started to fall apart. She guided me toward the futon and sat beside me. "Matty, what's wrong? Was-- did I do something wrong?"
"What? No! I-- god, Sammy, I--" I couldn't look at her, couldn't breathe. "I-- how are you happy? I fucking molested you last night! I'm-- fuck, I'm a monster, Sam!"
She kissed me. I started to push her away, but she held on tight. Her eyes were fierce when she broke from the kiss. "No! No, you fucking didn't. I wanted that, I wanted all of it. You don't--" She was so angry she started to spit. "You don't get to-- I'm a grown fucking woman, Matt. If-- if you didn't like what we did, if, if, if I'm, I wasn't what you wanted, fine, but-- "
"What? No! You were-- god, Sammy, if you weren't my sister-- "
She kissed me again, fiercely asserting ownership. "I am your fucking sister. And I'm your sister that loved fucking you, got it?"
"Sam, we can't-- "
She rolled her eyes. "Oh, god, spare me, Matt. We can. We did. If I have my way, we're going to finish up breakfast, then we're going back to bed and I'm going to show you how grateful-- " She kissed me again and sighed sadly. "How grateful I was-- am for last night. It was... it was everything I'd hoped it would be. You were everything I hoped you'd be."
"... What?"
Her shoulders slumped. "Did-- is this not what you wanted, too? Why-- why did you touch me like that last night if you didn't--" there were tears in her eyes now.
"I-- I thought you were-- were Traci." She was crushed, but I continued on. "I-- I drank a little bit, it was dark, I forgot-- forgot the last couple of weeks. There was a woman in my bed, and I smelled Traci's perfume and-- "
Her hand went over her mouth. "Oh no. No no no no."
"And then, when I realized it was you and turned the lights on, you were-- you were so beautiful. And I wanted you so badly, I couldn't-- wouldn't stop. I'm sorry, Sam, I was supposed to watch out for you and-- " I felt sick. "And I didn't. I took advantage of you."
She froze for a moment. Then she started to laugh. It was a little chuckle, but it escalated quickly to a big belly laugh, then an even bigger one as she saw the look of horror on my face. She wiped a tear away as she said, "Oh, Matty. Oh, bro. You-- god, I love you so much. And I'm sorry, this-- I didn't mean for-- " She kissed me gently. "You didn't take advantage of me, Matt. I took advantage of you."
"What?! No, no, I-- " She kissed me again.
"I did, Matty. I wanted everything that happened last night. I... I've wanted it for a long time. I planned for..." She sighed. "I'm hungry. Can we eat? You can listen to what a dumb, insensitive, manipulative cunt your sister is over breakfast, and then you can decide if you want to kick me out afterwards."
She stood and took my hand. I could only follow along dumbly as she led me to the table and served eggs, bacon, toast, and coffee. I started to mechanically shovel food into my mouth as she spoke.
"I love you, Matt. I always have. I-- I know you think the fiancé thing is a joke, and it-- it is, but it's also sort of not a joke. If-- god, you're such an amazing guy, Matty. You were always-- you've always been just old enough to seem both almost attainable and out of my league. You never looked at the other girls my age, but we looked at you. All of us did, all of my friends. If you weren't my brother, and I saw you at a bar here on campus, knowing what I know about how sweet and smart and kind you are? I'd throw myself at you. I think a lot of girls would if you weren't so shy. You've got a real Clark Kent thing going on.
"But I-- I'm not dumb. I knew that you couldn't-- that we couldn't actually be together. So I was happy to see that you were meeting other girls; I wanted you to be happy. But your taste in women, well... " She shrugged and took a sip of coffee. "And at the same time, I could never find a guy that measured up. They might have been out there, but like I said, part of why I would have thrown myself at you is because I already know how good of a guy you are. I just never wanted to go around kissing frogs, you know?
"So I-- " She chuckled ruefully. "God, so dumb-- So I treated it like a thought experiment for a while. You know how some people will try to figure out 'What would I do if I won the lottery?' or 'How would I survive a zombie apocalypse?' Well mine was 'How can I seduce and marry my brother?' And it would have stayed just a thought experiment, but..." She looked away, a brief flicker of shame on her face.
When I finished the mouthful of eggs I was chewing, she hadn't yet continued. "Buuut?"
"But like three or four things happened at once. I... I went to homecoming with a guy, a nice guy. Not a bad kisser. But-- but he wasn't you. Wasn't anywhere near you. I figured I'd just have to wait until I got to college and then try to find someone a little more mature. Not a big deal by itself.
"And then you came home for Thanksgiving. Brought Traci to meet the family. I couldn't stand her; I tried to hide it, but I think you could tell." I nodded. She was not at all subtle about it. "I don't know if I somehow knew that she was bad news then, but I do know that-- that I was jealous. Jealous that she was with you. I tried really hard not to think about that, just convinced myself it was a mix of my little thought experiment and wanting someone as good as you for myself."
She looked to one side. "But, uh, I also-- " Sam's expression was the same one she had when I caught her sneaking a smoke behind the middle school in eighth grade. "Promise you won't be mad?"
I closed my eyes and sighed. "Just tell me what you did."
"Sooo, I was trying to figure out what to get you for Christmas, and I kind of looked at your laptop." Oh shit. "I went into your browser, trying to find something and typed in 'A-M-A-Z,' when what did I find?" Her expression had changed to the one she had when she caught me sneaking one of dad's beers. "Why, I believe it was 'Petite blonde stepsister with AMAZing tits gets railed by stepbro.' And a lot more like that, too. There was definitely a theme there: a petite blonde stepsister with long hair and a muscular stepbrother with dark hair in pretty much every video." It was my turn to look away now.
I felt her hand on my chin, pulling my gaze back to hers. She spoke softly. "Hey, Matt. I'm not trying to make you feel embarrassed. I wasn't trying to snoop, I promise. And..." She bit her lip. "I, ah, I had a bunch of the same URLs saved off to an innocuous little text file. But just a tip? Incognito mode, bro. You should know better."
"I know, I know. But I finally have my own place, and I didn't think about other people 'borrowing' my laptop."
Her breathing was just a little shallower now. "When I found out that-- that we both had the same, ah, interests? God, Matty. I-- I had tried to only think of my thought experiment as just that, but I couldn't keep you out of my head when I was having some alone time." She licked her lips. "Are you... are you gonna try and tell me I didn't show up in a few of your masturbation fantasies? We-- it was just a bit of harmless fun, right?"
I reluctantly nodded. "Yeah. I-- Last night, it was like a dream come true. I had hoped that was all it was when I woke up, but-- "
Her tone was sharp. "I didn't. It was the single best night of my life. The only thing I regret was that I hurt you because-- " She shook her head. "I'll get to that. So that was the stage set. I was jealous, I was horny, I knew you had the same set of fantasies, and I hated your girlfriend. When I heard that you broke up, I made my excuses to Mom and Dad. I came here with one purpose in mind, and it wasn't touring the campus.
"But I didn't-- I didn't account for... Matty, I didn't mean for us to end up there last night. I had planned to-- God, I'm going to sound like such a bitch." After a deep breath, she continued. "I was going to try to seduce you slowly. I was already one hundred percent on board; I mean, after last night, that should be clear. But I wanted to ease you into it. If you were a hard 'no,' I wanted us to both have a chance to not-- well, to avoid any kind of hard feelings."
There were tears in her eyes now. "But I fucked that up. I fucked up so bad, Matty, and I'm sorry. I was-- I hadn't even planned to be in the bed with you last night, but you passed out, and I-- you were so handsome. So cute looking, all sleepy like that. So I crawled in with you and pulled you over to spoon with me. I didn't--"
She snorted. "Traci was a stupid bitch, but she did have good taste in perfume. I didn't even think about that. And then you were touching me, and I didn't know that you thought I was her, and we were full steam ahead. And I-- and I--"
Sammy started to cry. "Please, Matty. I love you so much. Please tell me I didn't lose my big bro. I can-- if we can't be more, if-- last night was perfect, everything I've ever wanted. But I-- I can't, it's not worth losing you over. Please, please, Matty, tell me I didn't--" My little sister started to sob.
I pulled her in close. "No, sis, no. You-- I love you. I feel-- feel so close to you now. I-- maybe it was wrong, but knowing you wanted it, knowing-- fuck, Sammy. I fucking loved it. All of it. I've never..." I chuckled. "I know you don't have a basis for comparison, but it was the best sex I've ever had. I've never felt more loved, more connected to someone."
She sniffled. "Really?"
I tilted her face towards mine. "Really." Her beautiful blue eyes searched mine, and she leaned up. We kissed, the same type of soft, passionate kiss we'd shared the night before, and I knew there was no way we could let this go. It might be wrong, but we'd figure out a way to make it work.
We broke the kiss and she stroked my cheek. "God, Matty, is this really happening?" I kissed her again in answer, just a little quick kiss. She sighed happily. "I'm-- Matt, I want to--" She laughed. "Are we going to leave your apartment at all for the rest of my trip?"
"I mean, I don't have much in the fridge, so we at least need to go to the store. Speaking of, I think our food's getting cold." I stood up and pulled her with me. "Let's finish breakfast. Then we can figure out... hell, we've got a lot of things to figure out. But let's start there."
Our mood was lifted significantly. We joked and laughed together as we ate, teasing each other. It was familiar, but subtly different. Intimate, instead of just close. We planned out our day; as much as I wanted to keep her there and keep exploring the changes to our relationship, I did actually need to take her around to see the campus. Mom and Dad would have questions for her.



She showered. I considered joining her, but I knew that if I did that, we'd not see the outside that day. Still, while she was toweling off, I did take the opportunity to tease her, trailing my calloused hands up and down her sides and kissing at her neck. She begged me to continue, but I slapped her ass instead. "Good incentive for you today, don't you think? We get our errands done, get a good look at the campus, and come back here for a nice, early dinner." She stuck her tongue out at me, and I surprised her by kissing her and taking it into my mouth, sucking gently at it. I fled the bathroom to the sound of a snapping towel.
I had an ulterior motive for getting us out of the apartment, beyond providing cover for Sam with Mom and Dad, beyond getting groceries so that we could spend as much time in whatever shared depravity we chose. We needed to make sure that this new normal really could be at least outwardly normal. We might be going back home to fuck each others' brains out later, but we had to keep up the pretense of being just a brother and sister when we were out in public.
We did pretty good, I thought. I didn't tell Sam my concerns, but she'd been thinking about this as a possibility a lot longer than I had. We held hands some, hugged some, might have been just a touch closer than before; but none of it was beyond the pale. None of it was something a bystander would see as anything more than a close brother and sister spending time together. When we were talking that morning, I wanted it to work. Now I could see the ways that it could work.
Instead of cooking, I grabbed takeout from a little Chinese place near my apartment. We sat and talked together, trying to figure things out. She asked, "So... what... like, what are we now?"
"How do you mean?"
She laughed. "It's a pretty simple question, bro. We're-- " She laughed. "I think we both know what's going to happen when we're done eating. And when we're out in public, we're just brother and sister. But-- but what are we right now?"
I cocked my head to one side and asked, "What do you see happening after this week? Is this-- is this just a thing we're going to do, a wild time we're going to have, then this goes back up on the shelf?"
Sam looked at me like I'd grown another head. "No! Is-- is that what you want?"
My hand went over hers. "No, not at all. But..." I sighed. "Last night, when we were making love-- " She smiled a broad, dreamy smile. "You said that you wanted me to be your first. Did you mean-- just your first? Like, was that what you wanted? Or did you mean..."
She brought my hand to her lips. "First and only, Matty. I-- I don't know if that's-- I know that..." She sighed. "As much as I looked for a solution, the best I can be for you, even sort of legally, is 'fiancé.' We can't ever get married, really married. There's no nation on earth that would allow it. And I know-- I don't want to keep you from having that. If I had my druthers? I'd just pretend that last night was us consummating our marriage after a very long engagement. But as much as I'd like that, I don't-- I'm not going to expect you to commit to something like that. I know you haven't had much time to think of this as a real thing yet."
I nodded slowly. I loved her more than anyone else in the world, but... "I don't want to disappoint you, Sam. I... let's see how things go, okay?"
Her expression was a little sad, but she nodded. "Yeah, okay. In the meantime, I-- look, I'm going to be exclusive with you, at least until you decide you..." She looked down at the table. "If you decide that you want to have a relationship that actually can go somewhere with someone else. Long term, I mean. So 'girlfriend' is fine if you want. I don't expect you to-- if you don't want to be exclusive, I get it. It's just a silly little--"
"Hey." She looked up at me. "No, Sammy. It's not silly. I love you. I-- There's no way I'd hurt you like that." I furrowed my brows. "Do you think I'd-- I mean, I'd have to be a real asshole to do that to you."
"No! I wasn't trying to say that. It's just-- look, I know this is weird. And I don't want to..." She sighed. "Fuck, I don't know what I'm saying. I love you. I want to be with you. I want to be with you for the rest of my life; there's been a little part of me that's wanted that since I was a little girl. But I don't want you to feel like-- just because that's my flavor of crazy, you don't have to buy into it. I don't want you to resent me for-- for-- "
The pain in her voice broke my heart. She'd got what she wanted and was having to face the possibility of losing it, of me throwing her aside for someone else. "For loving me enough to carry a torch your whole life? For spending years trying to figure out how we'd work together? For... Okay, the way you seduced me was kind of fucked, but for taking that shot, and for making me feel..." I stroked her cheek. "For making me feel like the most important person in your world? For wanting me to be not just your first, but your only?
"Fuck, Sam, the only reason I'm even a little hesitant to jump into this thing with both feet is that I don't want you to feel like I'm holding you back. You're a smart, beautiful, wonderful woman, and you could--" I sighed. "I know you've built me up in your head as this fucking Superman, but I'm just a guy." Sam opened her mouth to speak, but I pressed on. "Yes, I know, smart, kind, cute, etc. Thank you. But there are other guys out there, guys that can... Sam, what if you want to have kids some day?"
That sly grin always meant trouble for me. "Wellll, about that. So, do you remember what I did end up getting you for Christmas? For the whole family?"
"Yeah, that genealogy genetics testi-- oh fuck, really?"
"Hah! Yeah. I mean, Dad is into genealogy, and mom's a biologist, so I thought they'd both enjoy it. But... Look, I'll just come out and say it: in terms of any kind of genetic issues, recessive traits, any of that stuff? There's no reason you and I couldn't safely have a kid together." She held a hand up. "I'm not saying we-- wait, are you turned on? You are!"
"And you're not?"
My kid sister bit her lip and let out a little moan. "Nnnf yeah, Matt. I am. I-- fuck, this is so good. I knew..." She trailed off, a guilty little look on her face.
"Yes?"
"I didn't-- I looked at the other stuff you liked, too, bro. On your laptop. And we, ah, we have a lot in common there. I--" She looked away from me, and her sudden bashfulness was strangely appealing. "Look, if you spend a bunch of time googling 'how can I fuck my brother,' you're going to come across all sorts of weird shit. And if you're the type of person that wants to google 'how can I fuck my brother,' well-- " A little mischievous glance at me. "Then you're probably the kind of person that's going to be interested in all sorts of weird shit."
"Do tell."
She leaned back in her chair and regarded me coolly, a challenge in her eyes. "Make me."
And we were off. I stood, knocking my chair over. Her eyes went wide with fear and lust; she'd rarely seen me angry. I wasn't now, not really, but the illusion was important. "Safeword."
"Wha- what?"
"Your. Safeword. So I know when to stop." I rounded the table and pulled her to her feet.
"I, ah, I-- "
My finger traced down her cheek. "So, silly little slut wants to play with fire, and she doesn't even know how to keep from getting burned?" My hand went gently to her throat. "Pick a word. Something you'll remember. One I can't mistake for something else."
"I, ah, um... rutabaga?" I tried very hard not to laugh.
"So if I squeeze your throat too tight, you say?"
I squeezed gently and she yelped, "Rutabaga!"
I crushed her to me, kissing her fiercely. She moaned into my mouth, her hands roaming my back. I pulled away. "If things get too intense-- "
"Rutabaga!" She started kissing me again, trying to devour me.
I wanted this so badly that I could feel it in my bones. But I loved her, so I stopped. Pulled away.
My not-exactly-but-still-sort-of-innocent kid sister was looking up at me with concern. "Matty?"
My hand stroked her cheek. "Not-- not yet. I want to-- a part of me really wants to-- "I shook my head. Best not to say the words, as they'd probably set both of us off again. "But... but not yet. I want to love you. Really love you. It might seem-- " She kissed me again, gentle and loving.
"No, Matty, I-- "Her head rested on my chest. "I love you. I'll-- as long as we can be together, I'm happy. And I-- " She looked up into my eyes. "I know you thought you did a pretty bad job of looking out for me last night-- " I chuckled ruefully. "-- but the fact that you... I can feel how hard you are. How much you want this. But you're still trying to make sure that I... that I have the loving part, have my fill of it before we go nuts?" A little kiss from her. "God, you are the best, bro." She bit her lip. "Let me show you how much I appreciate it?"
We spent the rest of the night making love. She was still a little sore from the night before, so it was a night where I showed her the fun that could be had with fingers and mouths. She was inexperienced; other than kissing, she told me I was her first everything. But she was enthusiastic. She struggled when first giving me a blowjob, trying to emulate the porn stars she'd seen, but I showed her it was okay to slow down and just have fun. And we did, not focusing on orgasms, but instead on pleasure. It was a tender, loving bonding experience.
The next morning, I woke her with my head between her legs, then made love to her, finishing inside of her after she'd come three times between my tongue and dick. We cleaned each other in the shower, her using her mouth and tongue to lick up the mix of seed and juices on my cock beforehand; Sammy still wasn't close to deepthroating me, but she was certainly game to try. When I came in her mouth, she rocked back on her heels, looked up at me, and opened wide to display my cum like a trophy before swallowing it with a flourish. It was one of the sexiest things I'd ever seen.
The week largely followed in that vein. We made love early on but fucked more often as the days went by; she seemed to prefer the latter but liked both. We did get out of the apartment more than either of us had expected. There were dates of a sort: dinner, bars, movies, and the like. Still acting as thought we were nothing more than a close brother and sister, but that simply heightened the excitement when we did get home. We had a secret, just the two of us, a hidden love that we couldn't expect anyone else to understand. It was us against the world, and we were going to win.
The morning of her last full day there dawned. It was melancholy for both of us. Only one more day before she went back home, and it would be months before we saw each other again. The drive was just too far to be done on anything like a regular basis. We were laying in bed kissing gently, trying to build a few more memories to tide us over until she moved to town for college.
Her golden hair shimmered in the morning sunlight, and I marveled at how things had changed in a week. How could I want anything besides this? There would be struggles, I knew. We might have to do drastic things to make it work. But she was worth it. We were worth it.
Sam was looking at me, too, and her expression became just a little self conscious. "What?"
"I'm just looking at my wife. Is that okay?"
"Wha- what?" Her eyes went wide.
"My wife. I know we can't actually, legally do anything about it, but I know where I want to be for the rest of my life. So why pretend this is anything other than what it is?"
Disbelief made her voice quaver. "You're-- this isn't-- you're not joking? You're serious?"
"I'm sorry, did you want to stay engaged for another few years?"
She playfully slapped my chest. "No, you asshole!" Her eyes teared up. "I-- fuck, Matty, why are you making me cry this early in the morning?"
I wiped the tears away. "So I can spend the rest of the day lavishing my wife with love, of course." I kissed her as she pressed herself to me. We didn't leave the bed until early afternoon. After a shower and quick lunch at a nearby cafe, we spent the some time walking around and talking: about how big our shared apartment should be, about our plans for her move-in, about her plans for college, about what we wanted from our future. Once home again, she sent me out to get takeout; no reason to waste time cooking tonight, when we knew that the food was really only for keeping our strength up.
When I returned, we sat and ate together in companionable silence. There was excited anticipation in the air; we didn't wolf our food down, but that was mostly because we were enjoying the ratcheting up of tension. She finished first, then took a drink of water and cleared her throat. "So, I don't think I told you what my original plan for this week was." I perked my ears up, and she smirked. "Just keep eating, I'll talk."
The newly innocent look on her face belied the seductive purr in her voice. "I had planned to work slowly on you at first. Put you to bed on the futon that first night with a little friendly kiss on the lips; nothing too sexy, just a peck. Wake you up the next morning by cooking in just a tight t-shirt and panties. Things like that; just pushing the boundaries back little by little. Maybe a day or two later, I'd desperately need to use the restroom while you were in the shower. Or convince you to give me a couple of beers and 'forget' to wear a shirt to bed."
I chuckled around a mouth of food. "Very subtle. I think I've seen that movie. Did you plan to get stuck in my washing machine next?"
She rolled her eyes. "This was... tonight was going to be the night when I'd go for broke if nothing else worked. If you seemed into it, but were being shy, that is. If you weren't, well then-- "A little laugh. "I think we're both glad we didn't have to find out what that would have meant. I can't imagine not having this with you." Her hand found mine and laced our fingers together.
"But what would you have done if I hadn't been receptive?"
With a frown, she grumped, "Probably what any other jilted fiancée would do: get pissed once I was home, maybe burn a couple of pictures, pine for you for a while, then move on. That's..." She sighed. "That's what I had planned to do anyways, if you'd managed to make things work with Traci or whoever."
"Glad that didn't happen, then. I didn't realize it before, but I think I'd have been-- maybe this makes me a hypocrite, given how hard I resisted all of this at first, but I think I might have been a little jealous for a while if you did move on, even if I didn't know how you felt." I chuckled. "Guess we'll never know, huh?"
"Damn right, big bro. I'm not like one of those dumb sluts you used to date." She licked her lips. "I'm a very, very smart slut, and I'm all yours."
I coughed, choking a little on my last bite. "So, what would you have done if we got together a little earlier?"
"Well, if it was a couple of days earlier, probably what we've been doing, just getting to know our way around each other's bodies."
I kissed her hand and asked, "And if we had slept together on the first night? If we had done something as foolish as that, as unlikely as that might be?"
"Oh! Well then, I thought I'd probably let my husband turn me into his little three hole slut for the first time." She blinked innocently at me. "I mean, unless you don't want to take that beautiful fucking cock and ravage my virgin asshole, big brother."
My mouth hung open and I stammered, "I-- I-- "
"Is that a no?" Her voice dripped with honeyed sarcasm. "Do you not want to hear me moan when you open me up for the first time with your fingers? Or plead as you make me come with that fat cock in my ass?"
Fuck. "I-- I just-- I don't want to hurt you. I actually haven't-- " I shook my head. "Porn aside, there's not as many girls into anal as you might think."
The corners of Sam's lips quirked up, her voice excited and hopeful. "Really? You mean-- I-- I'll be your first, too?"
I nodded and stood, pulling her to her feet. "Three hole slut, huh?"
"Only for you, bro. Only ever for you." Then, after a teasing little peck on the lips, she bolted from the room, pulling me behind.
I'd like to say that I spent a lot of time in foreplay with her, but she was so ready that her panties were soaked before they ever came off. She'd planned for this; it's why she'd sent me to get takeout. She'd showered and prepared herself for me, made herself as clean as she could inside and out. Like she said: lots of time researching on the internet.
But I wanted her to know I could still surprise her. Yeah, I had no more experience than her with anal, but I was still older and every bit as much a perv. So when she went on her knees, with her face pressed against the mattress and her hands holding her cheeks apart for me to prepare her, I decided to give her something unexpected.
"Matty, what are yooooh fuuuck!" Sam had been expecting my fingers, covered in room temperature lube. She hadn't been expecting my tongue, hadn't been expecting it to tease intently at her puckered little hole. She was clean and tasted of soap, but a little pressure opened her and yielded a faintly earthy flavor. "Fuck, fuck bro, fuck!" Her ass wiggled, and I grabbed her hips to provide stability and a more stationary target for my ministrations.
I pulled my mouth away for a moment. "Soon, Sammy, soon. But I'm going to taste this cute little ass of yours before I fucking wreck it." She moaned at my words, then louder as my tongue penetrated deep into her. She sobbed as I moved one hand from her hip to her sweet pussy, stroking her clit to bring pleasure on two fronts. The last week had made me intimately familiar to the early signs of her orgasms, the little tremors, the increasingly incoherent speech, and-- my favorite-- the begging. "Please, Matty! P-- ple-- oh god-- need -- please Matty! Pleeeee-!"
I was merciless, dragging her straight through one orgasm and into another, through the almost painful overstimulation, even as she begged me to release her from my grip. I only relented when great, gasping sobs of joy and submission were the only sounds coming from her mouth.
With gentle hands, I rolled her onto her back and lay next to her, caressing her face and body as she shuddered and twitched. A gentle kiss on her shoulder saw her turn her face to me, searching for my lips. She was still desperate with need, but it was a need for closeness, for emotional intimacy as opposed to the wildfire of lust. Still, her tongue slipped into my mouth, licking at me, tasting herself on. She gasped, "Fuck, Matty! Fuck, what-- what was that?"
I chuckled. "Didn't like it?"
Her beautiful breasts rose and fell a bit more slowly as she started to regain her breath. There were little tears on her face now. "How are-- What-- How can you be so good? So good at-- you love me exactly like I want, Matty." They fell freely now. "I love you so much, Matt. You-- you really promise? I'm your wife? Not-- not just some silly little kid's game, not you humoring your stupid, horny little sister until she grows out of her dumb fetish?"
"Oh, Sam." My hand stroked her cheek. "Of course. Of course I mean it. I promise. I love you, and-- look, maybe we can't ever stand up in a church or whatever, but yeah. I'll be your husband in every way that matters. Even-- " I moved my hand to her belly. "Even be the father of your children, if that's what we decide we want. We'll have to-- it's going to be hard to make that work, but I'll figure out how. I want to make you happy for the rest of your life."
We lay there for a little while; nothing else needed to be said. There were little kisses and happy smiles, but no words. Then she said, "You know what I really want? What would make me really happy right now?"



"What?"
"For my husband to finish what he fucking started." Sammy took the lube bottle from the bedside table and squirted some into her hand. "What, you thought I forgot about what you promised? You wanted to love me, to take it slow. So we did that, and I loved you for your restraint." She kissed me softly as she stroked my dick, spreading the lube on it. "Then you started fucking me, and I loved you for your passion." Another kiss, harder this time. "Now? Now I want you to show me what you were going to do that second night, the night you made me choose a safeword. 'Rutabaga.' I remembered it. But I don't think-- " My smart little slut gave my cock a squeeze. " -- I'm eeever going to need to use it. I think you know just what I like, because it's what you like. Isn't that right, big bro?"
With a growl, I kneeled and flipped Sam onto her stomach, stripping the bottle of lube from her hand as I did so. "Spread." She complied, and I squirted the cold gel onto her slightly open anus. She squeaked as my thumb pressed the lube inside, pushing into her and rotating around. Little moans escaped her lips as I gently stretched her. "Are you a good girl or a bad girl, Sammy?" I switched from my thumb to two fingers, tightly pressed together, opening her ass a bit more to make sure she enjoyed what was to come.
"I-- ah-- I-- Which do you want me to be, big bro? I'll-- Oh! I'll be whatever you want, whatever fanta-- aaaah!" I was silent for a long monent, giving myself time to work on her body and for the uncertainty to bore into her brain. A third finger joined them, forming a tight triangle that I intermittently spread just a little bit to stretch her tight hole so I wouldn't hurt her more than I had to. More lube was added for the same reason; I wanted Sam to have as much fun as I was going to. "Wha- what-- what do you want, M-Matty?"
"I want you to pick, slut."
"What-- ah-- tell me-- which is which--!"
I withdrew my fingers and pulled her roughly to her knees. "Bad girls get their asses fucked." Leaning over her back, I whispered into her ear, "And good girls beg for it."
It was like an electric spark shot through her. "Fuck! Oh god, Matty, please big bro! I'm your good girl, your sweet baby sis, please, Matty, please fuck my aaaaa-!" Her voice turned to a little yowl as I entered her, the head of my cock pushing just past the elastic ring that was trying in vain to keep it out.
Her breath came fast, but I held there, letting her adjust. "Is my little slut enjoying herself?" Unable to speak, she simply nodded. "More?" Another, more vigorous nod, then a low moan as I slowly slid centimeter by centimeter into her, crescendoing in a loud wail when I was buried all the way inside. I kissed her shoulder softly, and my voice was reverent and grateful as I said, "Good girl. You're my good girl. That's all of it, Sam. You're doing so good, sis."
"Stay--" Her hand reached back and grasped my hip. "Stay-- stay like this? Just-- ah, please, Matty, just for a minute? It feels-- Oh god-- so full. So good." I was still for her, almost rigid, just savoring the tightness and heat. Reveling in the closeness of our bodies to each other, the little shudders and tremors I felt as she tried to control herself, before she ground herself back against me, as if she was trying to take yet more in. "N-- now. Please, Matty! Please fuck my ass!"
I'd like to say I was gentle. I tried, at first, to be. But her little noises, the ones that could be pain or pleasure, spurred me to move faster. When It became clear they were both, I was rougher. And when they changed again, when she pleaded and wailed and moaned as her climax tore through her body and her ass squeezed me so tightly it hurt, I knew I couldn't contain myself anymore. "Gonna-- fuck, Sammy, gonna--!" I emptied myself into her bowels, hot ropes of cum coating her guts as she begged for more.
She whined as my cock slid from her abused, gaping asshole, then slumped to one side. After a quick trip to the restroom to clean myself up, I returned with a warm washcloth and did the same for her. She whimpered a little as I wiped away the cum and lube, but I spoke soothingly to her to ease her discomfort. "You're such a good girl, Sammy. My good little sister. I love you, Sam. You did so good for me, baby. I'm proud of you. You're such a perfect wife, giving your husband everything he wants." She smiled as I spoke, a bashful, happy grin for the praise I heaped on her, the praise she more than deserved.
"N-- never deny you, Matty. Love you too much." I leaned down and kissed her, then we cuddled close together to rest for a little while. After a time, though, I heard an evil little chuckle. "Still got two holes to claim tonight, big bro. You trying to hold out on me?"
The next morning was bittersweet. We made love one last time in the shower, lovingly cleaning each other afterwards. When she was all packed, I gave her a real goodbye kiss in the apartment, then a more socially acceptable hug after helping her load the car. "I'm gonna miss you so much, Matt."
"I'll miss you more, I promise. But it won't be long. I'll find a new apartment for us, and you can get moved in early. Tell Mom and Dad you want to find a part time job here during the summer and get used to the town. I doubt they'll mind very much." I smiled, but my heart was breaking just a little.
She nodded sadly. "Okay. Yeah, okay. But it still sucks."
I laughed, "Yeah, I know." She opened the door and got in. "Text me when you get home?"
Rolling her eyes, she pretended to complain, "Yeah, okay. God, so protective. You'd think we were married or something." Then she closed the door and left me to be by myself for the next two months.
She came back, of course. We had some great times over those next four years in our new, slightly larger apartment, the one with one extra bedroom that very rarely got used. If you just want to know if we had a happy ending? I certainly think so. She'd agree, I know. So would our kids and grandkids. But those are, perhaps, stories for another time.
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Lynn's voice rasped, "I love you. I'm sorry." I wanted to tell her to rest, to save her strength, but she was gone.
A month ago, cancer took my wife of twenty two years from me. From us, rather, from me and the three children that she had given me: Jenny, our eldest at eighteen years; Matt, my only son, fifteen years old; and our baby, thirteen year old Paula. Lynn's death had been hard on all of us, but Matt and Paula took it hardest. I was, in some ways, well-prepared for the grief. It was an old visitor come to darken my doorstep once again. My mother had died in a car crash when I was seven, and my father passed from a stress-related heart attack when I was in college.
Lynn saw me through the latter, and something she told me made the pain easier on me. It was a quote with no certain provenance: "Grief is love with no place to go." I've heard variants of it, slight changes of words or rephrasings, but this was my favorite, the one that Lynn told me, and the one I passed down to our children. It was an unwanted but desperately needed heirloom that she could no longer give them herself. It helped them cope, both the words themselves and knowing that the phrase was one I'd learned from their mother. Matt found particular comfort in it; apparently it was close to something that was said in one of his superhero TV shows. Whatever worked.
The kids were going to see a grief counselor, as was I. That helped, too. But ultimately, only time could heal the wound, if it could be healed at all. I did my best to share but not overshare in their sadness; that was difficult to me, but that I was able to even attempt it was another gift from Lynn.
My mother had been the parent in my life that was able to deal appropriately with emotions, and when she was gone, I was left with my father's stoic presence. He loved me, but he had difficulty showing it. He had difficulty showing any emotion; he cried at my mother's funeral, but that was it. He didn't try to stop me from grieving, but he also didn't guide me through it. My emotional development was stunted through my childhood, and it wasn't until I met and fell in love with Lynn that I learned how to express my feelings again.
I was never as good at it as her; there are certain things you learn in childhood or not at all. But slowly, over the course of our courtship and marriage, I came out of my shell. She helped me grieve for my father in ways that he had never helped me grieve for my mother. She taught me how to show love openly, to not treat it as a weakness that could be exploited by others, but as a strength to fortify myself against the world. She was the one great love of my life. Her death was the greatest test of the lessons she had given me.
Lynn was a very emotional woman, especially when we were younger. She came from a bohemian background; her father was a writer, and her mother was a painter. She was undisciplined until after our children were born; she leaned on me both as the primary provider and to take care of the day-to-day minutiae of our lives. But by the time Paula was one, she became as solid and stable a partner as I could have asked for, trading in her somewhat passive attitude for a new proactive and disciplined one. She could still go off on flights of fancy at times, which I loved, but she became the solid, stable partner that the father of three young children needs.
Her foresight was invaluable after her death. It was why we had large life insurance policies, even at our relatively young ages. It was why she had her funeral arrangements made ahead of time, so that I wouldn't have to deal with it while also trying to take care of our children and myself. And it was why Marcus Devereaux was standing on my stoop with a leather satchel in his hand.
Mr. Deveraux had called me the day before. He told me that he was an attorney, and that Lynn had asked him to handle a specific bequest that wasn't covered by our will. He refused to give me additional details over the phone but asked to come by my home the following day at one o'clock. When asked why we couldn't meet at his or my office, he told me that the location and time were part of Lynn's instructions for him.
He was a tall, slender Black man with a shaved head and a graying beard. It was hard to pinpoint his age, but if I had to guess, he was perhaps ten to fifteen years older than my own forty four years. His well-tailored suit was worn without an overcoat; odd, given the cold weather, but not especially so. There was a kind, if slightly impersonal smile on his face as he held out his hand. "Mr. Jenkins?" He had a deeper voice than I expected from such a slim man, a rich baritone.
"Kurt." I shook his hand; it was a good grip, firm without trying to play any stupid games.
"Marcus Devereaux. Marcus, if you prefer. May I come inside?"
I led him to our living room. Before I could offer him a seat and a drink, he said, "Which way is your dining room? I'm afraid your wife was quite specific in her instructions." I raised an eyebrow and he smiled again. "I know, it sounds odd. But it's far from the most eccentric directive I've been given in my career." I shrugged and beckoned him to follow.
Once there, I asked, "What is this about?"
"Patience, please. I promise, we'll get to that soon." He looked around. "Do you have a small trash can? A wastepaper basket, that type of thing?"
"Sure. I'll go get it." When I returned from my home office, he bade me sit, then put the trash can to one side of me. Afterwards, he sat at the table opposite me, in the spot Lynn would normally have taken.
"Kurt, could you tell me a little bit about Lynn? I only had a limited time with her, no more than a few hours. I'm sorry to say that she was in a great deal of pain, but she was very focused. Can you tell me what she was like? As a person and as a mother?"
"Lynn was wonderful. Funny, smart, loving. Great laugh." He was sympathetic as I smiled sadly. "I think I might miss that the most. The house has been so..." I shook my head. "Her parents were artistic types, and she had a lot of that energy. She was a little flighty when we were younger, but she got that out of her system once the kids came along. She was there for everything the kids needed by the time Paula was in school. Just a great mom; always had time for them."
"And as a wife?"
I felt an odd sensation, like a distant alarm was being sounded. "What is this about?"
Marcus inclined his head. "Part of it is personal curiosity, as I said. But part of it... well, it would be useful for me to know. I can't tell you more than that yet, but I assure you: telling me what you thought of her would be well in line with her wishes."
This was uncomfortable. He was a stranger. And a lawyer. It felt almost like a trap, but at the same time, if it went along with Lynn's wishes... I shrugged. "She was a great wife. The best. A loving, wonderful partner. I could talk with her about anything, and I think she felt the same about me. We had our troubles, like all couples do, but most of those sorted themselves out more than a decade ago. She was a rock when her diagnosis came; I don't... if I had been married to any other woman, I can't imagine that I would have gotten through it as well." I looked down at my hands. "I'll miss her for the rest of my life. She was my life in a lot of ways."
"Thank you, Kurt. For my part, I can tell you that she loved you very much; she spoke of you in glowing terms. Even through the pain, I could tell..." He shook his head. "Perhaps we should get started."
Marcus placed his satchel on the table and began to withdraw four objects from it: an envelope, a bottle of scotch, and a pair of tumblers. Each was of special interest to me: the envelope had my name on it in Lynn's swooping cursive handwriting; the scotch was an unopened Macallan 25 Year Sherry Oak, a very expensive bottle; and the tumblers, while themselves rather plain and unexceptional, represented an ill omen.
When Lynn had to give me bad news, we would sit like this. She'd wait until the early afternoon on a school day or the late evening on the weekend, times when the kids couldn't interrupt us. We'd sit in the positions Marcus and I now occupied at the table. She would bring out two tumblers and a bottle of scotch, then pour us each a finger. Once we'd finished them, she'd pour another that wasn't to be touched until she'd finished with whatever she'd needed to say.
It was a ritual that she learned early in our marriage to help manage the pain I felt with particularly bad news. She had taught me how to deal with my emotions, as I mentioned before, but particularly strong ones could still leave me unable to cope with their intensity. When she lost her mother, this was how she'd broken the news. When she was fired from her job, this was how she'd broken the news. And when she learned that she had previously undiagnosed stage four cancer, this was how she'd broken the news. The ritual was painful, but it gave a familiar shape to the pain, rather than leaving it free and uncontrolled.
He poured each of us a finger and passed me my glass. I sipped at it; this was a fine scotch, and drinking it quickly was sacrilege. Sipping also gave me time to think. "Marcus, why are you here?"
His voice was even. "Your wife retained me to do what we are doing right now. I can't give you more detail until after we've completed the initial set of instructions."
"Can you tell me how you were hired? I've never heard of you before yesterday."
Marcus considered his next words carefully. "Your wife consulted with a number of attorneys to find one that she felt was well qualified for the task that she needed to see accomplished. But, again, I can't give you specifics about what qualities she required until after we've completed the initial set of instructions."
"And I assume that the instructions are, roughly, to have this very fine scotch and then... Do I read the letter? Do you?"
"You do."
"Have you read it?"
He nodded. "I helped her prepare it personally. No other person was involved."
I took a deep breath and finished the rest of the Macallan in my glass, then held out my hand for the letter. He instead took up the bottle again and leaned across the table to pour another finger in my glass. That deep voice intoned, "Drink."
My brows furrowed. "No, that's wrong. Lynn would pour me one drink, I'd finish that, and then I'd drink the second one after she'd given me her news."
His voice was steady, with just a hint of regret. "Mr. Jenkins... Kurt. I am the only living person that knows what is in that envelope. And I am telling you: drink the second one now, before you read it."
I swallowed without moving the glass to my lips. "Marcus, what is-- "
"Drink." His voice changed, sympathetic but firm. "Please, Kurt. You do not know me, and you have no reason to trust me, but man to man? Drink."
I shouldn't have just tossed it back; like I said, a sacrilege. But my ritual had already been profaned, so what was an expensive glass of scotch in the grand scheme of things? He held his hand out for the tumbler, then gave me the envelope. As I opened it, he poured another finger into my glass, but kept it on his side of the table. I raised an eyebrow. "If I give it back to you now, you'll drink it before you're even halfway through."
I pulled a letter from the envelope. It was long; multiple pages of typewritten text. I leafed through it quickly, not reading, and the only handwriting was Lynn's signature on the last page. Returning to the first, I began to read to myself.
My dearest love,
This is the hardest letter I've ever had to write. I love you so, and I know that you love me, too. I am sure that you are in so much pain right now; that is why I had Mr. Deveraux deliver this a month after my death, so that you didn't have to deal with what you will read here while still deep in your initial grief. It may seem cruel to space things out in this way, but I promise you: I am doing it this way only because I love you and the children.
I must repeat this: I love you. You are the greatest love of my life. I wish that things could have been different. I wanted us to spend our golden years together traveling and playing with our grandchildren. The greatest regret of my life is not my death; it is only that my death will leave you alone for so long. I hope that you will find someone to share the rest of your life with you. I hope, even, that you will find the greatest love of your life after I am gone, that what we had together pales in comparison to the love that sustains you to the end of your years.
I must repeat that I love you, because what will come next is so hard. Because it will make you doubt my words. It will make you doubt my love. That is a greater pain to me than any cancer, any tumor or radiation or chemotherapy. But I know you, my love. And I know how you will feel when you have read this letter. I am so sorry to do this to you, but please, don't doubt that I love you more than any man I've ever loved. I could not have hoped for a better husband.
The words in this letter are meant to explain my behavior and how they will affect your life going forward. They are not meant to excuse; I have no excuses and no justifications for what I have done. They are not made in an attempt to earn forgiveness; I am beyond the succor of your forgiveness. But they are meant to allow you to make sense of the cruel hand that fate has dealt you. If I could take this burden from you, I would do anything. But I cannot; I can only tell you what I've done and hope that you can someday recover from the damage that the truth will inflict upon you.
Kurt, the simple truth is this: you are the greatest love of my life, but you are not the only man that I've loved during our marriage.
I reread the line several times to make sure I'd seen it right.
Kurt, the simple truth is this: you are the greatest love of my life, but you are not the only man that I've loved during our marriage.
you are the greatest love of my life, but you are not the only man that I've loved during our marriage.
you are not the only man that I've loved during our marriage.
I blinked and looked up at Marcus' face. He nodded, his lips a tight line. I glanced at the tumbler just out of reach; he had been right. With a sigh he said, "I'm sorry, Kurt. It gets worse." I opened my mouth to speak and he simply nodded to the letter. We hadn't completed the initial set of instructions.
I write those words with the greatest of shame. Please, I need you to understand: you did nothing wrong. You are blameless in my infidelity, even though I convinced myself otherwise at the time. You are, as I wrote before, the best husband I could have asked for. You were an excellent lover, a bountiful provider, and a wonderful father. You are not the reason I strayed. I am.
I strayed because I was weak and prideful and foolish. I strayed because I needed something that I thought you couldn't provide, when in fact, I didn't ask you to; I thought I knew the limits of your love, but they were instead the limits of mine.
I will provide detail that you would perhaps wish that I hadn't. I provide it because Mr. Deveraux convinced me that it would be crueler to not do so. I am not attempting to flaunt my infidelities; as I said, they are a source of shame for me. But I am dead and my shame no longer matters. Only your ability to move past them and make our children safe matters.
I looked up at Deveraux. "Make our children safe? What the fuck does that mean? What the fuck is this, you asshole? Did you-- you son of a bitch, did you fuck my wife?"
He shook his head. "No, Kurt. Her affair ended long before I met her. And you can call me any name you want. I assure you, you are not wrong in any of them. But the insight you need, the bulk of it, will come only if you continue reading."
Muttering threats and insults, I looked back to the hated letter.
My fall came after Jennifer was born, but its seeds were planted in the earliest days of our relationship. I was intrigued with you from the beginning, then infatuated. You were so quiet and closed off. But you were also stable and intelligent.
My parents were intelligent, but not stable. They were free to the point of foolishness. I loved them, but there's a reason I fell for you: I needed a counterpoint to the life I'd had before. I needed a man that could make me feel safe and cared for. I did not expect you to love me; I was not certain if you were capable of it at first. But as I got to know you, as you told me of your mother's death and your childhood, as I understood you better, I began to fall in love with you. You were so like you described your father to me: a man capable of love, but almost incapable of displaying it.
But then he passed, suddenly and unexpectedly, and you grieved. I helped you through it, and somewhere in there, in that display of sorrow, a floodgate opened. The love that you held inside washed over me as I comforted you; I knew that you would provide not only stability for me, but also love. And I wanted to believe that my love, and the way that you were able to love me, would make you a better man, a stronger one. I still believe that.
I only wish that it had made me a better woman. My ego in those days was quite inflated; I'm sure you remember. You were not the only man that had been interested in me, but I knew that I was the first woman that you were ever truly emotionally intimate with. Not physically, of course, but the first woman that you loved. That made me feel powerful. It was a power that I wanted to wield well, in service to our happiness, but feelings of power breed arrogance, even if they never fully manifest into outward action.
We were married. Our early marriage was wonderful; we both worked, but we also both knew that it was with an eye towards you building a business so that I could someday stop working and raise our children. You worked long hours, and I began to miss you dearly. Your love, once unleashed, was like the sun, and I missed basking in its glory. I did not cheat on you; that was the farthest thing from my mind. Instead, if you'll remember, I missed a few of my birth control pills. But I have to confess now: I didn't miss them. I simply didn't take them. That was the first lie that I told you.
I was foolish. I thought that if we had a child, you would be around more often, instead of working harder at securing our future. I thought that, even if you weren't, a child's love could sustain me until you could shine for me again. I didn't consider the difficulty that having a child would bring, the way it would drain me.
I had been warned, of course, by our friends who had children of their own, but I didn't heed them. You provided stability to my life, and surely that would be enough. Even if it wasn't, I had grown used to the ways that a beautiful woman with a sharp mind could sometimes avoid responsibilities as though she were dancing between raindrops. Neither of these things saved me, though.
Jennifer was a beautiful child. I don't regret that we had her at all. But it quickly became apparent how wrong I had been. You provided stability, but it was at the cost of more time away while I recovered. When you were with us, your sun shone on our daughter, and I felt left in the shade. I know you did not mean this, and I should have expected it. It's not as though you neglected me. You still showed me the love that you could when we were alone together, but that time was limited.
Then, the second blow to our happiness happened: my mother died just before Jennifer turned one. I was inconsolable, as you remember. We weren't close by the end; the two of you never got along, and she thought a businessman was a bad fit for me. But I still loved her, and the pain was almost overpowering. You tried to comfort me, but her death didn't mean that you had miraculously more time or energy available to help me. You did what you could, but you weren't much better at dealing with grief by then than you were when your father died. I struggled largely by myself.



Work got worse for me, because I got worse. There was a rain cloud hovering over me, and I couldn't get out from under it. Looking back, I wonder now if I had postpartum depression; it might help to further explain my mood and behavior, but it still would not excuse it. After my mother's death, I was useless, and then I was fired. This did not happen when you think it did; that was the second lie.
With Jennifer's daycare paid up for almost a month, I took the time to try to recenter. I visited museums and galleries, trying to reconnect with the memory of my mother, and with the young, beautiful women that I used to be, the one that could dance between raindrops. And that's where I met Jeremy.
Jeremy? Who the fuck was Jeremy? I wracked my brain, trying to think if I'd ever met the man, ever heard his name. I came up with nothing.
He was a little older than us, only a year or two. He was a handsome man, but that's not what drew me to him. It was the way he was looking at the same art that I was, like he was searching for something at the same time and in the same places. I found myself in three different galleries with him before he introduced himself. He was an artist, like my mother. And he was lost, like myself.
Jeremy was the last scion of a wealthy family, the black sheep before he was alone. He had expected to inherit little, but his parents and older brother had been killed in a private plane crash earlier that year. When that happened, he was suddenly thrust into a situation he was completely unprepared for. He had his own small house and had been receiving an allowance, but he now had to contend with the wealth of generations, along with the men who had been hired to help him manage it.
He wanted nothing to do with the money or the mansion. He had rejected it for a reason, albeit rejecting it in a way that let him be an artist without starving. Jeremy was aware of the hypocrisy, but now he wanted to give as much of his family's wealth away as possible. Unfortunately, the people managing it were standing in his way, because their careers rested on their fees, and those fees were commensurate with the amount of wealth generated.
I didn't learn this at first. We simply met and talked about art. But I told him about my problems, and he told me about his. I didn't have a solution for his larger issue, but I recognized the core problem: he was an artist, and he thought like one. It made him unable to effectively deal with a lot of the real world. Most artists muddle their way through; the realities of everyday life can be very instructive. But he was also raised wealthy without having absorbed any knowledge of what was necessary to simply survive in the real world, without access to maids, valets, assistants, and the other servants he'd grown up with.
Part of why I so valued the stability that you gave me, Kurt, was that I had to be an adult when I was a child. Bills sometimes would go unpaid if I didn't take care of it. My parents would fail to go to the doctor or miss other important appointments. I was, in essence, their personal assistant by the time I was twelve. I was freed from that responsibility when I was eighteen and leaned into my newfound freedom during my college years. It wasn't until I met you that I realized that I could have freedom and stability, that you could supply me with the latter while I taught you how to be free to feel.
Jeremy presented the opposite issue. He could feel only too well, but he was unable to take care of himself. He needed someone to provide stability for him. So, slowly, I talked with him about how to organize his household, the directions he should look in for different people to manage his money, ways to set up systems that would let him meet his responsibilities without letting them overwhelm him. He insisted that I be paid. I told him my previous salary and he balked at that, instead giving me twice my pay under the table.
That was the first year that I did our taxes instead of you. Working with Jeremy made me flex long forgotten muscles, and I learned the simple joy that could be found in responsibility, in making sure that things got done without needing outside help. I had confused the overwhelming feelings of a teenager trying to manage the household of two irresponsible parents with the way it might feel to take care of myself and my family.
That was partly why I took over that duty. The other was that I wasn't ready to tell you about him yet. Not because I was ashamed per se; I was ashamed that I'd been fired, and that I had waited so long to tell you. The longer I waited, the greater that shame became. And then I'd have to explain how we were still able to stay afloat financially, which meant you'd know I'd hid something else from you, and it turned into a shame spiral. There was no good way out except to come clean, which I just couldn't bring myself to do.
I took over balancing our checkbook then as well, if you'll remember. Jeremy paid me in cash, so I made deposits into our account for the proper amount from my old job; then I told you I got a raise and added some more. It took a lot of the edge off our situation, and it freed you up a little to give more time and affection to both me and Jennifer. The means were wrong, but the ends were well worth it. We were all happy.
And Jeremy was happy as well. I'm fairly certain that he was what's called neurodivergent these days; he had ADHD or autism or both, albeit undiagnosed. He could make beautiful kinetic sculptures, but he couldn't keep his house clean. He could remember minute trivia about things that he loved, but not what day he was supposed to pay his bills. On the flip side, when his house was clean, he could focus better. I got a maid in for him, and his productivity shot up. I helped him organize and stick to his schedule, and he became happier. I was his personal assistant without a title, and it was the best I'd ever felt about a job.
We became closer; not yet in any physical way, but an emotional attachment was forged. He helped me get through both my mother's death and my resentment towards her, which, I'm sorry to say, you simply weren't equipped to do at the time. You were a loving man, but that love didn't translate into the emotional depth necessary for such a complex task.
I helped him deal with his contentious relationship with his deceased family as well. That was easier; being an outcast for so long left him with few warm feelings for them, and he despised their wealth and the way they used it to crush others.
I started to stay late some nights to help him scope out a new project he wanted to work on, or to spitball ideas with him; I inherited no artistic talent from my parents, but I understood the logistics involved better than anyone else he knew. I could tell him what was and was not likely to work from a purely physical standpoint and gave him accurate estimates of how long a project would take. As we grew closer, I grew more accurate in these estimates.
Eventually, our relationship became physical. It wasn't due to any blow up between you and I; we were doing as well as ever at that point. It wasn't spurred by any big event in his life, either. We were simply working late one night, and he kissed me. It was unexpected, but I knew that my friendship had blossomed into love before this; I felt guilt for breaking my vows to you, but a physical relationship was simply an expression of the love I had for him. He was already a secret from you, and perhaps that made it easier to cross the lines that blurred employer and friend and lover. I told myself I wasn't taking anything away from you.
That was a lie, of course. I felt that I was owed this, that I supported two men in different ways, and raised the children of one of them. It was prideful and selfish, but it was what I allowed myself to think. I worked late and on the weekends sometimes, spending time mostly doing my job, but sometimes with Jeremy in a more intimate sense. I wanted to believe
I looked down at the wastebasket next to me, finally understanding why it was there. Marcus hadn't put it beside me for the envelope or letter. My stomach lurched, and I took deep breaths to steady myself. Lynn, the love of my life, mother to my children, had cheated on me. Not just once, but many times, over the course of what sounded like years. I tried to force my gorge back down.
Marcus looked on in sympathy. He knew there was nothing he could do to ease what I was feeling, even if I had "completed the initial set of instructions." I still wasn't completely sure why he was here, but I was beginning to suspect it was at least partially to keep me from doing something stupid. Good fucking luck with that. I was going to murder this Jeremy asshole, and some sixty year old lawyer wasn't going to slow me down.
The world slowly stopped spinning. I returned to the letter, hoping that the worst was over, but knowing that it probably wasn't.
That was a lie, of course. I felt that I was owed this, that I supported two men in different ways, and raised the children of one of them. It was prideful and selfish, but it was what I allowed myself to think. I worked late and on the weekends sometimes, spending time mostly doing my job, but sometimes with Jeremy in a more intimate sense. I wanted to believe that what I was doing was good for all of us: Jeremy got the help and love he had been missing, I was able to relearn the skills and attitude to be a better partner for you, and you felt less pressure both to help me cope with my issues and to provide for the family. That's what I told myself to stave off the guilt that I knew I should feel more acutely.
I know that you will have many questions, but I will not answer any relating to sex with Jeremy. I will not offer details about my time with him; there is no way to do so that will actually help you. I will merely say this: if I had to pick a lover for the rest of my life, it would be you, every single time, without any doubt in my mind. You are the best lover I have ever had; what I had with Jeremy was merely a way for us to feel closer to each other.
Over the next five years
Jesus. Jesus fuck. Five years. Five--
I stood unsteadily. "What... why why did you--" I started to rage. "I-- I fucking loved her. Why-- why did you--" I wanted to grab that smarmy fuck by the lapels and shake him until his head fell off. I was going to be sick, but I wasn't going to give this sadist the satisfaction of vomiting into a fucking waste basket. He started to stand, but a glare from me told him what a bad idea that would be.
I staggered to the nearby guest bathroom and emptied my stomach into the toilet, then flushed my lunch and a couple hundred dollars of whiskey down the drain. Tears were running down my face, both from the vomiting and because my heart was being broken in a new and awful way. I thought that after the last month, I had run out of tears to cry. I was wrong.
After washing my face and rinsing my mouth out for about ten minutes, I took a deep breath and went back to face my tormentor. He was still in the same place, an unhappy look on his face. I stood behind my chair, bracing myself with my hands on the top of the backrest. "Why."
He opened his mouth to speak and I interrupted. "If you say a fucking thing about your instructions, I'm going to call 911."
I could almost hear his teeth grind together. "Kurt, this is far from the first time that I've been threatened. But--" He looked to one side. "It is, perhaps, the first time I've felt it was justified. I want to answer your questions, believe me. But I can't yet. It does have to do with the instructions, but that's because only after you read the letter will I be able to give you the answers you seek with the context they require."
I snorted, "Jesus! Fucking lawyers. What the fuck does that even mean?"
Deveraux sighed. "How far into the letter have you gotten?"
"Well, I just found out my wife fucked some rich asshole artist for five years, so how far is that?"
Ignoring my question, he riposted with one of his own. "If I had asked you how well your wife knew Jeremy before you read that letter, what would you have said?"
My fingers tensed on the back of the chair. I wanted to snap it off and shove it down his throat. He watched me for a moment, sympathetic but perhaps a little superior, then said, "I am not your enemy here, Kurt. I understand why you think I am. I promise you, I want only what is in you and your family's best interests. That's why I'm telling you to read the whole letter before asking any more questions."
Standing up straight, I snapped, "I'm going to get some air." He nodded.
The afternoon was cold and crisp as I stepped outside. I had left my jacket inside, needing to feel the breeze on my skin. I was sweating, and my face was still damp from my earlier ablutions. Leaning over the railing of my front porch, I stared off into the middle distance and tried to get some control over myself.
I wished I'd never met Marcus fucking Deveraux. I wished my wife had died before she could have sent for him, killed in a car crash or sudden organ failure brought on by her cancer. I could have had the illusion that I was loved; but having had that illusion stolen from me, my only chance at peace was to go back in and read that goddamned letter. I hated her, truly hated her for the first time in my life.
Resolute, I returned to my dining room and chair without even a glance at Deveraux.
Over the next five years, I truly became your partner in our household. I was able to contribute financially and emotionally. I was a better mother and wife as I shouldered more of the burdens of our day to day life. Your stress levels dropped, and both our sex life and our quiet times together improved as I became the wife you deserved.
I feel great shame in admitting these things. I should have always been this for you. Failing that, I should have found a way to rediscover myself without going outside the bounds of our marriage. But I didn't. I cannot say that I regret my time with Jeremy, because I do not think I would have managed to be who I needed to be without that time. I sincerely believe that our marriage would not have survived, because I would have grown to resent you for my own weaknesses. That may sound foolish, but I was a fool.
My affair with Jeremy had two endings. The first was after Matt was born. I wanted to rededicate myself to our family and marriage. Jeremy was unhappy, but he understood. This may sound unlikely, but he always respected you; I know that some affair partners deride the spouse, but there was none of that with him.
He knew you were my first and greatest love, and he knew that he was stealing my time from you, even if I wouldn't admit it to myself until later. I spoke of you in glowing terms to him, and he was glad to hear about you and our family. He encouraged me to do what was best for us; he loved me enough to let me go when it was time.
I helped him locate a new personal assistant, a young man named Alan. He was probably more competent in his way than I was, with a background in finance. I know that he was able to help Jeremy sort out the financial tangle of his family's fortune far better than I was. Jeremy and I stayed in touch, but at a distance. I didn't want to risk you finding out about my affair after it was already over, so we talked only rarely.
By that time, your business had taken off, so I told you, finally, that I had been fired; we could afford to have me stay at home and watch the children. I did that for the next two years, until I heard from Jeremy that he needed my help once more. At first, I was going to turn down his request; I still cared for him, but I wouldn't further jeopardize our marriage.
Then he told me that he had cancer. My world was suddenly turned upside down. I still loved him, albeit in a much more muted sense. If he had only ever been my friend, I would have helped him; but he had been my lover as well, and the man that helped me become the woman I needed to be. I couldn't deny that request. That's when I asked you to let me put the kids in daycare for three days a week; Matt was about a year old then. I told you that I wanted to help out at a charity.
This was not entirely a lie. Alan had helped Jeremy funnel money into a charity to fund grants for needy artists. But mostly I was there to help Jeremy through the last of his days. The cancer had been caught too late, and he was dying. There were treatments, but their chance of success was so low and his quality of life would have been so poor that he chose to forego them. I was mostly his friend and caregiver, but he wanted to make love a few times. I couldn't deny him. It was something that would ease his pain and let him know that we would be loved and remembered after he was gone.
He managed to survive six months, but the last two were in hospice. I saw him only a few times, but I was there when he died. He held my hand and told me that I was the love of his life; he knew that he was not the love of mine, and I didn't lie to him. But I did let him know that I loved him and would miss him. Then he closed his eyes. Less than an hour later, he was gone.
You may remember that I had a difficult time in my second trimester with Paula. I was moody and angry at times, lashing out at you. I am sorry for that; you treated me like a queen, as you always did. I let you believe that it was hormones, and part of it probably was; but I was mostly mourning the death of my friend and had no one I could share my grief with. I am sorry.
I am sorry for so many things.
I had no other lovers before or after him. Everything in my life outside of that period was an open book to you. I lied at times to conceal what I had done during those years, but only about that. After Jeremy's death, and even in the years between my two affairs with him, I was dedicated solely to you and our family. This is, I am sure, of little comfort. I should have been faithful throughout those years as well. But I was not.
I regret that I have hurt you by telling you this. I was prepared to take this secret to my grave. My reasons were both selfless and selfish. You deserve only happiness. I have no doubt that, had I lived to be one hundred, I would not have strayed again. If I told you of my infidelity, I know you would divorce me, and you would have every right to. But it would not make you happy; I don't know that you would have ever been able to trust or love again. I don't know that you will after reading this.
And I loved you. To the end of my life, I loved you. What I did in the past does not sound like the actions of a loving spouse, but at the time I convinced myself that it was. It was not, and I am sorry. But just as I couldn't stand hurting you, I couldn't stand losing you, so I never told you. I would never have told you, had it not been for two things.
The first is that the type of cancer that claimed Jeremy's life is the same that I have. It is not a common type of cancer but also not rare, so this is not too much of a surprise. But it has a genetic component, a vulnerability that comes about due to an abnormality. Having a copy of the gene from one parent makes it slightly more likely that a person will fall prey to it. Having copies from both parents significantly increases the chances, and also makes onset in young adulthood much more common.
I do not know if Jeremy had one or both copies of the gene; I expect he did, both because he died so young and because his family tree included a number of early deaths by afflictions that sound like cancer. I know that I carry one copy.
I know that I have hurt you so badly with this confession. I am afraid that what comes next will hurt most of all.
There is a high chance that Matt is not your biological son, and a smaller but non-negligible chance that Paula is not your biological daughter. And if they both carry these genes, they are at significant risk of an early death.



I motioned to Deveraux. "Drink."
He didn't move.
My voice thundered, "Give me the fucking drink, you goddamned shyster!"
He slid the tumbler across the table to me, and I knocked it back.
I have no excuse for what I have done. I loved you and Jeremy both. The two of you look very similar; as you've joked with me in the past, I have a definite type. There was no real chance of you finding out. I knew that I was his only lover, as I was your only lover, so disease was not a factor. I am sorry for what I did, but that can only go so far, and I am certain that I am far past the point where those words mean anything to you.
Our children are in danger. I know you will do the right thing. I would have, but I only had so much strength, and I had no way of explaining to you and them why I would want to have them tested for the dominant version of the abnormality. If I had simply asked you to do it, you would have discovered my infidelity with no explanation at a time when I was too weak to talk with you, and you were in too much pain to shoulder yet another tragedy. So I must do what I did at the beginning of our marriage, and ask you to be the strong one.
There is another factor as well, but it is a financial matter. It is part of why I retained Mr. Deveraux for his help in delivering this letter to you. I hand picked him not simply for his expertise in the pertinent laws, but also because of his life experience. I believe that he can help you come to the right decisions for yourself and our family; I will not presume to say what those are, because I have lost any right to claim that I am a worthy partner in your life.
I cannot say how much I wish I had not done the things I did. I can only say that, for all my faults, I do love you. You are the greatest love of my life. You are the strongest man I know, with the greatest capacity for love I have ever seen. Please, take that capacity and turn it first towards our children and then, if you can, to finding a new partner, one that truly is worthy of you. I know that I have broken your heart with this letter. I hope that I have not broken it beyond the ability of a better woman to repair.
In unending love and eternal regret,
Lynn
I gestured with the tumbler and Deveraux poured another finger. Another, more irritated gesture brought another finger. We both sipped in silence.
"What's the financial issue." It was a question phrased as a statement, dull and without affect.
"After Mr. Stein-- Jeremy's death, he donated most of his fortune, but he put a significant sum into an offshore account." He slid a piece of paper across the table to me. There were a lot of zeros on it. "Lynn was given access to it, but never withdrew any money. She told me that she felt your family was doing well enough without it, and that she couldn't come up with a way to explain the sudden windfall. The latter is no longer an issue, so she wanted you to consider-- "
"Fuck no."
" -- To consider the benefit it could give to your family. If you want no part of it, then it could still go to your children in the form of a trust, college funds-- "
With a snort, I spat, "Yeah, 'my' children." I took another drink. "Fucking bitch."
We sat quietly for a few moments, then he said, "You raised them, yes? Drove them to school, took care of them while they were sick, fussed over them? I don't know you, Kurt. But Lynn did. She was certain that, even if it turned out that one or both of your two youngest weren't your biological children, that you'd still consider yourself their father."
She was right. "Why the fuck should I care about his kids?" I grumbled. "Fuck. Fuckfuckfuck. Yes, goddammit. They're my kids. She's taken damn near everything else from me in the time it took me to read that fucking letter. She doesn't get to take them, too."
Marcus leaned forward slightly, a conciliatory tone in his voice. "Kurt, you have a lot of decisions to make. More than you might immediately think. Lynn asked me to be here to help you work through all of the angles and come up with the decision that you believe will work best for you."
"Bullshit."
"That I'm here to help you, or that Lynn wanted you to make a decision that was good for you?"
I cocked my head. "Definitely the latter. She clearly didn't give a fuck about me. And that means that if she sent you, it was in service to what she wanted, not what was best for me. So the former, too."
Deveraux sighed. "She did love you. You don't know me. I understand that. But I asked you some questions before you read the letter. What did you say when I asked how she was as a wife? 'A great wife. The best.' She-- "
"Yeah, before I found out she fucked another guy for half a fucking decade! Jesus, what do you want me to say? 'Oh, it was 12 years ago, it's all water under the bridge?' Or maybe 'Well, I don't want to speak ill of the dead?' Fuck that. Lynn can--" I paused, finding it hard to speak the words. "She can burn in hell for all I care."
That irritatingly even voice came out again. "I understa-- "
"No you fucking don't, asshole! My wife cheated on me! She did it for five years! You're sitting there like some kind of fucking Easter Island statue in a three piece suit because you're getting paid to calm me down. I'm not going to calm down!"
Deveraux nodded slowly. "You asked earlier why your wife hired me, and I told you that I couldn't divulge my qualifications until after you read the letter. Your wife was looking for someone with specific legal experience; that was the easiest fit. I could think of a dozen more qualified lawyers than me when it came to that, in fact.
"But then she wanted to know more personal things; she didn't disclose why except to me, although I think for one or two that she talked to before me, they could put some of it together if they tried. She wanted someone who could be fair and impartial; I've served as a temporary judge before. It's a task that gives lawyers a chance to see if they want to go for the brass ring before fully committing. I decided that wasn't for me.
"She wanted someone who had personal experience with infidelity. Someone whose life had been directly affected by it." I glanced at his left hand, and there was no ring there. He nodded. "I fit the bill there as well.
"Finally, Lynn wanted someone who would zealously advocate for their client. That's not hard; it's part of the job description. But she ran me through a number of scenarios, especially ones involving family law, and asked me which side I'd prefer to advocate for. Taken as an aggregate, they make up the bulk of your situation."
I scoffed. "So, what, because you got her pop quiz right, because you said you'd side with her, you got the job? Woopty fucking doo."
"No. I sided with the husband. She wanted someone who would be on your side, to make sure you got the best advice for your situation. I told her, after hearing her full story, that there were things I'd advocate for that she might not like, and her response was simple: 'Whatever is best for Kurt and my children.'"
I considered. He was a lawyer. That made him suspect to begin with. He had been hired by my wife. Technically she was the client, not me. He could be lying for her, or for himself; there were a lot of zeros on that piece of paper. But Lynn was right, I didn't actually need that money. I didn't even want it, the way I felt right then.
He made one more point as he saw me weighing my options. "There's one more thing to consider. Until ten minutes ago, I was the only person alive who knew what was in that envelope. If you want other counsel, you'll need to expand that pool. And you know what they say about a secret."
"'Three can keep it if two are dead.' Yeah." I scowled at him. "Fine. You're here. Let's talk."
"You have a number of important decisions to make. It's already three, and I believe you have to pick your children up by six?" I nodded. "Alright. Let's assume that not all of these decisions will be made today; you'll want to sleep on some of them, I'm certain. But let's make sure that you understand the lay of the land. Fair?" Taking my silence as assent, he moved on.
"One. No reason to think that anyone outside of you, me, and possibly Alan knows of Lynn's infidelity. There's no reason to think that Alan cares; he's happy running the charity that he and Jeremy set up. So, Lynn's infidelity can remain a secret if you choose.
"Two. You agree that your children are your children, regardless of whether they share DNA with you, yes?"
I nodded reluctantly.
"Three. Your children's lives may be in danger. They will require genetic testing to know if that's the case or not.
"Four. There is a large amount of money sitting in an offshore account; I can make that available to you in a variety of ways if you choose, all perfectly legal and clean, without divulging how you came to acquire it. You'll have to pay a varying level of taxes on it, but... " He shrugged.
"Five. Lynn and Jeremy are both dead. Jeremy has no estate anymore, having donated all of his money to charities and friends; even if he did, it's been over a decade since Lynn cheated, and there's scant proof of it."
I took a sip of the scotch. "That seems to be about the shape of it."
"Let's put the money aside for the moment, then. It's sat in an offshore account for twelve years; it can wait a few more weeks. The more immediate issue is your children. But to help you decide what you want to do there, I need to ask you to be honest about some things that you're going to have some very strong emotional reactions about right now."
With a snort and another sip, I said, "Gee, you think?" I shook my head. Being combative wasn't going to help, even if it came naturally at the moment. "Fine. Ask."
"The questions I asked about Lynn earlier, about what she was like as a person, a wife, and a mother." He raised a hand. "I know you're rethinking them right now. But if I had never darkened your doorstep, you would still think those things. Do your kids think them as well? Or at least things that are similar, just from a child's point of view?"
I contemplated his question. Jenny and Lynn had gotten into it occasionally, but that was teenage stuff, the same as when Matt and I got into it. And seeing how they grieved her, I begrudgingly said, "Yeah. Yes. She was at least a good mom to them, in their eyes. And..." Fuck. "And I suppose mine as well. I'd retroactively divorce her cheating ass if I could, but I probably wouldn't have fought her on shared custody, even knowing how she betrayed me. She was a good mom."
Marcus quietly asked, "Do you want to change that? Do you think your kids would be better or worse off if they knew what she did?"
There was a big picture window in the dining room. Lynn had loved that, loved to have the natural light in the room. I was irritated by it a lot of the time; it could be pretty, but it could also be overpowering. The afternoon sun only illuminated part of the room; Marcus was draped in shadow. I felt like I was in an interrogation room, and there were no right answers to any of the questions.
"I don't know."
He steepled his fingers. "I think you do. If the kids know, what will that do to them? Will they hate her? What will that gain them? What will it gain you? Right now, only we two know the secret; do you gain anything by having it known that your wife cheated on you for years?"
I felt my temperature rising. "It's not right. She... she shouldn't get away with it."
The old lawyer looked straight at me. "She's dead, Kurt. She died a slow, painful death, knowing that she'd have to disclose her infidelity. Knowing that the man that she claims is her greatest love will hate her. Does it seem like she got away with it to you?"
I looked into my glass. "Sort of. Yeah, it sort of does. I-- I'm never gonna get my pound of flesh. Never going to get to rail away at her, call her all the names I want to, try to hurt her like she's hurt me. Never get to kick the shit out of her lover. Never get to ask why, really why, not this--" I held up the letter " -- this pile of bullshit fucking justifications."
An echo of a memory, once cherished and now tainted, came to mind. I mumbled, "'No place to go.'"
"Hmm?"
With a shake of my head, my gaze went back to Marcus. "There was something that Lynn told me when I was trying to get through my father's death. Something I told my kids to help them get through hers. 'Grief is love with no place to go.'"
He nodded. "I've heard it before. I can see how it would be comforting."
My voice was rough with pain and anger. "Yeah. Yeah. But here's the thing." I couldn't keep a snarl off my face; not one directed at him, but instead meant for the ghost in the room. "What's hate with no place to go? Can you answer that for me?"
It was his turn to drink now. "I don't know. I'm..." He chuckled. "Lawyers use words to create precision, not to illuminate truth. If you're looking for a poet, I'm afraid I'll have to step aside." He tilted his head to one side. "But, if I had to guess? Rage."
I raised my drink in salute. "It's not a bad answer. Maybe. I'll think about it." A gulp finished the scotch in my glass. He held up the bottle; I shook my head. This was a time to be clear. "Thanks, but no. It's a good scotch. Lynn pay for that out of her slush fund?"
His teeth were brilliantly white in the shadow. "No, she paid for a much less expensive bottle. But this..." He shook his head. "This seemed like the type of thing that demanded a quality drink. This bottle's from my own collection."
"Well, thank you. It's nice to see someone's looking out for my best interests."
Marcus softly said, "She was, too, you know. At the end, I mean. I didn't spend much time with her, but I've spent a lot of time around cheating spouses, both in my job and..." He looked sadly down at his left hand. "... and, well, otherwise."
He smiled at me again, sadly this time, real emotion in his voice and face. Not the reserved but understanding lawyer, but a person with a past. "You get a feeling for the ones that are contrite and for the ones that are faking contrition. Lynn, whatever else I can say, was sorry for what she'd done. For what she'd have to do to you by disclosing it."
"Yeah, well, that and a couple bucks will get you a coffee." I shook my head. "We're getting off track. I can have a pity party on my own time." With a tap of my fingers on the table, I continued our planning session. "Fine, I agree, there's no point in telling my kids their mom was a cheating slut. But I still need to get them tested."
"I can set that up for you. Concierge doctor, very private. HIPAA will be the least restrictive covenant placed on him. The question then is, do you only want a health screening, or do you want to know if you're their biological father as well?"
"... Fuck, I don't know." I stood and looked out the window. "If I find out that one of them has... is vulnerable in a way that would require both parents to have the gene, then that tells me what I need to know, doesn't it?"
"No, unfortunately. Your wife only had it as a recessive trait. We don't know, and only suspect, that Jeremy had it as a dominant trait. We don't know if you have it as either recessive or dominant. In order to know, you'd need to go through the health screening for you as well. There's no reason not to do that, but even that won't necessarily give you a definitive answer."
It was quiet outside. Still, in the way a suburb on a school day afternoon can be. I remembered my kids playing on the swing that had hung from the tree in our front yard; that was gone now, victim of the kids all trying to climb on together. I smiled at the memory. Wanted to cry at the notion of... "I'm not sure I want one."
Marcus sighed behind me in the gloom. "I understand. Ultimately, it's your decision. But I think you need to know."
I turned slightly to look at him. "Why?"
"I don't know you well, Kurt. This conversation, some information from Lynn. I don't know if you're the type of man that can stand having knowledge available but just out of reach. For me... well, the curiosity would kill me. But more importantly, you need to know for your kids."
"I thought we'd just agreed that the kids don't ever need to know."
Marcus inclined his head. "Don't need to? Yes. Could possibly find out by accident? That's another matter. Your oldest is eighteen. What if she decides, as, I don't know, a celebration of Lynn's life to buy the whole family one of those genealogy site DNA kits at Christmas? She never met your parents or Lynn's mom. It's certainly the type of thing someone might do. And if she does that, then..." He trailed off, letting me reach my own conclusion.
"... then a few weeks later, she finds out that she has a bunch of familial connections that Matt doesn't. Or Paula. And then the questions start. And then... Fuck." My head was throbbing. "Well, thanks, Lynn. Yet another heartbreak you've left for me. I can't even have the choice between knowing or not knowing."
I waved my hand in Marcus's general direction. "Fine. Get tests for all of us. Health screens and... and the other. We'll just tell the kids we're testing for the abnormality. And then... and then if I find out, I guess... I guess I'll... I don't know. Figure it out once I know one way or the other."
He stood. "Then I believe that's all we can do for the day. Think, when you can, what you might like to see done with the money. I know you're angry at her, but consider what it could do for your children. I would tell you to try to put these matters out of your mind, but I know that's an impossible task. Instead, try to focus on your children. They need you now, more than ever, and perhaps you can find strength in service to them."
We walked to the front door, leaving behind the dining room table, the ritual objects, and the letter that destroyed the happy illusion of my marriage. Once there, he clasped me on the shoulder, an oddly intimate gesture for a man I barely knew. A welcome one, too; the human contact almost broke me. "Kurt, I... I will be honest, I thought that this would go very differently. I don't know how you were able to take all of this without crumbling or throwing me out of your house. I don't think I could have. I have no doubt that you can get through this."
I nodded, then spoke with a tremor in my voice. "Thanks."
He hesitated. "Do you need me to stay a while longer? I'd be happy to-- "
My head shook violently. "No. No. I need-- I need to have some time to myself to-- to try to process at least a little before I get the kids. I have to try to put my game face on for them."
Marcus nodded, sympathetic. "I'll let you know when the doctor will come to take the samples. I'll have him send me the results so that there's no chance of your children intercepting them. We can meet at my office once they're in to talk about next steps for both your family and the money."
We said our goodbyes, and he left. I slid down the door once his car was gone, relinquishing control of my body and my emotions now that I was alone. My sobs echoed throughout the empty house, sobs that sounded like the mournful cries of a child rather than a man. I had lost my wife once, a month before. Now I had lost her again, and the second loss was far worse than the first.
I stayed there, almost catatonic, until the alarm went off on my phone, telling me it was time to get the kids. I cleaned up both myself and the house as fast as I could, then drove along, trying to put a brave face on. They could see I had been crying, but I waved it away; they thought I was just mourning their mother and trying to be strong for them. They were right, but also so, so wrong.
My mask slipped a few times that week. Venom came into my voice as I spoke of their mother occasionally. Jenny caught me starting with hatred at Lynn's wedding photo. Of all of the kids, I think she suspected that I wasn't simply mourning her mother's death. But she let it go; we all grieve in our own ways, and I think she wanted to believe my anger was simply that of a father left alone to raise his children alone, an irrational anger that would pass. I would do my best to maintain that illusion for her.



The doctor came and went; I explained to the kids that we were testing them for health reasons, to see if they had the same gene as their mother. They mostly just shrugged their shoulders and went along with it. It was foolish, but I know that I held my breath for just a moment when Matt and Paula were swabbed.
The results were back a few days later, and Marcus returned to my home with four new objects that would determine my fate, four sealed envelopes that contained our results. The bottle and tumblers were out again, but this time we didn't know if the news was good or ill; still, a small drink ahead to steady my nerves seemed appropriate.
We talked a little bit about nothing before the main event. I was stalling. I knew it, and he did, too, but he didn't push. Finally, feeling foolish, I tore open the first envelope, the one that contained my results. I was clean, with no sign of the genetic abnormality that Lynn suffered from.
Jenny was next. Her envelope was opened with similar speed; I had already known that she might be at risk, and if Lynn had lied to me about when she had started cheating, or if she'd taken more than one lover, I'd rather find out quickly than not. Jennifer was my daughter in every way. I let out a breath I hadn't known I was holding. But then I saw the other result, that she shared the recessive version of the abnormality with her mother. She would need to have more frequent cancer screenings for the rest of her life; a small price to pay for more of it, though.
My hand hovered over Matt's envelope, but I shifted to Paula's. Cowardly, perhaps, but he was my only son. Finding that either of my children weren't biologically mine would be devastating, but that would somehow hurt just a little worse. Sexist and patriarchal? Yes. But we feel how we feel. When I opened it, I found that my baby girl was mine, and that she, like me, was free of the taint that had taken her mother's life.
I wavered. I almost asked Marcus to open it; but I couldn't. Wouldn't. This was my life, and my son's, and I would face the truth head on. I ripped open the paper and scanned the results therein. My eyes flooded with tears, and I began to sob.
Marcus spoke. ""Kurt, I'm sorry. He-- "
My voice croaked, "Mine. Mine, he's mine." Any more words were lost in the emotion that I couldn't control. He was mine, and he was untouched by the abnormality. My children were mine in every way, not just by right of my having raised them, but by right of blood.
There might be those who thought that foolish and old-fashioned, that it wouldn't matter if they shared my DNA or not. In some sense, they were right. But it wasn't the DNA I cared about. It was that my love for them was completely free of the corruption of their mother's lies. She had let me believe they were mine without knowing for sure. And now I knew. Irrational in a different way, but somehow the most important thing in the world to me at that moment.
Marcus waited for me to collect myself, sat and sipped his scotch while I went to the guest bath and washed my face. When I returned, he said, "Have you decided what to do with the money?"
"I don't want it."
He raised an eyebrow. "Don't want the money, or don't want to accept it because of where it comes from?"
"Don't be pedantic."
Marcus smiled broadly. "I'm a lawyer. That's my job." He shook his head. "I understand that you might not want the money yourself. It feels tainted. But what about for your children? For college, or as a nest egg starting out? I could have it put in trusts for each of them, and we could tell them that it came from a life insurance policy. They would never have to know."
"I'd know. And... Look, even if I did that, it's money. It's fungible. That's the whole point of money." He chuckled. "If I use it to pay for their college, I'm not paying for their college. My money goes towards something else. In a roundabout way, I've still received his money. If I give it to them in trust as a nest egg, I'm not giving them that nest egg, so I am using his money in place of mine."
He cocked his head. "Maybe. But I think you're looking at it wrong." A grin spread across his face. "I'm afraid this will require more pedantry, but perhaps you'll have a better appreciation for us 'shysters' when I'm through." I winced as I remembered how I'd shouted at him in our first meeting.
His manner changed, the seasoned orator coming out to play. "There used to be suits that were called 'alienation of affection' suits. There still are in some states, although this isn't one of them. They were intended to punish the affair partner, a way for a husband or wife to receive damages from the person that seduced their spouse.
"They've fallen out of fashion for a number of reasons; no-fault divorces are the norm these days, and the suits were simply never that effective in the first place. If the person had enough money to make the suit worthwhile, they had ways to hide the money. They were hard to prove. Overall, they just weren't worth pursuing.
"But we still have all sorts of other ways to take money away from people for their misdeeds. Pain and suffering, emotional distress, a variety of reasons. Now, even if Jeremy were still alive, you'd never be able to sue him and get the money from him. If Lynn were alive and you had divorced her, you likely wouldn't have gotten near what you should have out of this account; it might not have even showed up during discovery.
"But it's here now. You have access to it. You need to stop thinking of it as though it were a gift from Jeremy to your wife and instead see what it can be to you: a settlement. It's a payout from a suit that you never had to lodge and never could have won. You hate her? Fine, she's dead and her treachery has been exposed to you. You hate him? Fine, he's dead, he really was the last scion of his line, and you can take his money and do whatever you want with it, up to and including living the idle rich lifestyle that he hated.
"They hurt you, both of them. With their selfishness and their deceit, with Lynn's cowardly post-deathbed confession that prevented you from venting your spleen at her. I am with you on all of that. Where we part ways is this: the money as you say, is fungible. It's out there. It's going to go to a charity, or it's going to sit and accrue interest, or it's going to eventually get stolen by some very clever kid in Eastern Europe with a laptop and a dream. Or, it can give you and your kids a better life."
I growled, "I'll know where it came from!"
"Good! Then every time you use it, you can imagine you're pissing on their graves. They were selfish. You're allowed to be selfish, too. Your wife has heaped so much more on your shoulders than any husband should ever have to deal with: her infidelity, the fear that you were cuckolded, the fear that your children could die early, having to hide what she's done from your kids, all of it!"
He shook his head. "I liked Lynn, for the time I knew her. I do believe she was sorry for what she'd done. But sometimes sorry isn't enough. She hurt you. They both did. Don't hurt yourself further to spite two dead people. Take the money, Kurt. Give some of it to your kids; tell them it's from investments you've made. Cash out of your company, or invest it into your company if that's what you'd prefer. But leaving it on the table? No. That might feel principled, but it's not. You're not taking a bribe. You're getting your own back."
I snarled, incensed at the notion that any amount of dirty money could even begin to help me cope with this pain. "Is that what you did in your own divorce? 'Get your own back?'"
His face fell and his body sagged. "No." I opened my mouth, but he softly said, "No. I cheated, Kurt. I... I was the one that deserved my comeuppance."
He turned his face away. "Lynn wanted someone who had cheated to... to be here for you. Someone who had destroyed the ones that he loved for his own selfishness. I cheated on a faithful spouse for years with a younger woman, because I could. Because I felt it was owed to me, as a man, a successful man." The disgust he felt was almost palpable. "'Man.' I was a callow boy. Stupid and self-centered. I had everything I--"
He poured himself another drink and drained it within seconds. "Sheila found out. The affair was over, but she found out because of some little slip up. She wouldn't say what. It doesn't matter. She found out, and the whole thing unraveled: my marriage, my relationship with my kids, my friendships, everything that really mattered in my life. I wanted to try to make amends, and she wouldn't accept anything from me, wouldn't even try to work with me to..." He shook his head.
"There was nothing I could do for her. She divorced me. Took everything. I gave her more than she asked for. Not so that she'd forgive me; I knew that was not something she'd ever do. But so that maybe... maybe she could get past it. But she didn't. It ate her alive, the anger. She raged for the last year of her life at the indignity of it, the unfairness. She had every right to feel that way. But it killed her. I killed her. Her heart gave out. I killed the love of my life with my selfishness."
He stared down into the empty glass. "My kids... it's been ten years, and they've just started talking to me again. That they let me in their lives at all, I'm so grateful. I just got to meet my five year old grandson last month. I missed all of that."
Marcus shook his head again, trying to clear it. The lawyer mask went back on, but it hung off-kilter, unable to completely hide the pain. "Kurt, take the money or don't. I think you should; it's not... you're not forgiving either of them by doing that. There's no court in the world that would require a plaintiff to forgive the party that wronged them as part of accepting a judgment. But even if you don't take the money, you have to find a way to... to not hate. Eventually."
He looked at me, eyes moist. "I gave a-- a lot of thought to what you asked last week. 'What's hate with no place to go?' And I thought rage, but that's... that's just a point along the journey, like the five stages of grief. When hate reaches the end of that path, when it really has no place to go, it... it ends in death. Hate with no place to go is death. It will kill you. Maybe not your body like--" He sniffed and his voice cracked. "-- like my poor Sheila. But it'll kill your soul. Turn you into a person that can only mark the time until their passing, alone even with others."
He looked up at the ceiling. "It killed my Sheila. It's killing me now, the hate. I hate myself. Lynn hated herself, too, at the end. I envied her, envied that she would get to stop living with it soon. Because I haven't been able to let go of it. For ten years, I haven't been able to. But I finally... my little grandson, I-- I can feel the hate of myself starting to die away. Just a little. I can only pray to God that it's soon enough to save me."
His face turned to me again, tears streaking it. "Don't be me, Kurt. Or Sheila. Find a way to let the hate go."
Epilogue, ten years later
"Hey Lynn."
I smoothed a bit of dirt off of her gravestone; no one had visited in some time. The kids had moved out of state; Jenny was married with two children of her own, and Matt was expecting his first. Paula was... well, Paula was trying to figure out her place in the world. I had to believe that she'd get there eventually.
I put the flowers down on my former wife's grave. Lilies. Her favorite. "I know that I haven't visited. I won't apologize; I don't owe you anything. Our ledger will never be balanced. But I needed to talk to you one last time."
The cold air made me more alert, but also uncomfortable. There were aches and pains at fifty four that hadn't been there a decade previous, and the cold made some of them worse. It didn't matter. This wouldn't take long.
"I hated you for a long time. I loved you, too, a little bit. Still do; you were, for your many faults, a good mother. After your affair, you were even a good partner, in your way. The lies were..." I sighed. "It doesn't matter. I tried to kill the love I had for you, tried to drown it in hate and anger. But I never did entirely. I guess I never will."
I looked at the gray sky. It would snow again soon. "I needed to thank you for one final thing. Not the money; Marcus finally did convince me that I was owed that for what you'd put me through. It wasn't any kind of gift. It wasn't even a bribe. It was reparations for what you'd done."
"No, it was for Marcus. You saved my life when you picked him. He convinced me to let go of my hatred of you. It took a long time, and, like the love, there's still a seed of it at the core of my heart. But if it hadn't been for him, I think your betrayal would have killed me. So thank you for your choice there. It did save my life."
I nodded to myself. There was nothing left to say. I walked a few rows down and a few further back, then sat on the ground and opened up a leather satchel.
"Hey Marcus. It's been a while." After pulling out two tumblers and a bottle of scotch, I poured each of us and saluted his marker.
"I'm sorry I haven't been by before. I only heard about your passing through a mutual friend; I would have come to the service if... if we'd stayed in touch." The whiskey burned a little going down. "I'm sorry about that, too. I wish we could have been friends. You got me through the darkest time in my life. But... hell, it was you that realized it. Being around you, I was always going to be reminded of Lynn and what she'd done."
I chuckled. "Just another thing she's fucked up in my life." I patted his marker. "Thank you, Marcus. You should have been my friend; I'm sorry that didn't happen. But you saved my life. I can never thank you enough for that. I talked to your son, and I'm glad you were able to find your way back, too."
I finished my drink and left both tumblers on the stone. Once I'd stood, I opened the bottle and poured the contents onto his grave; a woefully inadequate tribute to a great, flawed man that I'd never be able to thank enough.
Once back in my car, I called home. "Hey hon. Yeah, I'm done here. You feel like going out tonight? I kind of want to celebrate. Celebrate what? Take your pick; I'm gonna go with the gorgeous dame that I married. Yeah. Yeah, okay. I love you, Deb. Be there soon."



        Cultural Exchanges Pt. 02

        "Too fast" is relative.

        
Url: https://www.literotica.com/s/cultural-exchanges-pt-02

Title: Cultural Exchanges Pt. 02

Author: NoTalentHack

Category: Romance

Description: "Too fast" is relative.

Tags: white man, black woman, missionary, relaxation, wmbf, romance, love, travel, cunnilingus, romantic

Series: Cultural Exchanges


Something wasn't right. Not wrong, per se. More unexpected. There was a weight pressed on top of me; something soft and warm. Moving, just a little. A person, breathing. No, snoring.
I opened my eyes slowly. Even the ceiling wasn't right. Where was... Oh. Oh yeah. A broad grin slowly spread across my face. London. Meeting Emma. Spending time together. Spending the night together.
My mistake. Everything was right. It's just that everything before the last twenty four hours had been wrong, and I hadn't realized it.
I didn't want to move. She was sleeping so soundly; I'd like to think that was a compliment, but it could also have been that the jet lag had so screwed up my internal clock that I was awake at two in the morning. I looked, from my mostly static position underneath my beautiful lover, for some sign of time. No clock. My phone was in my pants somewhere on the floor. Window? Curtained; dim light, but it could be an overcast morning or a bright streetlight.
Bacon. I smelled bacon being cooked. There were voices, quiet but not hushed, somewhere past Emma's bedroom door. I wasn't really paying attention to the layout of the place when I came in, so I had no idea exactly where.
I felt the petite form on top of me shift just a tiny bit. I tried to stay still, not wanting to wake her if she still needed to rest. Unfortunately, not all of me got that memo. I felt myself hardening against her, and she shifted once more. Em sleepily muttered, "Again, cowboy? Really?" I couldn't suppress a laugh.
Her head turned to look at me; not up, specifically, but up in relationship to where we lay together, toward my face. Those pretty dark eyes were half open, and her smile was warm. The affection on her face made me melt. Well, except for that one part. It did the exact opposite, drawing a chuckle. "God, Jay. Have to give a girl a little rest, you know?"
"Sorry, it's got a mind of its own." I leaned up to kiss her, and she sighed happily before resting her head back on my chest.
"Been awake long?"
"No, just a few minutes. Wasn't sure what time it was; jet lag and all." Another kiss, this one on the top of her head, spurred her to burrow her face into my chest.
We laid there quietly for a time, just enjoying each others' presence. I stroked her back and she giggled just a little, ticklish. Emma kissed my chest and pushed herself up a little bit. "That was wonderful, Jay. I..." A bashful little smile. "Thank you."
"Thank me? That was..." I shook my head. "That was the best night of my life. Best day, too, before that."
Emma smiled shyly and nodded. "Yeah. Yeah." She pulled herself up to sitting, straddling me. I remembered her straddling me the night before, and she saw the look on my face. "Oh no, mister. Don't get any ideas."
"Too late." I chuckled, but only rested my hands on her thighs. She stretched; whether intentional or not, she gave me a perfect view of her tight, athletic body, the muscles shifting under her flawless dark skin. "God, Em, you're so beautiful." Suddenly self conscious, she started to pull inward just a little bit. I stroked her cheek and said, "Hey, no. I... I don't think I've ever seen anything so lovely. You don't need to hide anything from me."
She chuckled nervously. "I know, I just..." That pretty smile suddenly looked so unsure. "I really like you, Jay. Like, really like you. I don't do this, ever. Not once. I don't... I don't want you to think that I just wanted to..." She fell silent, a small flicker of shame in her expression.
"No! No, Emma. I don't either. I-- I need to feel something with someone to be with them. And-- god, it hasn't even been a day, and I feel more connected with you than I think I ever have. With anyone. I'm sorry if that's scary, I'm not trying to spook you or make you feel like..."
I was at a loss for words. How do you tell someone that you've just met that you can tell, just from a day with them, that meeting them is going to change the course of your life? How do you say that without sounding like a lunatic? How do you feel that and know that you're not a lunatic?
I continued carefully. "I'm not trying to put any kind of pressure on you. But I want you to know that, if you're feeling shame because of how fast we're moving? I don't think we are moving too fast. I think that we're moving exactly as fast as feels right for us, even if that might seem... irrational to other folks. Does that make sense?"
She laughed. "So you don't think I'm a slut, just crazy?"
"If you're crazy, then sign us both up for some thorazine." I sat up and pulled her into my arms, kissing her again with a tender, quiet passion. Emma's fingers ran through my hair as our kiss deepened, as her tongue slid into my mouth. Then she broke away with a gasp. "Uh uh, cowboy." She put on her horrible attempt at my father's accent again. "I got rode hard and put away wet. This little lady's all tuckered out." She hopped up off me, but I got a quick kiss in on her belly as she did, making her giggle.
We found our scattered clothing and dressed; I took the opportunity to get an eyeful of her in the daylight. That did not make putting my pants on any easier. When we were both ready, and in my case less ready, we went out to face the day.
It was a small place, as she'd told me the day before; we walked straight from her bedroom into the tiny living room, which was flanked by a tiny kitchenette and a tiny dining area. The table there was occupied by two people, a man and a woman, presumably Emma's roommates.
If she hadn't told me they were engaged, I would have thought they were siblings; the first word that came to mind was "stocky." They both had brown hair, brown eyes, and broad, pale faces. The man (Liam, I think?) had a mouthful of food and was chewing, but that didn't prevent him from having a slightly smug smile on his face. The woman, Erin, looked at me with a tiny playful smirk and said, "Well, yeehaw."
I turned bright red. Santa could have used me to light his way. Emma immediately facepalmed. Liam almost choked on his food. Erin laughed loudly and stood up, saying "Come on. Sit down and I'll fix you a couple plates. I imagine you two need to get your strength back up." I went from red to crimson and Emma groaned quietly.
It was good, if basic: bacon, eggs, toast, and strong coffee. Emma murmured, "Sorry about the noise."
Liam spoke for the first time. "Noise? What noise? Did you hear any noise, E?"
"Oh, no, not a bit. Well, a lot of shouting. Some moans. A bit of banging around." She looked up at the ceiling. "Oh, and was that a lonesome ol' coyote I heard howling at one point, cowboy?"
I stayed silent and let Emma field this. Was it cowardly? Yes. Was I going to do it anyways? Yes, absolutely. I put ketchup on my eggs and wondered how close in hue I looked to the bottle now.
Em snorted and said, "Fuck you guys. It's not like you don't keep me up often enough. 'Oooh Liam, it's so big! Oh, Erin, how do you do that with your tongue?'"
The clone couple laughed and kissed. "Oh, we're not complaining, girl. Just glad you got yourself some. Maybe you'll stop moping about now." She looked at me. "Assuming you're going to be around a bit? Or are you gonna ride off into the sunset?"
"I, uh. Neither? Both? Sort of? I'm here on business for a couple of months. I'll be on crunch for the first few weeks, so I'll probably be getting up at six and back to the hotel at eight." I looked over at Emma. "I probably won't be around much those days. I'll have Sundays off, and maybe Saturdays if things are going well, but..."
She put her hand on mine. "We'll work it out."
Erin said, "Wait, two months? When did you get here?"
"Uh, yesterday morning."
Liam and Erin both looked at me like I'd said I was from Mars. Then they looked at Emma with much the same look. Liam said, "Did... did he hypnotize you? Are you a doppelganger? Quick, tell us something only Emma would know."
"Again, fuck you guys." They both laughed, and she said. "I just..." She shook her head and told them about how we'd met and a brief summary of our day before. I felt like I was meeting her parents, not her friends, like she was making sure they were happy with the boy that she'd brought home before we went out on our first date.
Liam said, "So you arrived in a new country, threatened to kick the shit out of a Nazi, and then bedded a hot local girl in the first twenty four hours?" He laughed. "Fuck sake, lad. Way to make the rest of us look bad. You got any tips?" Erin elbowed him in the ribs and he kissed her. "Oh, love, you know you're the only girl for me. But seriously, Jay. Buy a scratch off or something."
Erin glared theatrically at him, then turned to me. "So, what do you two lovebirds have planned for today?"
"Well, we didn't really have any plans yet. Breakfast was as far as we'd gotten there. I had planned to maybe go see some more sights, but, ah..."
"Bit knackered?" Erin laughed. "I suppose you could always go back to your hotel." She smirked at Emma. "Alone or no." Her face turned back to me. "Where are you staying?"
I told her the name and she whistled. "Very nice. Quite near the university, too, isn't it, Em? Well, that'll be handy, ey?" She was really having fun making Emma squirm.
Liam finally said, "Okay, hon. I think they've had enough of the third degree. And you and I need to get going anyways; we're going to be late." He stood up and took Erin's plate. "It's good to meet you, Jay. I'm sure we'll be seeing you around." They chatted amongst themselves while cleaning the kitchen, leaving Emma and I to sit and eat in silence; I think neither of us wanted to make ourselves a target for more of their fun.
After they left, Emma sheepishly said, "I'm sorry. They're..." She chuckled ruefully. "They're good friends, but they really can be a couple of twats sometimes. They've been giving me shit about being single for so long, and now I meet a guy, and..." Her hand went over mine. "Sorry you got caught in the middle of them having fun with me. For what it's worth, I think they both do like you."
"I'll take your word for it."
She kissed me on the cheek. "Thanks for being a good sport." I heard a little purr in her voice. "I promise, I'll make it up to you later. But first..." Emma stood and picked up her plate. "I have got to shower. All that walking and then all that..." A little chuckle. "Give me ten?"
I thought about offering to join her, but decided against it. She would have invited me if she'd wanted to, and I wanted her to understand that while the sex was fantastic, it wasn't the only reason I was in her apartment. "Okay. I'll try to think of things I want to do today while I wait."
I didn't really come up with anything, and ten minutes was a gross underestimation. I ended up doing our dishes while I waited; might as well, and I was technically a houseguest. She came out wearing another sundress and carrying a shoulder bag. "You don't need to do that."
I shrugged. "Sure, but someone would have to. Your roommates cooked, I figure it's fair I do my share."
She laughed. "Oh, cowboy, you did far more than your fair share."
I could feel myself blushing a bit and focused on the plate I was scrubbing for the third time. "That was its own reward."
Em gave me a hug from behind, her face pressed against my back. "Finish up, Jay. I have something I need to ask you." I heard her moving around somewhere in her bedroom as I dried the plates and then my hands. We almost bumped into each other as she came out. "Oh!" I took the opportunity to steal a kiss, and she took the opportunity to squeeze my ass. It's nice when everyone gets something they want.
"What did you want to talk about?" I looked down into her lovely face as we hugged, and she turned a bit shy.
"I, ah. I know you've got to get an early start tomorrow. And I don't want to-- I know we spent the night together last night, and I... " She stole the kiss this time. "It was wonderful. But I don't want you to feel like-- I know that we've just met and I don't want to." She shook her head. "Fuck, I want to stay with you tonight, okay? But I don't want you to feel like-- like you have to say yes. I know that you've got your work and--"
This wasn't a stolen kiss. This was pure, straightforward plunder. I pulled Emma tight against me and pressed my lips to hers, licked at them and felt them open. She moaned into my mouth and responded in kind, our tongues dancing with each other, before we finally broke away. "Got your bag packed?"
My company paid for all travel while I was in London, so we took a very overpriced Uber; thank god for the foolish extravagences of venture capitalists. I found the concierge and got my bag, then checked into my room a day late. "How many keys do you need, sir?" Emma was standing in the lobby, silhouetted by the morning sunshine as she watched people come and go. My heart skipped a beat just looking at her.
"Two."
The room was nice; smaller than I had expected, but tastefully appointed and clean. As I unpacked, Emma kicked off her shoes and reclined on the bed. "So, cowboy, given any more thought about what you want to do today?" I looked over at her and chuckled. She got shy suddenly. "Besides that. I, um, I don't know if we can today. You-- well, it's been a while and we were pretty vigorous last night. I'm a bit sore."
I tried and failed to not show my disappointment, but rallied quickly. "That's okay, Em. I don't want you to think... Look, last night was fantastic, but that's partly because it was a capper to an amazing day. You up for giving me another amazing day?" I grinned. "We can leave the fantastic night for another time."
Her laugh was so sweet, so effortlessly and almost accidentally sexy. "Promise?" Emma tilted her head to one side. "For what it's worth, I'm disappointed, too. I-- I hate that we're going to... well, I know that we've only got so much time together. Seems a shame to waste a night."
"Are you staying here tonight?"
"I already said I was." She bit her lip, voice suddenly concerned. "Did-- "
"Well, then, it's not a wasted night." I leaned over and kissed her softly. "Any night that ends with you in my arms couldn't possibly be considered a waste, Em."
She groaned. "God, why couldn't you be just a little bit of an asshole? Making it real hard to stick to my guns here, Jay." Then, with a chuckle, "Go take your shower. Tch! Don't even say it. There's a reason I showered at home."
Truth be told, I was exhausted; there was a part of me that was glad we'd be taking it a little easy tonight. I had no doubt that I could rise to the occasion. I'd have to be dead to not respond to her. But I doubted I'd put on the best showing, and I'd be exhausted in the morning. I wasn't even sure I was up for any sightseeing.
I took a little time in the shower to just decompress. It had been a busy twenty four hours, and letting the sweat and grime from travel, walking, and sex be washed away by the spray and soap felt heavenly. Relaxing. Maybe too relaxing. I'd just woken up, and I already wanted to take a nap again. But I had to stay awake to get my clock on London time.
After drying off, I wrapped a towel around my waist, then brushed my teeth and shaved. When I exited the bathroom, Emma's reaction was a raised eyebrow and a smirk. "Going to change right here, Jay? In front of an unmarried woman? How scandalous!"
"I could take my clothes and go change in the bathroom, if it offends your delicate sensibilities, madam."
She laughed. "Hell no! Strip for me, cowboy!" I whipped the towel away with a flourish, and she laughed again, then bit her lip. "Do a little spin for me, handsome. I want to see what my man's body looks like."
I obliged, giving a slow turn and posing just a touch for her. "Your man, huh?"
Her face was a little sad. "For a couple months, at least." She shook her head and smiled again, but I could see a little of the sadness was still hiding behind it. We were of the same mind there. "God, you're lovely, Jay. I still can't believe you're single. Were single. Are single. Fuck, I mean..."
"I know what you mean. It's okay. It's... this is..." I shook my head. We were in uncharted territory for both of us. An insanely intense and almost immediate connection, an ill-defined relationship that we were jumping into with both feet, and a hard time limit on it. There was no way this wasn't going to be weird, and we'd have to make it up as we went along. "Let's go with 'were single.' I can't imagine wanting to be with someone else while... while I'm here. Sound good to you?"
She nodded. "Yeah. Yeah, okay. 'Were single,' for both of us. I, ah, there's no way I'm going to be looking for someone else when..." Her eyes swept across me again, then she shook the look of lust on her face away. "Get dressed, Jay. I can't think with that thing swinging in my face." I, of course, danced closer to the bed with my hands behind my head, and she laughed, pushing me away. "Go, perv!"
As I dressed, we discussed plans for the day. We didn't have any. "Erin was being kind of a bitch, but she was right: I'm exhausted. I imagine you are, too?" I nodded. "Something low key, then?"
We took a short walk, both to get out of the room and stave off temptation, as well as to wake up just a bit. Lunch was next, a quick bite to eat at a sidewalk cafe. We chatted all the while, just little bits of nothing about our lives. I wanted to hear her voice and she wanted to hear mine; we could have been talking about the weather, as long as it was with each other, and we would have been happy.
A movie was next, one of those indie horror films that tried to seem deep but unraveled as soon as you thought about them. That was, if I'm honest, mostly just an excuse to have my arm around her while we watched. It was an excuse for her, too. She pretended to be scared so that I could pretend to protect her.
The movie was fine, but not particularly scary. We walked into the lobby more tired than we were when we went in; sitting in a cool, dark room for two hours will do that. We yawned at the same time. Emma laughed. "Cowboy, I know you need to stay up, but I'm not sure how that's gonna happen." Seeing the lascivious grin on my face, she kissed me on the cheek and purred in my ear, "Mmmm, if only."
Taking her hand in mine, I led her into the bright sunlight, where I suddenly saw the answer to our problems. "Come on." She trailed behind as I bounded forward like a kid going to a birthday party.
That wasn't far off, actually. It was an arcade, the type you rarely see anymore. The inside was a cacophony of bleeps, explosions, digitized voices, and people laughing and yelling. It was dark, but illuminated by bright, flashing lights. Emma looked less than enthused. "Really?"
"Oh, uh." Now I felt kind of dumb. "We don't have to if you don't want to. But this is what I'd do in college to stay awake during cram sessions, take a quick trip to the arcade and dump five bucks into a machine. Then I'd grab an energy drink and get back to it. The adrenaline and the caffeine could keep me going for a few more hours."
She rolled her eyes and grinned. "Okay, cowboy. Okay. You're lucky that I lo-- like you so much." Her eyes went a little wide, and she looked to the side. "So, ah, what's a good one for a new player?"
I let her Freudian slip go without comment. She was tired; that's all it was. Sure. "Well, none of them, really. They're designed to separate the player from their money. It's like Vegas, except the house can never lose at all. It's more about what you'd like to play, what kind of things you like. There's scifi, fantasy, cooking games--"
"Ooo, really?"
"Yeah, sure. Come on!" I found a co-op time management game, Sir Cooksalot, about a knight that had been demoted to Camelot's castle and had to earn his way back to a seat at the round table by making delicious food. It was a silly little bit of fun that I'd never gotten into, but a friend had adored. Our first forays were not very successful, but Emma and I played for half an hour, and she got good at it. Really good, way better than me. "You're a natural!"



Her grin was infectious. "Okay, Jay. Now what do you want to play?" I opened my mouth to say I was having a good time just being with her, but she laughed. "You can stop indulging your girl for a bit. Go on, cowboy. Dazzle me."
I looked around and saw just the thing. "Dazzle you?" She nodded. "Come on, gorgeous."
It was the game. My game. A light gun game, House of Zombies 4, the type where one or two people use plastic guns to shoot at enemies and projectiles as they come towards the screen. A beginner could expect to spend $20 or more in fifteen minutes to reach the ending. It had been my go-to game in college, and I could get it done with one credit. More than that...
I picked up both guns and put a credit in for each. "Alright, darlin'. Prepare to be dazzled." I was a little out of practice, but muscle memory carried me through my initial stumbling steps. Within a couple of minutes, I was firing from the hip, doing quick draws, making over the shoulder shots, and various other forms of showboating. Emma was, of course, appropriately impressed, which means that she spent most of the time laughing at what a goober I was.
When I finished, Em was flanked by a handful of preteens, mouths agape. One broke the spell and asked, "How did you do that?"
I channeled my inner Hank Hill while hanging up my plastic shootin' irons and drawled, "Well, hell, son, I'm from Texas." Emma lost it.
We exited the arcade laughing and kissing. "God, you're such a dork, Jay."
"Not 'cowboy?' After that thoroughly manly display of gunmanship?"
"Hush!" She wrapped her arms around me and pulled me into a tight side hug as we walked back to my hotel.
Room service was the order of the day for dinner. We were both done, too tired from the day and night before to go out, and wanting to have some quiet time to ourselves. Emma groaned as her shoes came off, sandals that seemed practical enough but were apparently a poor choice. "Thought they were broken in enough." She began to rub her feet, but I told her to sit on the bed.
I'm not an expert at footrubs; far from it. I always worry that I put too much or too little pressure on, or that I'm going to tickle when I go light. But my technical flaws aside, Emma seemed to be enraptured. She leaned back on the bed, supporting herself with her arms as I pressed my thumbs into the soles of her feet, moaning as I squeezed and rubbed her calves. "Ahhhh, cowboy, I love yo-- your hands!" A little tension returned to her body, but I pretended not to hear what she'd said, and her muscles went slack again under my care. I had just kissed the top of her foot as a sort of little signature when the food arrived.
We switched on the TV, and I left Em in charge of the remote. She found an old BBC comedy that she'd loved when she was a teenager. We ate together, chatting over it. It hadn't aged well, and the humor was already a little off from what I was used to, but it was nice to share in something she'd enjoyed for so long. Afterwards, we flipped over to a dumb action movie I'd loved as a kid; it had aged worse.
After putting our trays outside, I yawned. It was only seven and not even close to dark yet, but I wasn't going to be able to keep going much longer. "Giving up on me already, Jay?"
"Nah, just regrouping. Tactical retreat." I smiled sleepily at her.
Emma teased, "Are you saying I'm not able to keep you up anymore?"
Chuckling, I said, "Sorry, gorgeous. It's not a come on." I raised an eyebrow. "Or any kind of cum at all." She smacked me with a pillow. I deserved it.
I paused as I went through my drawers, realizing I hadn't actually packed much in the way of sleep clothes. I usually just wore briefs and maybe a t-shirt. It felt strange to be self-conscious after we'd, you know, had sex and slept naked together. But that was after a night of passion. This was me just passing out in my room next to her. "Problem?"
"I, ah, didn't actually pack any pajamas."
Emma's giggles didn't not help my strange sense of embarrassment. "Why, I'm scandalized, sir! What kind of woman do you take me for?" She stood and slipped her sundress over her head, showing off beautiful perky breasts tipped with small dark nipples. "As though I'd be alright with that kind of lascivious behavior!" Her hands found the bottom of my shirt and pulled it over my head. "Good lord! Toplessness!" I kissed her to silence the running commentary. When it ended, she grinned wryly and said, "Go brush your teeth, lover. You taste like onions."
We both got ready for bed and slipped under the covers. The lights went out, but the TV stayed on for a little bit longer. My petite lover nestled in against me. Eight o'clock in one of the busiest, most amazing cities on Earth, and I was already in bed. I wouldn't have had it any other way. We turned off the TV and kissed goodnight; I was out in moments.
There was a stirring next to me in the dark. Emma was twitching, her mouth moving without noise; a nightmare, I thought. I rolled over to hold her, making little shushing noises. "It's okay, Em. Shh. It's okay. I'm here." Her body curled against me, face tilted up towards mine. She kissed me, and I felt myself begin to stiffen. Her hands began to roam my body; I still wasn't sure if she was awake. I broke away and quietly said, "Em!"
Emma's eyes opened suddenly, surprise on her face. She was disoriented, not sure quite where she was. But then she saw my face and her features relaxed. "Hey, handsome. I, ah..." She shook her head. "Intense dream." My hand caressed her cheek, and she pressed her face against my palm.
"It's alright, beautiful. I'm here."
Emma's beautiful smile shone in the dark. "I know." A lascivious wink. "I can feel it."
"Uh, sorry, I, uh. You kissed me while you were dreaming and, um-- " She silenced me with another kiss.
"I was dreaming about you, cowboy. I was dreaming-- " She looked over at the clock. "It's five; we've got time. You want me to show you what I was dreaming?" Emma kissed me again, fiercely this time, like she had when she was still in the clutches of her dream. Her hand found my cock as I reached between her legs; her panties were soaked. She moaned, "Ready, Jay. So ready for you, so-- huh?"
I slid under the covers. The first night we'd been together, everything was so urgent; there was a need there driven almost by fear, as if we didn't consummate our burgeoning attraction that it might disappear, that the magic might pop like a soap bubble. There had been no time for me to worship her as she deserved. Emma's panties came away easily, sliding down her legs as I slid down her body. She whined, "But I need--!"
And then I gave her what she wanted, instead of what she needed. I heard her gasp as my tongue touched the slick folds of her pussy. Her juices were sweet, almost as sweet as her voice when she called my name. My hands reached up to cup her breasts, her hard nipples gently pinched between my fingers as I explored her delicate quim with my mouth. Emma's fingers tangled in my hair. "Jay, oh god Jay!"
The vibrations as I chuckled made her buck against my mouth; I moved my hands to her hips to keep her in place. "Ah ah. You're not going anywhere, beautiful." I gave a slow, teasing lick along the length of her slit. "Right now, I'm going to show you what I was dreaming about."
She shuddered as my breath tickled her, a tiny gasp slipping past her lips. Then, my mouth found her clit, licking and sucking at it, driving her into a frenzy. "Oh god Jay! God, I love you-- your tongue! Fuck, fuck lover! Oh god!" I gripped her tighter, hoping that I wasn't bruising her. She thrashed like a wounded beast, moaning loudly as I bought her closer and closer to climax.
Emma tensed, her gorgeous body frozen for one brief, beautiful second. The moans died in her throat. Then she exploded, pressing my face hard against her, shivering and trembling as her voice was raised in a howl of joy. She called my name, a song of praise and gratitude with a single long syllable.
When her body relaxed again, when I could move away from her, I slid up her body, kissing all points between her lovely pussy and her beautiful face. Her mouth raised to mine, hungrily devouring me, tasting her juices on my lips and tongues and trying to find more. My beautiful lover broke away suddenly, gasping for air, small tears in her eyes. "Jay, Jay I... God, Jay! I want to-- I can't--" She was so scared then, so vulnerable after the joy. I knew why, and it broke my heart.
"It's okay, Em." I smiled sadly. "I know. You don't have to-- "
"I love you, Jay." She sounded miserable about it. "I'm so scared! I've never felt this way, I-- it's not right, we don't-- it's only been two days!" I rolled off of her and pulled her into my arms, letting her cry softly. "It's not fair! I want-- this is perfect, you're perfect! I thought-- I thought I was just infatuated, that you were-- that you were just cute, and brave, and funny, and that's all it was. That it was just surface. That there'd be something, something there that I could find that-..." She went silent. "It doesn't make sense. It should make sense."
I squeezed her close. "I love you, too, Em. Yeah, maybe it doesn't make sense. Maybe it's because..." I trailed off, not wanting to say what we knew to be true.
She finished the thought unhappily. "Because it can't last. Because we only get two months to... to have everything we can."
"Yeah. So..." I sighed. "I've never believed in love at first sight. I still don't. But... I thought you were beautiful when we met. And then we spent time together, and we were so constantly, enthusiastically in sync. I kept expecting to find some disconnect, some small thing that would give me doubts. And, yeah, two days isn't enough to find every place that might happen; I know that. But..."
She chuckled. "But it's long enough for a good sample size."
I kissed her hair. "Nerd."
"What are we going to do, Jay?"
"Love each other?" I felt her breathe in, about to say something. "We have the time we have. Maybe we have the connection we think, but it'll burn out. Maybe we're rushing into it because we're afraid of the time limit, so we're not being as careful as we should. Maybe... maybe it's the real thing and we end up heartbroken over it.
"Right now, I don't care. I'm... I'm not going to be afraid, Em. This is the best thing that's happened to me in years. I love you, whatever that ends up meaning in the long term. I'm not going to spend a second longer fearing what could be when I have just this time with you."
I heard her sniffle. "Asshole. You're a guy, you're supposed to be trying to convince me to slow down."
"Sorry. Disappointed in me now? Going to kick me to the curb?"
Emma laughed, "Oh no. You're not getting out of it that easy." Her lips were kissing my neck before whispering in my ear, "Come on, cowboy. Show me how much you love me."
I was above her then, between her toned thighs. She welcomed me with open arms and mischievous eyes. "I've only got an hour before we should be up. That's not nearly enough time to show you."
"Then just give me a taste, lov-aaah! Oh, oh god!" I entered her, slowly and gently. Her hips tipped upwards, just a bit, to guide me in. I kissed her as I entered her fully, muffling her loud moans. Being inside her was like heaven, like every bit of joy and glorious pleasurable sensation I'd ever had compressed to one point that spread out to suffuse my entire being. Her legs wrapped around me to hold me inside for just a moment. Her arms encircled me, pulling me close. She broke our kiss and whispered, "Stay, please."
I didn't know whether she meant stay inside her or stay with her for the day or stay with her for the rest of our lives. I don't know if she did either. I wanted all of them, but knew that only one was realistic, and not for much longer. When Emma's pussy squeezed me, I knew that I could be still no longer. "Need you, Emma. Need..."
My hips shifted, an almost involuntary twitch, and she moved her hand to my side, guiding me. I was gentle at first, long, smooth strokes in and out of her that drew little purrs and soft pleadings from her lips. She was beautiful. Perfect. Her eyes were locked on mine, filled with a desire that grew as we coupled. "Jay. Oh, Jay, I-- please, this is-- fuck, Jay, I love-- love this-- love you!"
My mouth found her neck, kissing and nibbling as I began to piston in and out of her faster. Her moans were louder, her urgings more insistent. "Please! C-- cumming, Jay! Please! Cum with me!" I raced to our end, the shared climax that we both so desperately craved. Her body tensed again, legs locked behind my back, as I thrust into her a final time and held there. My beautiful lover shuddered and gasped beneath me as I flooded her womb with my seed, moaning of my love for her as I did.
We lay together after for a long while, kissing and cuddling. I dozed, briefly, one of those short, unsatisfying naps that makes one feel more tired rather than less when the alarm cuts it short. Emma was already out of the bed and in the shower. She hadn't invited me this time either, but I doubted she'd mind if I joined her. I wasn't wrong.
---------------------------------------------------------------------------------
Next time: Work, drinks, and room service
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Wake up. Shower. Eat a breakfast bar. Take the subway to the office. Work. Eat lunch by myself. Work some more. And here's where the decision tree starts.
I'm a programmer. A decent one; I'd be a senior developer by now, if... well, if I could give a fuck. But I was good enough to not get fired, which was what mattered now.
Anyways, programmer. That's why "decision tree." "If Day In ['Tuesday','Wednesday'] Then Subway(Home)." Except life is never exactly that easy. Never that simple. The decision tree started before that, branched out in the morning, because if it was a Saturday or Sunday, I'd have slept in as late as my body would have let me, then vegged out playing videogames all day. And then there are handlers for special days: birthdays, anniversaries, holidays.
Valentine's Day.
Two years ago, everything was different, all my decision branches were different. A year ago, everything changed. I'd give anything to go back and make different decisions, to have flipped a few bits and sent my life on a different path. I'd say I regret what I did, but regrets are for people who can hope for forgiveness. For the rest of us, we just push on and through, putting the damage we've caused behind us as best we can.
My decision tree this Valentine's Day required special handling. Normally on a Tuesday, I'd go home and either drink, toke, or game my way to sleep. But tonight, there was a meeting of my support group, the one that normally only occurred on the Thursday branch of the tree. Valentine's Day was special, though. The folks that ran it knew that some of us would need the extra support today.
There weren't many people in the auditorium, just a handful of us in folding chairs in a circle. I was glad of some of the absences; Darius wasn't there, and hadn't been to any of the meetings in weeks. I smiled a little; I hoped he'd escaped the orbit of his pain, at least enough to start navigating to a new life. Margaret wasn't either, but I think she was just sick. She'd sounded terrible when she spoke last week. Hopefully she'd feel better soon. She was a real sweetheart.
And, of course, the bulk of the other usual attendees weren't here, either. They were using the group for the reason intended, to get better. Our group wasn't like AA; you were expected to leave someday. If you didn't, either the group wasn't working for you or you weren't working with the group. I was the latter; I had never spoken, other than to give my name, in the three months I'd been coming.
But the other four? Well, three were what I thought of as old timers. They each had their reasons to be here, beyond what brought us all to the group initially. Beyond the loss of our spouses at a young age. We were all, in theory, here to talk with other folks that could understand, that could empathize. My therapist suggested I come, and I did. But I knew I wasn't working with the group the way I should if I was going to leave. I was here to wallow.
Mary was here for that, too. But her wallowing wasn't the quiet kind; instead, she shared every few weeks, talked about what she'd done. Her husband was a clinically depressed man, and she couldn't manage it anymore. He had stopped managing himself, had lost his therapist and wouldn't go to a new one, wouldn't go to the ones she found for him. Started to lash out in his depression.
She couldn't get through to him, couldn't get him to get help, and she eventually fell in love with a coworker she had confided in. She left her husband, Sam, alone. She hadn't intended to; she had called his sister, but something happened and the sister didn't get there in the ten minutes she had promised. Didn't get there at all. He threw himself off of their apartment balcony.
I hated Mary. Not for what she had done, not specifically. For what I had done. For reminding me too much of myself. There was an uncanny valley between us, and her grief and pain looked like mine just enough that I recognized it and just different enough that it made me angry to look across it at her.
Ray had been here longest, and he was the oldest; technically past the age limit, but who was going to kick him out? He wallowed, too, but he tried to think of it as leadership, of giving back to the group what he'd gotten from it. His wife had died in a drunk driving incident. She had gotten just a little too lit and left a party that way, taking her car keys with her. The group, I'm pretty sure, had become his life, even as it prevented him from making a new one. He was like one of those guys that went to every home game shirtless and painted in the team colors; his only friends were here, and we weren't really his friends.
Gina was a lot like Darius, and they had been pretty close; she clearly missed her buddy. Their spouses both died from cancer. I think she was still here because, unlike Darius' wife, Gina's husband had lasted a long time, three years. He had gone into remission and then relapse, followed by a slow decline that chemo and radiation couldn't stop. There's a special pain in losing a loved one quickly, but there's also a special pain in losing them slowly, especially when you think they've made it past the danger.
The fourth, Ed, was one of the new guys. A really new guy, only here for a couple of weeks. He was still early in the process, just trying to figure out how to pick up the pieces and move on. His wife's death was simplest, and for that reason, somehow saddest to me: an aneurysm, a simple weakness in a blood vessel cutting short both a life and a love.
And that left me, Todd. My wife had died, too. The hows and whys? Well, that's a--
"Todd, do you want to share tonight?" Ray's earnest voice set my teeth on edge. It was the same voice a high school guidance counselor uses when they tell you that maybe if you'd just try to fit in, things would be better.
I'd zoned out when Mary had been sharing. I do remember that she said she'd met someone new. Even in my disdain, I could find a little happiness for her; hopefully she wouldn't fuck it up. But then it turned into another recounting of her husband's death and her role in it, only this time the spin was about how and when to talk about it with the new guy. That was like the blind leading the blind, and I had no interest in listening to a bunch of birds with broken wings give tips on how to fly.
I shook my head, and Ray, with his usual thin smile when I did that, started to turn to the next possible participant. But then, surprising myself, I said, "Yes. Yes, I want to share."
The old timers shared a glance among themselves; these meetings had a flow to them, and that flow didn't include me speaking. Even Ed seemed to catch that something strange was happening. But it had been a year, exactly a year, since Sandra's death, and three months I'd been coming here. There were only four people in the room; if I wasn't going to do it on this night of all nights, with this few people judging me, when was I going to do it?
"Um, I'm Todd. You know me. It's been... it's been a year since Sandra died. Exactly a year, since... " I looked at the floor, trying to escape the eyes on me. "Since I killed her." There was a gasp; Gina, I thought. The sound of cloth rustling as people shifted uncomfortably in their chairs.
Ray spoke. "Todd, perhaps-- "
Ignoring him, I continued. I was committed; I'd always been committed when it came to Sandy. "We married too young. I loved her, and she loved me, from sophomore year in high school on. We weren't like a lot of high school couples, the ones that broke up and got back together over and over. It was us, just us, all the way through high school. We got engaged the week we graduated high school, got married the week we graduated college.
"My folks, her folks, our friends, they all tried to tell us we got married too young. But that... well, you know how kids are. People telling them they're making a mistake just convinces them that they're star crossed lovers being torn apart by... whatever."
The floor was that kind of ugly speckled, mostly green linoleum that you only get in old auditoriums. The kind meant to hide vomit, or blood, or urine, until some guy with a mop and bucket can get there. "We were in love, though. Really in love. It wasn't just youthful arrogance or lust. I would have spent the rest of my life with her, happily with her. We made it five years that way, just happy as could be. Or I was, at least. I thought she was, too.
"We were starting to talk about kids. Really talk about it, I mean. She was hesitant; we were so young, me twenty six and her twenty five. I pushed on it a little bit, but she pushed back hard, and I let it lie. She was right. We were young. It could wait a few more years, and I wanted her to be happy."
Sitting back in my chair, I reached into my pocket and pulled out a pack of cigarettes and a lighter. I put one in my mouth and brought the lighter up when Ray, voice pitched up just a bit and indignant, said "You can't smoke in--" Mary hissed at him. I looked around and realized I was kind of being a dick. But then Gina, whose husband passed from lung cancer, nodded to me, and I decided I'd been given a majority vote.
I took a puff and blew it away from the group, specifically away from Ray. He still coughed pointedly. "Things changed after that. Slowly at first; there was still love there, a lot of it. But she decided to focus on her career. 'So we could get ready for having kids,' she said. Longer hours. Weekends sometimes. Travel. I was young, dumb, and in love. I didn't think anything of it, because she was still just as affectionate when she was home. Even moreso."
A smoke ring went towards the ceiling, breaking apart as it tried to fly too high. "I had a doctor's appointment one morning and decided I'd go by her work to surprise her. Take her out to lunch. Even if she couldn't go, she'd be happy to see me, right? Especially if I brought flowers."
Mary shifted in her chair. She knew from hard won experience where this was going. "I got there just before lunch, but she was already heading out the door with another guy, someone I didn't recognize. Our age, maybe a little older. They were getting into his car as I drove up. He was helping her into it, and his hands were not where they should have been.
"I probably would have gotten out and confronted them, but I'd just have been chasing a car on foot and shouting at it like a crazy person, so I followed them in my car instead. They drove to an hourly motel. I took pictures of them going in, and his hand placement didn't get any better. I took pictures of them coming out; her hair was a bit messed up, but her makeup was perfect."
Ed started to speak, with that sympathetic look I'd seen hundreds of times on dozens of faces in this room, but I waved him off. I doubted he'd be so sympathetic when I was done. "I called in sick the rest of the day. I felt like I'd died. Like I wanted to murder her." Lots of discomfort from the assembly then. You tell a group of grieving spouses that you wish you'd murdered yours and see what happens. "I tried to decide if I could somehow forgive her. Like, if I confronted her and she threw herself at my feet and begged, if I could overlook it. But I couldn't. I was absolutely sure of that." I laughed mirthlessly as I shook my head. "So sure."
The room was tense and quiet. No one wanted to move or speak; not even me. But I was committed. "I simmered with rage that afternoon. I went through every stage of grief in a couple of hours and came out the other side ready to do as much harm to her as I could." I saw their faces, thought about how they were squaring what I'd just said with what I'd said about murdering her. My hand went out, palm upward, the ash from my cigarette falling to the floor. "No, not like that. I wanted to... she'd destroyed our marriage. I was going to do that to her in spades."
They looked like a tribunal. Ray was irritated, Gina sad, Mary understanding, Ed horrified. Their judgments didn't matter; I knew I was guilty anyways. "It was coming up on Valentine's Day. Sandy's favorite. 'I know it's commercial, but I still love it. It's about love, and that's something I'll always have with you!'" I wasn't trying to make a mockery of her voice, but that's how it came out. "I decided to hold off on the confrontation until then. She'd ruined something I loved, and I was going to ruin our marriage and her favorite holiday in one fell swoop. If that sounds cruel..." I shrugged. "It was. Intentionally so."
My cigarette was almost finished, so I took one last drag, stubbed it out on my heel, and put the butt in my pocket. There was already ash on the floor, and I didn't need Ray bitching about me littering even more. But I lit another one up anyways. Fuck his sanctimonious ass.
"When she got home, I pretended to be sick; I wasn't that good of an actor, to just pretend everything was normal. But I made sure that she saw the roses that I'd gotten her, put them in a nice big vase so she'd see them when she came in. Told her I'd tried to surprise her at lunch, but must have just missed her. Sandy went pale, but I'll give her this: she recovered real quick.
"I spent the next week and a half preparing. Getting the reservations squared away, leaving little love notes for her to ramp up the surprise, small gifts intended to hint at a larger one. She was so happy; I always tried to make Valentine's Day special for her, but this was me going the extra mile." I chuckled. "Yeah, the extra mile. Way further than I should have taken things."
Ray jumped in, "Todd, this feels like something you should be talking out with your therapist."
I laughed. "Why do you think I'm here, Ray? I was supposed to share all of this with my 'peers.'" I swept my hand across the circle of faces. "See that I'm not alone in my pain, that no matter what I've done..." I shook my head. "Bullshit. Whatever." My voice growled, "Don't interrupt again," and he sat back in his chair, arms crossed, sulking at the loss of his imagined power.
"The night before, I told her to wear her best: favorite dress, jewelry, go get her hair done, manicure, everything. Told her we were going to make a whole weekend of it, with a big surprise in store to show how much she meant to me. She was over the moon.
"And that night, when we were ready to go out, she looked... beautiful. Like..." I laughed, melancholic. "Not like an angel, not dressed like that. But the woman of my dreams. A fantasy made flesh. There was a part of me that wanted to forget everything. To give her what I'd promised. But then I remembered her coming out of the hotel room, how comfortable she was with his attentions. So I smiled a devilish little smile, and we were on our way.
"I had done some horse trading and got reservations to an exclusive new restaurant. A window table, ostensibly because she loved to people watch. In reality, it was because I wanted people to watch her. She was beautiful, and young, and sexy, and not a few of the male patrons got glares from their dates as we went to our table and sat.
"We ordered our drinks and held hands. Sandy was beaming. Just so full of joy." I stopped and took another drag, wishing I had a drink instead. "I had brought a satchel with me. I'd told her it was part of her surprise. She was almost vibrating with anticipation as I reached in and pulled out a manila envelope. On any other night, at any other time, she would have realized immediately what it was; I heard a gasp to my left as someone else did.
"As she feverishly opened her present, I pulled out my phone and queued up the picture of her coming out of the motel. The look on her face... it should have crushed me. Should have told me that I needed to stop, that this was too much. But the pain, the confusion: that was what I was there for. My pound of flesh.
"And then, when I said, 'I know,' and showed her the picture? I reveled in the pain then, the way her tears ruined her perfect makeup, her hand going over her mouth. I savored every detail, wanting to remember it forever. She could see it on my face then, the anger and the glee at her pain." Another drag from a shaking cigarette. "Stupid. So stupid."
Mary was holding her breath. Gina had grabbed her hand and was squeezing it. Ed was on the edge of his seat, while Ray affected disinterest, even as I could see his breathing was shallow with fear. "She panicked. I didn't expect it, but I welcomed it as it happened. Sandy leapt to her feet. Started to run. 'Ran in a blind panic.' I'd heard it, but never seen it. She bolted away from the table as I laughed. Laughed at the pain of this woman that I was supposed to cherish."
My head hung low, weighted down by my guilt and their horrified, expectant expressions. I couldn't look at them, didn't want to know how they'd look at me. "She pushed her way past the crowd in the waiting area, shoved out the door and ran. Ran..." My voice cracked. "Ran into the street. It was..." The tears fell.
"He couldn't stop, the car couldn't stop. I was on my feet, shouting as it happened. All thoughts of revenge and anger were gone. She fell. It was such a little hit, not like you see in the movies. The bumper hit her, and she fell. Fell and... and... and her head... it bounced off the asphalt. She didn't move."
I'd lost all control of my voice, of its volume and timbre. It was raw with pain and longing, longing for something I could never have back. "I ran out, screaming and crying. In a panic like her, but one that could still see. I saw what I'd done, and I ran to her, through the crowd of onlookers. Fell to my knees beside her. She... she was gone. An empty stare, a little splash of blood on the pavement, and that was it. The love of my life was gone, and she'd never come back to me."
"Jesus. Jesus fucking Christ." Ed's voice, somehow horrified and flat at the same time. Beneath it, I could hear soft weeping, a woman's cries.
"'An accident.' That's what it was ruled; that's how the cops wrote it up, and no one even glanced twice at it. No one could have known she'd do it. But I knew. I knew, and my friends knew, and her family knew: I'd murdered their daughter. I never told them why; I couldn't. Couldn't do that to her. I'd murdered her once, I couldn't do it a second time."
Ray, finally speaking in a voice that didn't set my teeth on edge, said, "Did... did you ever find out...?" A question without a question. Timid as ever.
I sat back up in the chair, laughing. Mary. It was Mary that was crying. Gina was hugging her, trying to keep her together. "That's your question, Ray? Not 'how are you feeling now?' 'Thank you for sharing that with the group?' Did you forget..." I shook my head. Whatever, I'd be curious, too. "Yeah. The bastard actually showed up to the funeral. One of her coworkers. He didn't know that I knew. I cornered him and..." I swallowed. "That was my fault, too. The reason she cheated, I mean. Sort of. Not really, but..." I shook my head again.
"She had freaked out when I'd pushed her about having kids. Saw her life going by without her in it, with her never being 'her.' Just my girlfriend, and then my wife, and then a mother. That's why she threw herself into her work, so she could carve out a little niche for 'her.' And then... and then he seduced her. He was single and handsome, she was in a bad place, they were working closely together for long hours. It was easy.
"They'd had sex a few times. The time I caught them was supposed to be the last time, according to him. He could have been lying to spare my feelings, but... but I think he knew that if he wanted to spare my feelings, he'd have made her out to be unrepentant instead. He didn't know if she was going to confess or not; he didn't think she knew, either. He's the only one that ever heard the whole truth of why she died, of why I was divorcing her."



Ed asked, "Did... did you do anything to him?"
"No. I... in the original plan, I was going to do... something to him. I hadn't decided what. But I'd ruined my life and ended hers. Destroyed her family, blew up all my friendships. I thought that was enough senseless destruction. Don't you?" He averted his eyes.
Mary croaked, "It's not your fault. You didn't know."
I snorted. "Yes it fucking is, Mary. Just like it was your fault when Sam killed himself." I wished, as soon as I'd said it, that I hadn't. My grief's body count just kept going up, ruining more people who didn't deserve it.
She snarled, "You asshole. You fucking asshole. I fucking know that!" She was on her feet and in my face, even as Gina tried to pull her back. "Sam had a mental illness, he was clinically depressed! I killed my husband because..." She swallowed, regaining the tiniest bit of control. "Because I couldn't handle it anymore. I thought I could fix him, that he'd be another one of my 'projects,' like he said. I didn't... I didn't get it; I thought he was just sad, thought that's all that depression was. But it wasn't... isn't."
Her manner became agitated and erratic as tears streamed down her face. This wasn't her usual self-flagellation, intended to act as both a pep talk for the newbies that things could be worse, while also allowing her a public exhibition to martyr herself for her sins. This was different. This was a breakdown. Or maybe a breakthrough. I guess we'd see which.
"I didn't get it. I'm sorry, Sam, I didn't. I do now. I know... I know what it's like to have to take the pills and have them change who you are and how you think. How afraid you are when you get sad, because they might have stopped working. How hard it is when you can't get to your therapist, don't have someone to talk to who understands."
She stood in the circle, inviting our judgment. Her face was in her hands, muffling her words. "I'm sorry, Sam. I'm sorry. I'm sorry. I'm sorry. I killed you, I'm sorry. I didn't... I thought Anne would get there in time, didn't..."
Her shoulders shook with rueful laughter as her gaze went to the ceiling. "Forgot she was her own kind of fucked up. Didn't put snow chains on her car, in the middle of fucking December. Forgot to charge her phone as usual. And then she got in the accident-- accident, a fucking fender bender-- couldn't call or text to let us know, didn't even... stupid bitch didn't even think to look for a pay phone, she was so deep in her own learned fucking helplessness. A five minute drive, a twenty minute fucking walk, and she couldn't get there in an hour."
Her voice dropped. "I should have stayed. But I didn't. Should have... shouldn't have cheated. Should have fought harder." Almost a whisper. "I'm sorry, Sam."
Then she rounded on me. "But you, you fucking asshole! You didn't kill your wife! You... you don't get to pretend to be the cause of her death, you don't get that! You didn't know she'd react like that. Yeah, you were a fucking dick, and you should be ashamed of yourself for that. But you..." She spat at my feet. "Fuck you. Fucking fuck you. We're nothing alike. I killed my husband. Your wife was a dumb bitch that threw away her marriage because she had a quarter life crisis."
Breakdown or no, this was too much. Nobody was going to talk about my Sandy like that. I'd never hit a woman in my life, but that was about to change. I was on my feet in an instant, fists balled and ready to lash out, but then Ray and Ed both grabbed me, and Gina grabbed Mary, and we each got dragged back to our chairs.
Ray's shaky voice said, "Maybe we should, ah, leave things here tonight."
"No." Gina's voice, clear and distinct. "No, we shouldn't." Gina didn't speak often, and that made her voice carry so much more impact than Mary's or Ray's.
"It's..." The tone was soft and kind. Everything about her said, "caregiver." "It's okay to feel conflicted about them. About our spouses. Todd, you're not a monster for being... for being angry at her, even for hating her. Mary's right, you didn't kill her. It was a terrible, tragic accident, but you didn't kill her."
She turned to Mary. "And Mary, do you think Sam would want you to do this? To become him? Did he love you?" Mary reluctantly nodded. "Do you think he'd ever want you to suffer from what he suffered from? Of course not." She sighed. "I know that you have a lot of guilt over what happened to him. That's... honestly, you're going to feel some of that for the rest of your life. But, I want to tell you: I am so proud that you're putting yourself out there, trying to meet someone new. That's really great, and I think Sam would be proud of you, too." Mary looked away, face etched with shame.
Gina turned back to me. "Todd, if Sandra had died in an unrelated accident, if she had never known that you found out about her affair, what do you think she would have wanted?"
I sighed. "It doesn't matter. She didn't."
"Please." Her soft voice gently implored. "Just, if she had, what do you think she'd want? For you to live the rest of your life alone and unhappy?"
"... No."
She nodded. "And if her... coworker was correct that she felt guilty, even if what you did was cruel, do you think that answer would change?"
The cigarette was almost all ash now, barely smoked. I took a drag and stubbed it out, putting the butt in my pocket next to the other one. "I don't know."
The way she spoke was magnetic, almost mesmerizing. I don't know if it was because she spoke so rarely that every word seemed more important, or if it was just a quality of who she was and what she had to say. "Then let's go through it one piece at a time." She smiled. "Did she love you?"
I snarled, "She cheated on me."
"That's not what I asked. I asked if she loved you. Let's make it simpler: if I had asked you that a year before her death, what would you have said?"
"I'd have said yes."
Her pleasant tone was slightly reproachful now, an instructor leading a recalcitrant student along to an obvious point. "And, if her coworker was reliable, which you seem to believe, she felt regret for what she had done. Perhaps enough to confess, perhaps not. But that would indicate that she still loved you, or at least cared about you. And if that's the case, then..."
"I killed her. You'd think that might change how she felt." I deserved this pain. I wasn't going to let her get me out of it this easily.
Gina smiled sadly. "You didn't kill her. Mary didn't kill Sam, as much as she might want to insist that; she made bad choices that led to his death. That's not the same thing. You did, too, but Sandy's death..." She glanced apologetically at Mary. "Mary's choices were bad ones that carried an element of risk she should have understood. She did, and even tried to account for them. But..."
She sighed and returned to me. "What about yours? They were cruel, yes, but was there any... had she ever given you any reason to believe she'd act like that? Any previous history of mental illness? Panic attacks, emotional instability, depression?" I shook my head. "Then it was what the police called it, Todd. A tragic accident."
Her pious act was really starting to piss me off. I didn't need a confessor to forgive my sins. "It wasn't!"
"It was. You feel guilty for being cruel. For being angry at her and letting that become something monstrous. But..." She looked at her hands. "That... that doesn't make you culpable for what happened. Your anger didn't kill her, and your guilt won't bring her back. It's not good for anything but making you a victim to the past."
"I--"
She continued, ignoring me. "Everyone in this room--" She smiled beatifically at Ed. "-- Almost everyone... we're stuck here because we can't get past what we've done. Or didn't do. Or meant to do. Mine was less dramatic than yours or Mary's, but..."
Gina chewed her lip, then cleared her voice. "Rick was ill for... for a long time. At first, I was the supportive wife. I did everything I could for him. We had kids, young ones. So I had to take care of them, and him, and work to keep our insurance, and to pay for our house and food and..."
I watched her closely. We all did. She had talked about Rick's death before many times, as a way to talk about dealing with grief, to help new people feel welcome. But this wasn't that. This wasn't about grief over his death; it was grief about something else.
"It wears on you. Wore on me. The first time, before his remission, I bore it as bravely as I could. He was in so much pain, emotionally and physically. And the kids... thank god that they were too young to understand then, but they were also so young that I had to take care of a pair of toddlers by myself, while also caring for my husband that... that I thought was dying."
A single tear slid down her cheek. "I was... God, I was so grateful to have him back. To... to know he was going to live, that we'd made it past the worst time in our lives. And then... then we had almost two happy years together. We lived those two years fiercely. Unafraid. We knew this was ours by right, that we'd earned it. That we'd always have it."
Gina's lip trembled. "But then the cancer came back. And it was... I'd never had heartbreak like that before. The first time, it was a hammerblow. But the second..."
She wiped her eyes. "I grew up poor. Really poor. We were on food stamps, but sometimes they weren't enough. One time... one time the power went out on our block, and the food in our fridge spoiled. It was the summer, so no school meals. For half a week, we ate whatever dried goods we had. And then, for the rest of the week, we starved. All of our neighbors were in the same spot, and the local food bank was bare, and... and there just wasn't enough to go around.
"It was awful. Painful. Watching the shame on my parents' face hurt almost as much as the gnawing hunger. But then, payday came, and dad was able to stock the fridge again, get more dried goods in. Every time the power went out after that, I remembered that hunger. That terrible, awful, inescapable pain. It was so much worse than the actual starvation, because that was something I had no choice but to endure. The fear, though, that was just something always on the edge of my perception, and when the power went out from then on, I spent the entire time in fear of what could happen."
Mary put her hand on Gina's shoulder and held it there. Gina spared her a brief, grateful glance, then continued. "Rick's relapse was like that. I knew what the diagnosis meant, what the future held for us, even if he went into remission again. The kids were older, which was... trying to explain to a pair of kids that barely had a concept of death what might happen, and as Rick grew sicker, what would happen..." She shook her head.
"I resented him. Hated him. I knew it wasn't his fault. I knew it was irrational. But I still felt it. I loved him so much, and he was doing this to me, to us. We had won, why couldn't he have just... just... Why couldn't that have been enough? Why did we have to fight again?"
Gina bowed her head. "Why did we have to lose? Why did he make me... why did he have to make me... I wanted him to die. Was waiting for it at the end. To be free. To be free of this, this awful pain. I wanted him to be free, too, but I mostly--"
Ed exclaimed, "For Christ's sake! Did any of you love your spouses, just love them?"
Gina's head shot up, pain on her tearstained face, mouth opened but unspeaking. Mary's turned to Ed, pure rage in her eyes.
"Fuck you, Ed." Ray. Ray spoke. It wasn't Ray's voice, not his unctuous counselor voice or his disappointed vice principal one, either. It was sharp and cold, like a knife. "We all loved our spouses. Fuck, we probably loved them more than, what was her name, Irene? Sorry, they all blend together after a while. I'm sure she was special to you, but she's just another dead wife in the long list." What the fuck?
He sneered. "Fuck, I'm so sick of you goddamned tourists." Ed opened his mouth. "Shut up! It's my turn! My turn to tell you how--" He glared at all of us.
"God, you weak fucks. I listen to folks like Ed, the ones that come in and drop out quickly, and I'm glad to see that, glad to see they got what they needed." He looked at Ed. "You will never suffer the way these people have suffered, and you should be grateful for that. Be glad that the only thing you ever felt for your wife was love, that you have nothing to feel ashamed about. You're done here. Congratulations! You graduate! Get the fuck out."
He turned his face to each of the rest of us in turn. "You're all... you're so fucking needy. So sure that what you did and how you feel is so unforgivable." He pointed at Mary. "Sam was an asshole that wouldn't keep doing the things he needed to keep him sane. You weren't equipped to deal with it. But you can't accept that, because you have this goddamned savior complex that requires you to fix everyone, so it just had to be your fucking fault."
Gina was next. "You. You... god, Gina, I can't even really be angry at you. It's like kicking a puppy. You're so fucking good." He almost spat the last word, like saying it made him realize how he couldn't measure up; bitter in his mouth, just as he was bitter. He sneered at Mary. "Hey, Mare? This. This is what you should be doing if you want that sainthood." Cruel aside done, he returned his gaze to Gina. "You, of any of these folks, are the only one I feel sorry for, really sorry for. Because you were so ready to be done with his pain, and then you were, and it just made you more miserable.
"You just can't let go of your fucking guilt at the resentment that literally ANYone would feel. You're special, Gina, yeah. But you're not that goddamned special. You keep telling everyone else how their husbands or their wives wouldn't want them to suffer, would want them to go on with their own lives. Well, physician, heal thy fucking self."
Ray's face had grown monstrous, a mask of fury as he fixed me with his gaze. Or maybe the mask he always wore had finally come off. "And you. You sat here the whole time, judging us, with that superior fucking air, like your pain was somehow so much worse. Just had to drop a bombshell in here. Had to be the focus. 'I murdered my cheating slut of a wife wah wah wah.' Grow the fuck up. People cheat every day. People are cruel every day. People make mistakes every day. Congratulations! You hit the trifecta, and she's dead and you're--"
My rage from Mary's words hadn't dissipated; it was just waiting for a new target, and Ray was it. I launched myself from my chair, taking him and me to the ground, and started to just fucking wail on him. His glasses flew off, skittering somewhere into the darkness. His arms were up at first, deflecting the blows, but then he dropped them, a huge, lunatic smile on his face. I paused, and Ray shouted, "Come on! Do it! I fucking deserve it, and you're so desperate to hit someone, because you can't man up and throw yourself off a bridge!" He smirked at Mary. "Oh, sorry."
I pulled back and away, sickened at myself and at him. Stood to get away from this thing that he'd become. Horrified. He laughed. "Fucking pussy. Not surprised." His nose was bloody, and he licked the top of his lip, then grabbed a tissue as he stood and pinched the nostril shut. "All of you. All of you! You all have reasons to hate your spouses, and you just feel guilty about that. I... I killed my wife, and I did it accidentally, and I did it without hate. I called Ed a tourist, but you're... god, you're like the ugly Americans in the group, so obnoxious and loud in your grief. I..."
His eyes closed. "Fuck it. This is my last session. I can't..." He swallowed. "You want to know why I killed my wife? Because I wasn't ready to leave a party. We'd both come after work, brought our own cars. She'd been drinking, but I didn't realize how much. I'd been drinking enough that it didn't register. She was feeling sick, and I just waved her off, told her I'd meet her at home. And then, an hour later, a state trooper called me on her phone. So, yeah. I killed my wife. Not because she cheated, not because she was crazy, not because of some horrible illness, just because I was lazy and having fun " He laughed without humor. "Beat that, assholes."
His eyes were flooded with tears as he fished in his pocket. "Ray..." Gina began, and he glared at her.
Ray pulled out a couple of keys and threw them at her. "Lock up when you're done." And then the oldest of the old timers left, slamming the door behind him.
Ed was next, sparing a horrified glance back at us. "I-- I hope you can find the peace that you..." He shook his head and left. And then it was just we three, the ugly Americans.
Mary quietly said, "I'm sorry, Todd. I shouldn't... shouldn't have said that about Sandra. I wasn't... I was the one having the quarter life crisis, not her, and I was mad at myself and just--"
"No, Mary. She was, too. It... it's just easier if I can blame... if it's my fault. If she died because of me, and only because of me. Then I don't have to deal with..." I couldn't say it, wasn't sure even what exactly I meant.
Gina almost whispered, "Because then you don't have to think about whether you would have been able to forgive her. You knew that what you did was cruel, and knew you'd feel bad about it later, because you still loved her." I nodded, a lump in my throat. "And you know, now, if you could go back and do it again, you would. Because you know what it's like to lose her in a way that you can't undo."
I hung my head. "No. No, that's not it. It's close but... It's that I know I wouldn't have been able to. I... the only way I would have been able to forgive her is... is what happened. I was so sure that what she did was just something I couldn't get past. That's what I can't deal with. Knowing what I know now, I'd forgive her in an instant. But if she hadn't... if it hadn't happened, I never would have been able to. I only know how much I love her and how much she meant to me because she died."
I'd said it now. The thing that had eaten away from me for a year. I only really knew what love meant, what forgiveness meant, when it no longer mattered. When regret was just a word.
Mary surprised me then. She hugged me. I'd been ready to hit her before, like I had Ray, but she just threw her arms around me and held me as I cried. I never knew how much I loved Sandy until she was gone. Mary had never known how much she loved Sam until he was. Knowing what we knew now, we'd have borne any weight to have them back. But we only had that knowledge because we lost them. We'd both give anything to have our loved ones back, and we never could. I hugged her close as we both sobbed.
Gina let us stay like that for a while. When we finished, Mary and I looked at her. My heart went out to the quiet core of our group, the leader Ray had desperately wanted to be but could never quite manage. We wanted to help her out of her pain, but the shape of it was so different from ours. We held out our hands to her, but she shrunk back, smiling. "Thank you, but..." She swallowed. "I'm glad that you're... you're not coming back, are you? Either of you?" It was hopeful and sweet.
I looked at Mary and she at me, then both back at Gina. I gave a little shake of my head. "I know why I came here now. I... thank you, Gina And you, too, Mary. But I... it's time to move on. You were right, Gina, even with what I'd done, Sandy would want me to move on, just like Sam would want Mary to. But... Gina, Rick would want you to move on, too."
Gina laughed quietly. "Yeah, maybe so. But..." She shook her head. "But I don't want to. Not yet. Once I do... Once I leave here and put him behind me, he'll be gone, really gone. I'll forget him a little bit more each day. I hated his illness and what it put us through. Hated him, too, for doing that to us. But... I love him. If coming here and holding on to my grief, both over his death and how badly I dealt with it, is how I keep that love strong, for just a little while longer? I'll live with it." She smiled. "And if I can help people? Then... then it's like he's still here with me, sort of. Like we're not trying to get through his illness anymore, but through other folks'."



She did hug us then, not as a way to begin healing, but as a way to say goodbye. We said little as we left, no platitudes about hoping to see each other around. We simply went our separate ways. Gina would remain for at least a little while longer, the last of the old timers, staying to help the tourists as they stopped briefly on their journey to their own new beginnings. Mary and I would each go to our new lives, to new decisions and the branches they'd take us down. We were, all of us, wiser than we'd been before, and I hoped that meant better lives for us all.
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I never expected to be a barfly, but it turned out to be a pretty good life choice.
Six year old Sarah expected to be a Disney princess. Hell, I looked like one; Snow White to be specific: black hair, pale complexion, rosy cheeks, ruby lips. My eyes are green, but outside of that? We could have been twins. Unfortunately, my prince turned out to be moonlighting in a whole library of other women's stories.
So there I was, a few months shy of my thirty first birthday, holding up the bar at Roy's, my favorite meat market. I know, I know, go on Tinder, it's easier. Admittedly, that can be fun if all you're looking for is a random hookup with some guy who thinks that holding up a fish in their profile picture really gets a girl going. But bars are so much richer an experience, a decidedly analog one in a world that's had a lot of its charm sucked out by the digital.
For the cost of a couple of overpriced drinks, you get an experience that can't really be replicated anywhere else. Want to people watch? You can see the whole panoply of human experience: desire, despair, delight, drunkenness, debauchery. And that's just in the D's! If you want to participate, there's a whole other layer to the bar scene: are you prey? Hunter? Bystander? Are you sure?
And then there are people like me, the old hands. If the hunt is the game, I like to be part of the metagame, someone that directs and redirects others to what they need, rather than what they merely want. Two years in the same bar meant that I was better known and better trusted than some of the staff. The other regulars were my friends; I knew that was kind of a sad statement at the end of my third decade on this planet, but it's better to have bar friends than no friends at all.
So it was that on a Thursday night I sat with a drink, my second and probably last of the evening. Some people, the young or the rich or the dumb, go to singles bars to get drunk. I drank just enough to enjoy the ambient excitement, the buzz of people and need and alcohol mixing together into a cocktail far more intoxicating than any mere booze, if one was discerning enough to enjoy it. And for that? I was an absolute lush.
I still liked to pick up a guy now and then; it's good to keep your hand in, and a girl's got needs. But the odd thing about going to the same place is that you have to be careful to not shit where you eat. The other regulars were mostly off limits; some I'd spent a night or two with, but not many. As much as any other social scene, the woman that gets marked out as a slut better want that label, or she's going to be miserable. Never mind that damn near every guy there would love to have the tag for themselves, except that they expected to change two letters and be 'stud' instead. But you can't spell 'stud' without STD.
Truth be told, the last few months had represented a real low crop anyways, mostly out-of-towners with tan lines on their ring fingers and desperation in their eyes. Some gals might not have a problem there, but they all reminded me of my ex-husband. They could go fuck themselves, because they sure as hell weren't going to fuck me. Then there were the frat boys that wandered in looking for a cougar and thought that any woman older than twenty seven counted. No thank you.
There had been that one guy a month before, the cute one whose divorce had gone through just that day. I'd happily have been his guide to the lands of the newly single, but like I said: I like to direct people to what they need, rather than what they want. He had come in with that young blonde "friend" of his that I pointed out wasn't just his friend, and they'd left together after snogging at the bar for what seemed like five minutes. Hadn't seen either of them since; I smiled at the thought of a good deed done.
And this slow Thursday night, I saw something refreshing: a guy who didn't want to be there.
They came in occasionally, usually one member of a group that was helping celebrate a divorce or a breakup. That was definitely what one of the guys in his party of four was doing: the others were slapping the newly single bro on the back and talking him up, buying drinks and toasting. Two of the hangers-on were here for the hunt, too, supporting their friend by trying to grab their own brass rings, making him feel more comfortable with his manner of celebrating. But the last guy? He was being supportive with his presence, but that was as far as it went.
The other three scattered. The fresh divorcé, marked by the thin streak of paler skin on his ring finger, made a beeline for a curvy redhead I'd seen in Roy's a couple of times. "Ro" something. Rowan? Whatever. She wasn't a regular, but regular enough that I knew she could take care of herself, and this guy seemed pretty harmless anyways.
The other two were intercepted by Jane, a relative newcomer, but one with an impressive body count already. I hadn't talked with her much, but I knew that she'd been a shy nerd that turned into a wild child after a bad breakup. I'd have given good odds that both of these guys were going home with her. Rowan was looking to find a guy for some fun, but I got the feeling that Jane was desperately trying to replace something she'd lost. I shook my head; we heal how we heal.
That left the last guy. He was a handsome dark skinned Black man about my age with short dreads and an undercut. Tall, and slim, his clothes were comfortable and appropriate to the bar we sat in, but only if the goal was to be as inconspicuous as possible. His manner, the way he looked straight forward, and how he sat all screamed, "I'm not here, don't look in this direction." Now this... this was interesting.
My initial thought was to simply do as he clearly wanted. But there was an open seat next to him, and I knew that, body language aside, one of the thirstier women would occupy it and bother him soon. I remembered the nights when I wanted to be left alone but still be around people, and I sympathized. The correct choice was obvious.
"Hey." I sat on the previously empty stool. "Sarah."
He looked up. "Oh, uh, Darius." I glanced at his finger; there was a distinct impression of a ring there, one that had been taken off just before he'd come in. But he wasn't on the hunt. A guilty conscience or something else?
"I'm sorry to bother you, but, well... I could see you didn't want to be bothered, and that just wasn't going to happen." He raised an eyebrow, and I chuckled. "You're a handsome, apparently single guy in a meat market. You're going to get hit on if there's an opportunity. The empty seat next to you? That was an opportunity."
Darius nodded and smiled slightly. "I, ah, I've been out of the game for a while. So, you're bothering me so that I won't be bothered?"
"Something like that. Bothering you for my own curiosity, too. But not bothering you in a way that'll get us hot and bothered, if that's what you're worried about."
He laughed loudly then, and his smile was dazzling. The laugh was good, too, a deep bass rumble that felt comforting as it rolled over me, genuine and warm. Maybe he wouldn't get hot and bothered, but it was going to be a struggle for me. "So you're saving me from myself, is that it?"
"Yeah, guess so. What're you drinking?"
"Soda. Designated driver." He inclined his head towards his buddy. "My friend Lee just got divorced, and I'm here for moral support."
That brought a knowing chuckle from me. "Well, I doubt you're going to need to fulfill your duties. Pretty sure he's not going to need a ride anywhere until the morning. Your other two friends, either."
His expression was dubious. "You seem to know a lot about me for someone who's just here to keep me from being bothered."
My shoulders rose and fell in a shrug. "I like to people watch. Cheap entertainment and sometimes I get to help a person out. Sometimes it's even me!" I raised my glass in mock salute and finished it, then signaled Roy. Maybe one more tonight.
The owner's gruff voice called out, "Coming right up, Double D."
"Double D?"
I groaned inwardly and sighed outwardly. "Not... not what you think. Or maybe it is, too; Roy's a bit of an old lech. But it's short for 'divorce doula.' I helped a drunk forty something get through the early days of hers, and she called me that. It kind of stuck."
"So you do this a lot? Sit down with folks who... who aren't married anymore and help them through it?"
I shrugged again. "I wouldn't say 'a lot,' but enough that I picked up a nickname. So maybe? Regardless, I can tell that... Well, she was ready to get back in the mix. You're pretty clearly not."
Darius sadly shook his head and looked into his glass. "No. No, I'm really not."
"Then why take the ring off? To support your friend?"
"Sort of." He took a sip of the soda. "He's been... He keeps telling me I need to get back out there. That I need to get back on with my life, but... I dunno. She was my life, you know?"
That was a feeling I definitely remembered. "Yeah, I get it. How long has it been?"
"A little more than a year." Darius' shoulders slumped.
"Since you split, or since the divorce was final?"
The pain flickered across his face, then was hidden behind a well-worn mask that I'd put on myself, the one that tries to lie and tell everyone that the wearer is getting on with their life. "Oh. Uh, no. Since she passed."
Fuck! Fuck. Good work, Sarah. "Oh shit, I'm so sorry."
"Thank you." Sincerity there, but also a flash of annoyance. I knew that one, too.
Taking a sip of my new drink, I chuckled quietly. "It's exhausting, isn't it?"
"What?"
"The sympathy."
His features relaxed, just a bit. A little more unguarded. "I, uh. Yeah. It, uh, it can be." He smiled slightly. "Personal experience?"
I nodded. "Yeah. No! No, not on the scale that you have, but yeah. People mean well, but..." I shook my head. "No, they want to mean well. But they mostly want you to know that they mean well."
That deep laugh again. "Yes, that's a good way to put it. And you can't be annoyed. Can't seem ungrateful. They're trying to be there for you, even though they're never actually there again. I tell you..." His head shook in disgust. "It was at the receiving line after Carla's funeral. There were so many people there, which... I'm glad she was loved. That people would miss her. But when her third cousin came through the line, this dude I'd never met and never heard Carla talk about, crying so hard that snot was coming out of his nose? And he gave me this huge hug and told me how much she meant to him, and how much he was going to miss her?" His glass was empty, and he raised it to get Roy's attention. "Yeah, I could have done without that."
I looked at us in the mirror behind the bar, two people who were done with other people's well-intentioned performative grief over our tragedies. Two ungrateful jerks that weren't sure why we were supposed to be grateful to have more pain heaped on us. "It's like being a sin eater, but for sorrow. A grief eater."
He snapped his fingers and pointed at me. "Yes! That's it! That's it exactly. They-- some of them meant well, some of them were there with support, bringing meals or just sitting with me and letting me cry. But so many of them just wanted to confess their sadness. To let me know they were sad, too, even though..." He glowered.
"Even though you don't need their sadness piled on yours. You need to have yours lessened. But no one's going to be able to do that, are they? Even the ones that mean well, the ones that do keep coming back after... well, for me after the divorce. They can help, and they can be supportive, but even those ones--" I grimaced. "If I never hear another person tell me that it's time to get back up on the horse, it'll be too soon."
We shared a laugh. "God, I know what you mean. Lee means well. He invited me along so that I'd... I don't know, so that his enthusiasm for getting on with his life might rub off on me, but..." There was a rueful expression on Darius' face now. "He got divorced. He wanted to. They both cheated on each other; her first, but he took it as an excuse rather than a warning. He was ready to be free. I-- I just..." His voice had cracked just a little.
I put my hand on his shoulder. Perhaps too intimate of a gesture from a stranger in a bar, but his hand patted mine as he gave me a sad smile. "Double D, huh?" I nodded. "Are you a psychologist or something?"
"Nah, only by osmosis. Spend enough time and money on shrinks, and you start thinking like them eventually. For me, I... I see people sad, and I want to help. Not to sympathize, but to empathize. I... Sympathy says, 'I'm glad that's not happening to me.' Empathy says, 'I wish it wasn't happening to you.' I want to do that." It was my turn to look into my glass. "I wish someone had done that for me."
We sat quietly together for a while, me thinking about how I'd gotten here, him... I don't know. But I could guess. "Would you like to tell me about her?" He opened his mouth, then closed it again. "Only if you want to. I... when things ended with Richard... I wanted to speak to someone about it without people trying to... I wanted to talk about it how I wanted to talk about it. About what it meant to me, rather than what I thought it should mean to the person listening. I get the feeling that, maybe, you haven't gotten to really talk about Carla like that with anyone except maybe a therapist."
There was a ping on his phone, then another. Darius chuckled. "Guess you were right. I'm free." His head tilted on one side as he regarded me thoughtfully. "I, uh. I'd like that. To talk about Carla. But..." He sighed. "Look, I'll be honest. I wasn't really up for coming out tonight, and I kinda just want to go home. But, um. I don't want this to sound like a come on, but would you like to get coffee or something some time? Just... just to talk."
Well, how about that? Not even trying, and I still got his number. Score one for Sarah.
Coffee became brunch by the time Saturday morning rolled around. I was there on time, but Darius was early, dressed in a casual outfit that was a close cousin to his bar attire: understated, comfortable, and designed to make people's attention glance off. He stood as I approached. "Hey, Sarah. I'm really glad you came."
He really did have a lovely smile. "Me too. Thanks for inviting me."
We sat and perused the menu; I sipped on a mimosa while he contented himself with a coffee. I broke the comfortable silence first. "You know, I don't even know what you do for a living?"
"Oh! I'm, ah, a professor. Linguistics. You?" Smart, sweet, and handsome. If he ever got back into dating, someone was going to snatch him right up.
"Nothing that lofty. Personal assistant at an electronics firm." I shrugged. "Pays the bills."
"Did you... was there something else you wanted to do? Did you go to college?"
The sigh came out before I could stop it. "Yeah, but I didn't finish. Got three years in and..." I waved my hand. "Things happened." Richard happened. "English. Thought I was going to write the next great American novel. Or at least something that could get optioned into a script and piss me off while I cashed royalty checks."
Darius' laugh was quiet. "Ah, yeah. I-- " He smiled sadly. "I was never a big fiction reader. Strange, I know. I like words, but..." He shrugged. "I like them because of how they work, not so much because of what they do. I know that might sound weird."
"No, I get it. There's a guy at my work, a few of them that-- they're geniuses. Design all sorts of chips and such. Some of them still have flip phones. One only has a landline. I get it; making and consuming scratch two different itches. Understanding scratches another."
He smiled. "Well, damn. Maybe you should write that book."
"Maybe. It... I kind of got that lust for creation burned out of me with..." I shook my head. "Doesn't matter."
Darius cocked his head. "Hey, Sarah. Yeah it does. Look, I know you said you wanted to hear about Carla, but I'd like to hear about you, too. I, uh, I mean, if you'd like to tell me. I don't want you to feel like-- "
"No, no, that's not it. It's just." I laughed. "I guess it doesn't matter. We're-- this is just friendly, right? You're not looking, and I'm not looking to push that. Even if-- " Another laugh, this one a bit embarrassed. "Not saying you should get back up on that irritating metaphorical horse, but when you do? You're going to be in for a wild ride with someone. Lots of someones if you like." He studied his hands. "Sorry, I don't mean to embarrass you." I wondered if I could blame the mimosas, but knew that probably wouldn't fly.
His head came up, a kind smile on his face. "No, no, that's not it. It's just... It still feels disloyal. Less than it used to, but I feel like I'm cheating on her, even-- even just having lunch with a pretty friend." I blushed just a tiny bit. False flattery at the bar no longer had an effect on me, but this? Honest emotion from someone with no reason to lie? Yeah, that still got me. "Now it's my turn to apologize."
I shook my head. "No, I'm not embarrassed. Just... Just a little thrilled, honestly. It's nice to hear real compliments. Spend enough time at a bar, and they become rarer and rarer in your life. I guess that's why-- well, like I said. This is just friendly. And it's the first 'just friendly' thing I've really had, outside of hanging with some coworkers, in quite some time. So I'm kinda having to stretch some muscles I haven't in a while. But it feels nice. Really."
My breath came out in a big sigh. He had asked, and for the first time in quite a while, I didn't feel like I had to filter myself. "Richard-- my ex-- he really threw me for a loop. He was older than me, eight years older. Not a big deal even if you're talking about a couple of people that are even, like, twenty four and thirty two, say. But a huge deal when one is nineteen and the other is twenty seven.
"He was handsome and smart and successful. On his way to his first million. We met one night while I was out clubbing, and he-- I didn't know it then, but he was a narcissist. He used every tool in the box to isolate me and make me his; I don't know if it came naturally to him or if he was one of those douchebags that studied pick up artist tricks or what. But he lovebombed me, praised and negged me to get me twisted around, separated me from friends and family..."
I looked away, unable to stand the honest, heartfelt pain on Darius' face. "I dropped out of college to 'support' him, even though he didn't need the support. He killed my love of writing a bit at a time, convincing me that none of it was good enough to show anyone else; I know now that it was just to keep me from making friends to show my work to, but the damage has been done. He just wanted me available to him at all times.
"I convinced myself, because I was really still just a child, that it was the storybook romance I'd been promised by Disney and Co. But he wasn't really Prince Charming; he was like a less violent Bluebeard. Except that it would be more kind if he'd abandoned me; instead I was his fallback girl, the one dumb enough to marry him.
"The first time I caught him cheating, he promised it was a fling, a drunken mistake while traveling. We went to counseling. He lied about everything there, I later found out. The second time, I divorced him. He got violent then, and... and I took whatever terms I could to get out of the marriage, just to get away. I found out he'd been sleeping around the entire time we were together, and I'd been none the wiser." I chuckled ruefully. "Hard to notice changes in behavior when there were no changes. He'd always been a selfish, greedy son of a bitch, and I'd missed all the signs."
"God, Sarah. That's awful."
"Yeah. Yeah, it really was.. Anyways, it kind of killed my love of writing, like I said. And then I had to get a job for the first time just to live, and I had no degree, so here we are." Another sip of my mimosa. "That's the first time I've told the whole story in a while. I-- it's kind of a downer. Not something you want to tell on a date, either. Guys tend to either decide you're a sucker that won't notice them cheating or a damsel to be rescued, and I'm neither." I sighed. "Not anymore, at least."



Darius smiled warmly. "Clearly. You seem to be more the rescuing type these days."
The waiter interrupted our conversation then. We ordered, and he continued. "For what it's worth, I'm sorry that that all happened to you. That guy..." He shook his head. "I will say, you're right about... I don't tell my story much anymore. The full one. Most people don't dig about--" I didn't mean to, but I cringed. "No, you didn't dig. You asked, as part of a conversation, where you could see I needed to get something off my chest. That's different. I appreciate that. I really do."
He leaned back in his chair, coffee in hand. "I mean the ones that... I tell them that my wife died. And then it's like, 'Oh no. How long ago? What happened? Did she suffer long? How did you find out?' Those folks, the ones that ignore the fact that I clearly want them to shut the fuck up about-- Uh, sorry."
The mimosa almost went out my nose. "Oh, hon, trust me. One swear word out of a few hundred? That's fucking nothing."
"Okay. But, yeah. The ones that dig, especially the women. I just-- some of them mean well and just don't have the social graces to not ask, but some of them want to fix me. Like the fact that I love and miss Carla is some kind of defect, that they can-- can replace her in my life and I'll be all better. I've had more than one friend try to set me up with a woman that they say is like, 'oh, bro, she's so caring, she'll get your pain,' and then she just wants to..."
He shook his head. "Moving on isn't... When most people our age move on these days, it's because they got divorced or broke up. They want to forget what happened before. I don't. And when I do want to move on? I still... She's still going to be a part of me. And I want that. I don't want Carla replaced in my heart. But people are so stuck on the idea of competing with an ex that..." He laughed. "I'm ranting now. I'm sorry."
"No, it's okay. I wanted to talk with you about her and about how you're feeling. And... honestly, this feels really good. Cathartic for me. Just having someone to talk to about this shit that gets that... that it is shit. That people don't get it. Your problem and mine might be different but..." I searched for the words.
"Our problems are so different from most folks' that it's hard to find anyone to talk to that doesn't immediately try to apply solutions that don't fit. You aren't doing that with me, and I hope I'm not doing it with you."
I smiled. "You're not. But, um. Did you want to talk about Carla? Tell me about her? You don't have to-- to tell me anything about what happened. But just about her?"
Darius took in a deep breath and let it out slowly. "She was... amazing. Smart, funny, gorgeous. A real 'dad joke' sense of humor, the kind that would make you groan and laugh at the same time. We met in college. She was comp sci, and I was, well, linguistics, obviously. I fell in love with her so quickly." He looked off in the distance. "So easily. She was so easy to love." A slight tremor in his voice there, but he cleared his throat and continued, looking at me again.
"I proposed to her just after she graduated, a year behind me. We got married on her parents' farm, a couple hours north of here. It was a rough first few years, since I was a TA and she was just starting out, but we made it work. She was my biggest booster; I don't know that I would have made it all the way through my doctorate without her."
The food arrived, and we ate for a little bit before he continued. "She was such a hard worker." His face fell. "That's what... what took her from me."
"You don't have to--"
The brave little smile on his face broke my heart. "No. No, it's okay. I-- I'm just glad you want to listen. Really listen." Another deep, fortifying breath. "Carla started in a corporate gig, but switched to a startup after a year or so. I was getting paid almost nothing as a TA, so we needed to make it up somewhere. And startup means crunch. She'd work sixty and seventy hour weeks. I'd handle the household, the cooking and cleaning and the like, but she wanted to make sure... make sure there was time for us. We were newlyweds, after all. So she burnt the candle at both ends."
Darius' eyes grew moist. "She got used to that level of effort. Promoted to senior dev. Less scutwork coding, but the same hours. Eventually, things eased off as the company transitioned a bit out of startup mode. But Carla was still so tired. We thought it was burnout. She wouldn't go to the doctor, though. She grew up on a farm, after all; her dad worked sunup to sundown and the only time he went to a doctor was when he had a broken bone. She idolized him.
"I couldn't get her to go until..." He swallowed. "We decided we wanted kids. She was starting to get time in her schedule, and the company had been bought out by a German corporation; good benefits, including maternity benefits. So she finally went to the doctor to do an assessment and... And..." His voice broke. "It was cancer. Stage four pancreatic that had metastasized. There was..." A drink of water. "She passed six months later. I held her hand as I watched... watched her last breath. She was so sedated by then that..." He shook his head. "She was twenty eight years old."
I took his hand. I didn't even think about it; he just hurt so badly. I couldn't let him suffer alone. "Oh, Darius. I'm so sorry. That's..." I felt myself tear up. "God, I'm so sorry." He squeezed my hand.
We sat like that for a while; he wiped his eyes and laughed. "Sorry, not exactly good brunch conversation."
"Hey, no. I... Thank you. It really-- Look, I know we don't know each other, but it really means a lot to me that you shared that. She sounded like a wonderful woman."
"She was." He sat quietly for a minute, then picked up his fork and began to eat again. I followed suit.
When the waiter was clearing the plates, Darius said, "Sarah, thank you. I-- It's been a long time since I felt... This is the first time since it happened that I wanted to tell someone the story. Not-- Not felt like I had to, like I was expected to." He ran his hand through his dreads. "Look, I know this might seem weird, but it's... These are the two best conversations I've had in close to a year. Can we-- Like, would you like to hang out some time? Not talking about this again, or Richard, but just hanging out like friends?"
I nodded eagerly. "I really would. It felt great, just-- god, just talking to someone and not dancing around shit."
He laughed. "Strange place to start a friendship, but I'll take it."
And so we both made a new friend. That's all it was at first, a friendship. We did talk about our respective tragedies a bit more, but we also just talked about movies or music or the news of the day. We had coffee a few days later, dinner two days after that. Things continued on similarly for a couple of months.
He was charming. Funny, in a very self-deprecating way, but with a wit that could turn on a dime to extremely dark humor. He was a kindred spirit there. We loved a lot of the same movies, TV shows, and music. He was a linguist, and I was a lapsed writer, and we spent a lot of time just talking about words and where they came from and where they were going; it was exactly the kind of nerdery that I hadn't gotten to experience in almost a decade. We both hated the figurative literal; that really cemented our bond, being apparently the only two millennials that literally meant "literally" when we said "literally."
I very quickly developed a crush on my friend; I was pretty sure he felt the same about me. But I wanted to respect his boundaries, and he wanted to respect mine. So we danced the dance of two people that like each other, but can't admit that they, like, like like each other. He was my friend, and I was his, and we put anything else we might be up on a shelf; not completely away, but shoved out of reach for now.
Then I asked him if he wanted to hang out on a Sunday afternoon, just watching movies at my place.
His grin was somewhat embarrassed. "I can't. I wish I could, but I, um. I have a standing engagement on the last Sunday of the month."
"Oh! Well, that's okay. We can do it some other time then."
"Thanks. I-- look, I don't... It's weird. You won't judge?"
I raised an eyebrow. "Other than your absolute trash taste in sci fi, what have I judged you on?"
He frowned. "I'm serious. It's-- look, I go visit Carla then. Her grave. I just-- I talk with her. Tell her what's going on in my life. I used to go every Sunday, then it was every other, and now..." He shook his head. "I know it's kind of pathetic. It's just a stone. She's not really there. But..."
"It's not. You're doing what feels right for you, and you're not hurting anyone." I gave my friend a hug, and he returned it, a tight, warm embrace that felt just... right. We held it perhaps a little longer than necessary. "It's not pathetic. It's sweet." My hand went to his bicep and squeezed. "We'll catch up in a couple days, okay?"
As I hung out more with Darius, I found myself spending less time at the bar. Not a lot less at first; one or two days fewer each week than I had before. Some of that was that I was spending time with him. But even on the nights when we weren't hanging out, I just didn't feel the same pull anymore. It was still fun when I did go; there were still people to watch, new lost souls coming in, and guys to flirt with. But I found myself flirting less, and only flirting. I looked out for lost souls, but they mostly made me think of him, of the man I'd preferred to spend my evenings with.
We spent more time together over the following months. Got closer. Still not anything more than friendly, but edging closer to that fuzzy boundary between friends and something else. He wasn't ready for that. I wasn't sure I was. But neither of us seemed to be shying away from the course that would take us into that liminal space.
On the other hand, neither of us talked about it, either. We were just friends. Friends that eventually were hanging out four nights out of seven. Friends that found each other really attractive, that shared the same interests, that started to finish each other's sentences. Friends that thought about each other right before we went to sleep. Friends that... well, let's just say I thought about him at times I probably shouldn't have been thinking of someone who was "just" a friend.
Three events within the space of a week changed this status quo.
The first was a barbecue. Lee was having a small pool party. I only barely knew Lee, having hung out with him a couple of times at Lee's, but we weren't anything close to friends. I didn't rate an invite yet, but Darius did, and he invited me. Not as a date, of course. As a plus one, but of course, of course not as a date.
Yeah, no one else bought that, either. Especially when we stood so close to each other. And when his arm was around my shoulder. And I, maybe, might have put my arm around his waist and my head on his shoulder one time.
Okay, and then there was the time we kissed.
That may require a little context. It was, as I said, a pool party. I wore a relatively tame bikini under my shorts and t-shirt. Darius was wearing trunks. Now, I knew that he was in good shape; he had been a swimmer in high school and kept it up during college and later recreationally. I had seen his well sculpted calves and forearms, and they were quite a sight.
But I was not ready for what he'd look like without a shirt on. He was, to put it simply, hot. Ridiculously, stupidly, panty-droppingly hot. Six pack, muscular without being bulky, v-shape, the whole nine yards. I already knew he was cute, but if I hadn't been thinking about him during my me time before? There was no way I was going to get that image out of my head now.
It didn't go just one way, either. When he first saw me in my bikini, he froze. I'm not as athletic, but I still do yoga and spin classes. I'm not one for false modesty: I look fucking amazing. Darius wasn't the only one that noticed, but he was the only one I cared about. And I knew that by the way he was looking at me, and the way that I was looking at him, that we'd crossed well over the line and into that fuzzy area between friends and "other."
We both kept trying to pretend, though. We splashed and played together, sat on the side of the pool and drank some beers, ate barbecue and talked. Everything was normal. We could just be friends. This would still work fine.
And then we headed to the car at the end of the day, with my arm around his waist just by happenstance, and his head leaned in just a little too close to mine, as if by accident. I looked up at him, and he looked down at me at just the right time. Just the right angle. Our lips were close enough that all it would take was a slight incline of my head or a slight decline of his. His eyes searched mine; whether for a sign we should stop or a sign we should proceed, I wasn't sure. I went up on my tip toes, and he had his sign.
It was a small kiss, the first one. An appetizer. Our lips brushed together, and if we had stopped there, it could have been written off as a friendly peck.
We did not stop there.
Darius pulled away for just a moment, gauging my reaction. I loved that he did that, that he was making sure it was fine. But it was more than fine; it was electric. My hand found the back of his head and pulled him in again. I flicked my tongue across his lips; the taste was intoxicating. He was intoxicating. His arms pulled me in, and I felt, for the first time, something that I'd only imagined, something hard and insistent pressing against my stomach, something that told me we were well past the point where we could pretend this was only friendship gone a bit too far. I wanted so much more, to see where this would go, to find out what we could be.
And then, as quickly as it had begun, it ended. A door slammed, and loud, laughing voices reminded us of where we were. Of who we were, or at least who we had pretended to be. We jumped apart, trying to put distance between us, so that people wouldn't get the wrong idea. Darius looked at me, and the look on his face crushed me. I realized I might be one of those people that had the wrong idea.
We drove in silence until we reached my apartment. Then he said, "I... I'm sorry. I shouldn't have. You've been a really good friend, and I'm..." He trailed off and shook his head.
My voice was quiet. "Don't apologize. I liked it, D. I wanted it."
"I did, too. No, not did, do. I do want it." His gaze wouldn't meet mine, "That's the problem. I need-- I'm sorry, Sarah. I just need to figure some things out. I don't want to..." He shook his head. "Please. I can't lose you, but I need to figure out... figure out what-- whether I can be more than just a friend. I want to, but I just..." A deep sigh as he looked at me. "I may not be up for hanging out for a few days. Please don't take that as... I just need some time, okay?"
I'd spent years hiding my tears, the years where Richard broke my heart, the years where I helped people that needed me to listen and not judge. I could do it one more time for Darius. "Of course, D. I'll be alright." I put a brave little, fake little smile on and said, "Call me when you want to do something, okay?" Then I was out of his car, and up the stairs, and in my apartment, and I didn't have to hide them anymore. I sat there for a long time, alone, slumped down next to my door, full-on crying for the first time in a long time.
We didn't hang out. He didn't call. I didn't text. I'd say that I didn't wait by the phone, but it's the 21st century; it was glued to my hand instead as I doomscrolled Twitter and compared myself to people on Instagram. Was I putting myself in a good place mentally? No. Was I going to do something about that? Also no.
In the spirit of making bad choices while being emotional, I decided to go to Roy's. Not to get laid; to people watch. But if I watched the right person come and sit next to me? Well, my whole life up to this point was a series of bad choices and worse consequences. What was one more trip to the well?
Fate intervened, or rather, Roy did. As soon as I sat down, he said, "Hey, I hate to bug you, hon, but could you go talk to the new kid? She's having a breakdown in the back corner booth, and that ain't good for business. I was gonna call her a cab, but you're here now, so..."
I sighed. "Sure, Roy. Send two Jack and Cokes over."
Jane was really not doing well. I'd seen this before; spend too much time at a bar, and you'll see just about everything. But I knew I couldn't just tell her what was wrong; I needed to let her walk herself there. The specifics mattered much more than the broad strokes.
Softly, just trying to be a comforting presence, I said, "Hey, Jane, what's going on?"
She sniffled. "I don't... What the fuck is wrong with me, Sarah? Why-- why can't I-- I can't ever just be fucking happy, and I don't know why."
"What happened?"
Our drinks arrived, and I gave her one. She nursed it as she spoke. "I was talking to a guy. He looked good, he was into me, and then-- and then I remembered Simon, and I--" She looked away. "I couldn't. I just..." She started to cry.
"Jane, no. Hey, it's going to be okay." I pulled her in close and hugged her while she sobbed quietly. We stayed like that for a few minutes before she pulled away.
"I loved Simon, you know? But we'd been together since high school. And we got married, and he wanted to have kids and... God, I'm only twenty three. I don't want that yet. I will someday, but he just wouldn't listen. And then... and then I realized he'd stopped listening to me about a lot of things. And I thought, 'is this what I want out of the rest of my life? A husband that ignores what I want, kids before I'm twenty five, having to quit my job to raise them?' And I decided I didn't. I asked him to go to counseling, but..." She shook her head.
"And then I was single. I didn't want to be, not really. I wanted Simon, but I wanted the Simon from before he stopped listening. And I couldn't get that back. And then..." Her cheeks puffed out as she let out one big, exasperated sigh. "And then I ended up in here, and I realized there was something else I'd been missing. That's been great most of the time. It's been a real eye opener. But I just..." She looked at me. "I miss being loved, you know? Going home to someone? But I also don't want to-- Hell, I don't know."
She did know, she just needed to realize she did. "Even with what happened, do you regret Simon? Being with him, I mean? Not marrying and divorcing him, but is your life better because it had him in it at one point?"
Jane nodded slowly. "Yeah. Yeah, There are things I regret, but not... not actually being with him. Not falling in love with him."
"And then it stopped working. Maybe it could have been fixed, maybe not, but that didn't happen. But you don't regret your divorce, right?"
"No."
"And if you've enjoyed this, sowing your wild oats, getting drunk and taking a different guy home each night, there's nothing wrong with that. I had a helluva time after my divorce. But if you've stopped enjoying it, then..."
"I know, I know. Stop doing this. But then what? Look for another Simon? Or, not Simon, but a better guy? That's why I'm here, Sarah."
I laughed, but then felt bad about it as Jane frowned. "Sweetheart, you're not going to find love here. You're going to find sex and hangovers, and maybe a few friends. But that's all. Look, you're pretty and you're smart. You've got hobbies, right? Things that can get you out and social?"
"Yeah, I guess."
"Then go do those. Find someone... find someone who wants to do the same things you do. Other than fucking, I mean, cause they're gonna want to do that, too. Every night you spend here doing something you don't really want to do anymore on the off chance that it makes you happy is a night you're not spending somewhere else doing something that you know makes you happy. And maybe you'll end up meeting someone else who likes it, whatever it is, and also likes you."



Her expression was contemplative. "Jane, you know that sometimes, even if you like something, even if you loved it at one point, it's okay if you don't love it anymore. And you know what you need to do then, even if it's scary. You were brave enough to leave and throw yourself into something new once. You're brave enough to do it again."
She hugged me, a big bearhug around the neck that left me gasping for air before she relented. Then, with a kiss on the cheek and a hurried goodbye, Jane grabbed her purse and all but ran out of the bar.
I smiled. It felt good to do a good deed. To be Double D one last time.
The old barman eyed me as I approached. "Hey, Roy, I need to close my tab."
He raised an eyebrow. "What tab?" I opened my mouth to speak, but he said, "See you around sometime, Sarah. But not too soon, okay?"
With a little nod and a melancholic smile, I left Roy's. It had been such a big part of my life for so long. Too long; I realized that now. Whatever happened with Darius, I needed to move on to the next thing.
Darius. My thoughts kept coming back to him. I knew that I wanted him. I thought I might love him. Even if I did, though, he hadn't called me in a week. He had things to work through; I understood that. Hell, I'd spent two years working through them one drink at a time. But I couldn't wait for him to figure it out. It wasn't fair to put that pressure on him, and it wasn't fair to leave myself in a holding pattern on the off chance that maybe I was the thing that finally got him to move on, too.
I had just resolved myself to my new "no pressure, no expectations, no waiting" mindset when he texted.
Can I come over tomorrow? Need to talk.
The next day was the last Sunday of the month. Visiting time with Carla.
Going to be in town?
I wasn't trying to be a jerk. It was honest surprise.
Yeah. Went early this week. So, can I come over?
Sure. I bit my lip, thinking, then sent,Free now, if you want.
A little desperate? No, a lot desperate. But there's no time like the present. If I was going to get my heart broken, I'd rather it be sooner than later. The same if... well, "no pressure, no expectations, no waiting," sure. But that didn't mean good things couldn't still happen.
Be there in fifteen minutes.
Shit. I was still dressed for the bar, and I smelled like booze and cigarettes. Just enough time to shower and throw on a t-shirt and some shorts. I wasn't waiting for him, after all. Why wouldn't I be dressed for bed? I dithered for a while longer, trying to decide if maybe I was being too casual, when there was a knock. Ratty sleepwear it was, then.
I opened the door, and I'd be lying if I said that my heart didn't skip a beat. I'd missed him, and I remembered our second kiss, the one that had hinted at so much more. "Hey, D."
That smile, my god. The brilliant white teeth and the way his nose crinkled and the joy that spread slowly across his face. "Hey, Sar. Thanks for... well, I'm glad you wanted to talk as soon as we could."
I stepped out of the doorway and motioned for him to enter. "Want something to drink?" He shook his head.
We sat on the couch, and he immediately turned to me. "I'm sorry. I shouldn't have just... I needed to work through some things, but I was sure what I wanted ten minutes after I dropped you off. I just needed to..." He sighed. "I went to say goodbye to Carla."
"What?"
"I know, it's just... I know it's just her stone I'm talking to. But I needed to say goodbye to her. To let her know..." He chuckled. "When I go out there, I talk to her about the important things happening in my life. I realized, last time I went out there, that for the previous couple of months, all I was talking about was you." His gaze slid away from me. "I don't want to... regardless of what happens between us, I need to move on. You helped me realize that; not by any one thing, but just by being you." He turned his face back to mine. "But I do want--"
I was kissing him, deeply and passionately, a resumption of the kiss that had been interrupted on our pool not-date. He froze for a moment, then pulled me into his arms, crushed me to him as my hands roamed his back. I broke away for a second. "Yeah, me too." And then I was back again, devouring him. His tongue slid into my mouth as his bulge pressed up against me. I groaned as he became harder, pressed against me more insistently.
Gasping for air, I choked out, "Bed's more comfortable." It might have been too fast; maybe we should have gone out and had dates and made sure, but we'd already done all that; our dates had been going on for months, we just didn't call them that. I knew every name in his family, all his friends, his favorite and least favorite Muppets, all the things you really need to know about someone.
I didn't even get to stand. He just picked me up in his arms and carried me to my bedroom, pushing the door aside with his hip before unceremoniously dumping me on the bed. I laughed wickedly at this and beckoned him closer, pulling at the waist of his jeans as he approached. His body tumbled onto mine, and we became a mass of frantic limbs, tugging at clothing and working at buttons and zippers, all while trying to stay locked at the lips.
He sat up, when it finally became impossible to progress further without decoupling our mouths, and pulled his shirt off in one quick motion. "Fuck, D, you look so good." I struggled to undo his belt and zipper, finally rolling him over onto his back and straddling him. He yanked at my sleep shirt, and I obliged him, then let the sports bra follow it to the floor. The look on his face was everything to me; loving, lustful, adoring, tender. Darius leaned up and took one of my nipples in his mouth, sucking and gently biting, I sighed and moaned, then grabbed his shoulders and pushed him back onto the bed. "My turn."
I grinned down at my... friend? Lover? Boyfriend? Well, we'd figure out labels later. For now, he was the most gorgeous man I'd ever seen, and he was in my bed. And he was far too clothed. My hands flew as I undid his belt, opened his pants and tugged at the waistband. I peeled the clothes away from his skin, tugged them off of his legs and flung them aside, leaving a breathtaking work of art lounging on top of my covers.
He was beautiful. It was beautiful, that gorgeous cock that eclipsed any of the fantasies I'd had. It was long and thick. Uncut. And hard, so hard; it had been almost two years. My hand tentatively reached out, stroking up his thigh and to the shaft, taking it in my hand and squeezing gently. "Sarah..." He softly whispered my name as he watched me. There's a power in that feeling, of the rapt attention a man gives to someone touching him intimately..
"Shhh, lover. Just enjoy." I didn't need that power now, though. I just wanted to make this man, my man, feel loved. Cared for, in a way that no one had in a long time. I nuzzled the dark, heavy sac, drawing a gasp, then kissed and nibbled and licked my way up the shaft, delicate touches with lips and teeth and tongue to excite him. Precum was leaking from the slit by then, copious amounts of it. My poor man; I was glad I'd started here. I doubt he'd have lasted long otherwise.
His hips rose off the bed, half-involuntary, as I took that lovely glans in my mouth and began to suck gently at it, tickling the underside with my tongue. Darius was trying to restrain himself; I loved his gentle nature, the way he was so tentative to overstep the bounds of first our friendship and now our burgeoning love. But he didn't need to be; I was a big girl. His hands were gripping the sheet, trying to control himself. I took one and placed it on my head. "Sarah?"
My mouth descended down his shaft, taking him as far in as I could go, pubic hair tickling my nose. His hand tangled in my hair now, not trying to push me down further, but showing his preferences; guiding, not forcing. Good. Good. We understood each other. This was a gift I'd freely give, and he knew not to take more than what was offered. But I'd offer him a whole lot because of that.
I knew he was close before we began, and I wanted it. Wanted to be the first woman to make him cum in years, to feel him throb and thrust, unable to control himself. My head bobbed up and down along his shaft, moving and twisting, tongue giving new sensations with each pass. Both hands were in my hair now, tugging gently, trying so, so hard to not to ask for too much. I rewarded him by giving him everything. "Sarah! God, Sarah, I love--!" My mouth flooded with his cum, a geyser of it, more than I could swallow. I loved it. Loved him; I knew he might regret saying that when he was clear again, but I wouldn't.
When it was over, when he was gasping and spent, looking at me with both love and fear that, perhaps, he'd overstepped his invitation, I dabbed a bit of his spend from the corner of my mouth and sucked it from my fingers. "You taste so good, D." My face was a little smirk. "So, did you still want to talk?"
He laughed and pulled me up, kissing me deeply, unafraid of his own taste. Then, with a devilish grin, he rolled me onto my back and slid down. "Not 'talk,' per se." His fingers pulled at my shorts and underwear, pulling them down my long legs. I kicked them away as he kneeled between my legs, Cheshire grin plastered across his face.
His head bent low as he kissed my thigh, just above my knee. The skin became gooseflesh, and Darius chuckled, low and almost sinister. "Do you know how long I've wanted this?" His kisses moved higher, just below my labia. "How long I've wanted to be invited into your bedroom?" They moved past their target and onto my hip, and I whined slightly. He repeated my words back to me, "Shhh, lover. Just enjoy," leading me to pout and him to laugh in response. Then I felt his hot breath on my mons, and then... and then...
It was indescribable. Every part of my body felt like it was on fire, every nerve ending seared. His mouth was magical, finding the most intimate parts of me and exploring them fully. He was perfect, easily the best I'd ever had. As I came close to orgasm, he would slow down, or move his focus, edging me over and over until I begged for release. His low, evil chuckles became another source of stimulation, the vibration adding an additional dimension to the sensations his tongue and lips provided. He withdrew for just a moment; my breath caught as he said, "I love you, Sarah." And then he dove in again, masterfully working my clit.
My body tensed and my voice was stilled for agonizing seconds. Then I exploded, moaning and calling his name as I thrashed uncontrollably. His strong hands held me in place as I gripped his head in turn with my hands and highs, pushing him against me, sobbing his name. "Fuck, D! Fuck, I love you! Oh, god, Darius!"
He was masterful, as I said, but also just a touch too greedy. I was very overstimulated after a time. It hadn't been as long for me as it had been for him, but the anticipation and his skill combined to turn my body into a live wire. I twitched and grunted, finally having to tug on one of his dreads to pull his head up. My handsome lover grinned at me from between my thighs, lips and chin soaked with my juices. "Too much?" Bastard. He knew what he was doing. I pulled again, and he ascended my body, kissing his way up until he lay next to me. Our lips met, and I tasted myself on his for the first time.
We lay together for a little while, stealing little kisses and lazily stroking each others' body, exploring with fingers now that our need had been temporarily sated. There would be more, and very soon, but there was so much I wanted to say first. "Did you... I meant what I said. It wasn't just... I do love you, Darius. I really do."
He kissed me softly, a gentle, reassuring pressure. "Yes. Yes, every word, Sarah. I love you. I just..." He sighed. "I needed to... I had to square things. I couldn't be more than friends until I was sure I could be more than friends. Does that make sense? Without... I loved Carla. Love Carla. And you aren't replacing her, I know. You aren't trying to. But I had to make sure that I could... could put my love for her in a place where I could give you the love you deserve. Where you could be first in my heart, even if she was still there, too.."
I stroked his face. "Oh, D. I get it. I do. And..." I looked at his sweet, earnest face. "I... I love that you... You didn't try to rescue me. Haven't tried to. But..." I kissed him again. "But you made me feel safe enough to rescue myself. To move on from something that wasn't working for me anymore."
We lay quietly, me spooned against his side and his arm around me, just thinking about and being present with each other. And then it came. The intrusive thought that I knew wasn't going to go away. I tried to. I willed and willed and willed it to get out of my head. Darius felt me tense up and looked down at me. "Sarah?" Then he saw the look on my face and laughed. "Go ahead. I know you want to say it."
I quietly muttered, "Cunning linguist."
He laughed even harder. "That's it? Not even going to try for a joke? No Bond girl quips?"
I lightly smacked his chest. "Jerk."
The handsome devil rolled over on top of me. "Ah, it's okay. I know you just want the D anyways." He waggled his eyebrows at me and I groaned in pain at the horrible pun.
Then I groaned again, eyes closed, as he entered me, his thick cock pushing its way past my lips and inside, stretching me gently. "Oh, oh fuck, Darius!" My beautiful man kissed me softly as his length slid into me for the first time; my fingers tensed on his biceps, nails digging into the lovely dark skin. "Oh, god, D! So-- so fucking good!" It seemed to go on forever, and then he was inside me, fully inside me.
I looked up into his eyes, those gorgeous, dark, soulful eyes. They searched my expression, making sure that I was happy and not pained. I nodded quickly, and he began to move; it was sublime. We fit together like two pieces of a puzzle, our bodies entwining together as we made love for the first time. His breathing was ragged, and his eyes looked downwards, between us; I could tell he was trying to control himself again, as he had done when I took him in my mouth. "I-- oh, god, Sarah, I love you. I--"
I wanted this. Wanted to make love to him. But I wanted it later, not now. Right now... "D!" His eyes snapped back to mine. "I love you. It's okay, baby. I love you." Then, with a harder edge, "Now. Fuck. Me." My legs crossed around and forced him hard into me. Those dark, soulful eyes burned, a wildfire that wanted to consume the woman that lay beneath him. His hands grabbed mine, pinning them to the mattress.
"F-- fucking love you, Sarah!" His words came through gritted teeth as he began to piston in me faster and faster. "Need you. Need this. Needed-- oh fuck needed it-- for-- for so long!" My hips pushed up, granting him access, legs pulling hard as he shoved in, trying to meld our two bodies into one.
I moaned up at him, "Me-- oh god, oh god, D! I fucking love you! Want-- ah!" I felt my orgasm coming like a freight train. "Cum-- oh, god, Darius, fucking cum with me!" He became rougher, not in a cruel way, but a needful one. His desire wouldn't allow any gentleness, and I didn't want any right then. My body tried to arch off the mattress as I came, but he pinned me to it, pinned me and claimed me as his own climax took hold. I was filled to overflowing with molten heat, overcome and surrounded by his body and his groaning voice.
Afterwards, we laid together again, panting, sweaty and tired. But we both knew we weren't done yet. Before too long, we began again, and as we made love this time, actually made love, he looked into my eyes with a wonder and adoration I'd never experienced before. Richard had never truly loved me. My high school boyfriends only had a child's idea of what love was. But Darius, this beautiful, smart, kind, funny man loved me. Truly loved me. I looked into those eyes as my lover moved in me and saw words that I knew he wanted to speak, but that it was too soon to say. I looked into his eyes, and I saw forever.
A year went by, and there was a ring on my finger. Another year, and there was another ring, with a matching one on his. Two more years, and my belly swelled with our first child, a lovely little boy we'd call Marcus, after his departed father. Marcus was joined by Nicole two years later and Adrian a year after. Our marriage wasn't perfect; no one's is. But our family was happy, and loving, and everything that six year old Sarah had wanted. My fairytale might have had some detours, but I did finally get my happily ever after.
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--------------------------------------------------------------
How much did I really need to dust? Ugh, I knew already. I needed to dust enough so that Dee would be happy. That's what this was all for, after all. So that Dee would be happy. She was out shopping, buying a new outfit for our guest. No, for her guest. For my nemesis.
Rod. An apt name for a bull with a nearly ten inch cock.
She'd been seeing Rod for a couple of months now. He was her first bull, the first guy that she'd decided to keep around long term. Other than me, her husband, I guess. There had been some other guys, some one-offs. We had gotten into this so gradually that it was hard, looking back now, to see the whole path.
But what had started with a little humiliating talk and her flirting with some guys at a bar before coming home to fuck me senseless has ended up here: me tidying up so that the house would be nice for the guy that was going to rail my wife while I was forced to watch. Or maybe not; sometimes they liked to leave it to my imagination.
I gripped the duster so hard it left an imprint on my hand. I thought it might splinter into pieces. I was ready to scream, to scream and shout and finally say "no more!" The anger was building again, the one that said, "You are a man, why are you allowing this? Fucking divorce her! She doesn't love you!"
Then the doorbell rang.
Dee would use her key. Rod would hammer on the door like a battering ram. So who the hell was this?
I took off the apron that Dee insisted I wear when preparing for Rod's arrival each time and answered the door. To my surprise, it actually was Rod. He hadn't even knocked, much less hammered, just rang the bell like a civilized human being. And while he was still dressed as usual for one of these weekend encounters, in his motorcycle leathers, he didn't look quite... right.
He just looked like a guy. He wasn't puffed up. His manner was casual, even affable. He smiled, actually smiled, not like some sinister tormentor or cruel bully, but almost like a friend. And then, the most surprising thing of all.
"Hey, Martin. Can I come in?"
...The fuck?
I stammered, "Wha-- what?"
"Can I come in?" He looked at me. "It's your house, Martin. I'm not..." He sighed. "I think we need to talk. Man to man."
You could have knocked me over with a feather.
Even though it felt like inviting a vampire in, I muttered, "Um, sure, I guess. Come on in. Do you want a beer?"
My nemesis smiled again, and I was starting to wonder if this was some sort of new humiliation that he and Dee had dreamed up. She wasn't supposed to be home for a couple of hours, but who knew? They might be filming the whole thing, ready to play it back so they could laugh at what a sucker I was.
"That would be great. You know, actually, why don't you take a load off? I'll grab it. You want one, too?" Was he going to drug me? Was that the plan, dose me with Molly or roofies so I'd be sucking his cock when Dee came through the door? I nodded at this suspicious offer, reluctantly and warily.
As I sat in my chair, I wondered if that was the right choice. Would he try to make me get up and sit on the couch? Or on the floor? But he didn't, just came in and handed me my beer, unopened, and sat down on the couch opposite me. I took it from him like I might a live rattlesnake. "Thanks."
He nodded, then cracked his open and raised it in toast. "To Dee." I frowned, but raised mine as well. He took a pull off his, then said. "She's why I'm here. Well, she, and you, and me. All of us."
I froze. Fuck, that did not sound good at all. "What about us?"
Rod sighed. "It's not like that. Look, Martin, I meant what I said. This is you and me, man to man, not-- not bull and cuck. Not exactly. It's about that, but it's not..." He looked up at the ceiling. "Fuck, we should have had this talk weeks ago." He sounded worried. I'd never heard him worried before. He was always confident. Arrogant. Obnoxious, even.
"Talked about what?"
"About whether this is something you really want to be doing."
The laugh came before I could stop it. "Are you serious?" He nodded. "Then, no. No, it fucking isn't something I want to be doing, Rod. I don't want to watch a dude fuck my wife while they both insult me. I don't want to lick her cunt after he creampies her. I sure as fuck don't want to clean the house, MY house, in an apron so that it looks nice for him when he comes over to do those things."
"Are you sure about that?" There was no menace there. No judgment, either. It seemed like an honest question.
"Yes! Why the fuck..." I shook my head. "Why would any guy want that?"
"Then why don't you stop me?"
The dude was 6'3" and 240 pounds, a wall of muscle and bone. He had a scar that ran across one eye, and more hidden under his clothes. His hands were massive; I'm pretty sure he could have palmed my head. I just gestured at him, and he laughed. "Okay, fair enough. But you could call the cops and say I was an intruder. Hell, you have a gun if you want to toss me out yourself, Martin. Several of them! Or... or you could just tell Dee you want to stop."
"I have!"
Rod leaned forward, elbows on knees, eyebrows knitted together. "Really?"
"Yes!"
"Were you serious? Did she know you were serious?" His voice was laden with concern.
"I thought I was pretty clear! It was the time before last, after you left. She wanted to get me off, and she did. With her hand, as usual when you come over. Afterwards, later that night, she called me her 'sweet little cuck,' and I just got so pissed off. Told her I was sick of having you here and went for a drive." My face was getting red at the humiliation of the moment, at the anger I was feeling now, and at having to admit it to this asshole. This asshole that... that wasn't actually acting like an asshole right now. Which made it all the more disquieting.
"Fuck. Fuck!" He gestured to me, hand up and palm out. "Fuck, Martin. I'm sorry. I didn't know that. And, for what it's worth, I don't... I don't think Dee thought you were serious."
"Why the fuck wouldn't I be?!" I started to stand angrily, but Rod just sat there looking at me. I got the feeling that if I tried to hit him, he'd let me; not to be macho, but to be fair.
"Because you seemed just as into it as she did. As we both did." He rubbed his forehead with one hand, eyes closed. "Look, if you want to kick me out, that's fine. I'll go and never bother you again. But... but this isn't a thing that's going to be solved by doing that. Kicking me out won't fix your problem, the problem you and Dee have together. Let's talk, okay? I think we need to figure some things out before Dee gets here."
He put the beer on the coffee table, with a coaster. A coaster. What was the world coming to? "Okay, I need to understand some things. Some really important things. You say you don't like--" He waved his hand back and forth between us, then vaguely at the door. "This. The bull/cuck/hotwife thing. Is that true? Or is it more... is it that you think you shouldn't like it? That you feel a way about it that makes you uncomfortable and excited?"
My teeth were grinding together so hard I could have crushed a bar of steel between them.
"Martin, I'm not fucking with you. I'm not trying to humiliate you; not right now, at least. But I need to be clear on whether this is-- whether I should be here at all, or if it's just that we, either Dee or I or both, went too far."
I just stared at him, mouth open in disbelief and a bit of anger. "'Too far?' There's a guy coming over to the house and fucking my wife on the regular. Yes, I'd say--" He held his hands up.
"Okay. But... look, there was a point where you were enjoying some aspect of this, yeah? When it was just you and her and she was humiliating you alone in your bedroom, or when she was flirting with guys, or when she was coming home after fucking one, right? She didn't... this wasn't forced on you, was it?"
I looked away. "... Yeah. I-- I didn't want to like it, but... it was hot. The flirting first, then the humiliation. And then... and then knowing she was going out. The sting, that pain of... of humiliation. I still don't know why I enjoyed that. Enjoy it. But knowing... knowing she'd come back, having that faith in her, in us, and having it rewarded, that made it worthwhile." I turned to him. "And then you fucked it up. Because she wanted you. Not some random, almost faceless guy. You."
His words were carefully chosen. "If it was me that caused the problem, why didn't you get mad about it until the time before last? We'd been at it for weeks by then, and you were there. You... honestly, you seemed into it."
I sat down slowly, chewing my lip. "Because... because before, it was me and her doing something as a couple, sort of. She'd go off and be with someone and come back. And then when she came back, it was me and her together until the next time, and just us, not even a hint of anyone else. And then you were coming here, and it was fine for what it was, like when it was any other random guy, just more... convenient. Stable and safe, so there was no chance of her getting hurt by some rando. But then... then it started to feel like it was... like it was you that mattered, not me. Like things changed from..."
This was not shit I wanted to admit to him; no matter how reasonable he seemed now, it felt like he was going to use it against me later. "Before, it was a thing where she'd go off and come back, and then we'd have a fun week or two or three until she did it again. But now... now it feels like the week is just counting the days until you come back. The humiliation doesn't ever stop. It was fun when it was a game, but it doesn't feel like that anymore. It just feels like it's my fucking life now, like... like you're her life now."
The son of a bitch laughed. I was going to fucking murder him, or I was going to die trying. My fists clenched and Rod yelled, "Wait, no! I'm not laughing at you!" He shook his head and said, "I'm laughing at how fucked up this is. How much I fucked this up. I'm sorry, Martin, I really am."
He spread his hands wide. "Look, you need to understand some things, some things I thought you already knew before we began. And understanding them, I think it'll let us salvage this. We can all be happy, you and me, and Dee. And if you don't believe that by the time we're done talking, I'll figure out a way to exit the scene. I promise, man to man. But I don't think that's what you really want, or what she does. Not deep down. I think you just want it to be... to be more like it was. And I get that! I do. So let's get things back there. Because if all you do is kick me out, without understanding how you got here, it's not going to get better. Not long term."
I crossed my arms. "That seems like some self-serving bullshit."
His massive shoulders rose and fell in a shrug. "I mean, it is self-serving. But it's not bullshit." The big bastard leaned forward again. "Look, do you even know why you enjoy the humiliation?"
"... No."
"Okay, let me ask you this. Have you called Dee, or a girlfriend in the past, a whore or a slut? Asked them to submit to sexual shit they might not want to normally? Made them beg for it?" I nodded. "Okay, did you actually think they were a whore or a slut? Did you think they didn't actually want to do those things, or just that they didn't want to admit to wanting to do them? It's not because you didn't care about them, right? But they..."
He looked up again, marshaling his thoughts. "That's humiliation, too. It's fun, a pretty mild version of the kink for them, admittedly. But it can be harder than that; orgasm denial or forced orgasms, public exposure, that sort of thing. Things women are told by society that they're not supposed to like, that make them bad people if they allow someone to subject them to it. But none of that really works for guys, does it? I mean, a few things, modified a little bit, but not really.
"If you call most guys a slut, they'll give you a thumbs up. If you're talking about hetero shit with no toys, most sex acts aren't going to humiliate a guy. Public nudity, maybe, but not necessarily, unless it's forced. It's... the power dynamics don't work. The gender norms don't let them."
What the actual fuck. Power dynamics? Gender norms? Was this Rod or a pod person? He laughed when he saw the look on my face. "Look, I have two hobbies, and fucking married women is one of them. I've been doing it a long time, and I take it very seriously. I want everyone involved to have a good time. Yes, even the husbands. I don't need some guy coming after me with a knife." He gestured at his scar. "Again."
Rod sighed. "I made some mistakes when I was younger. Did all of this wrong. So I studied, tried to figure out what made people tick, how this should work. I thought..."
He shook his head. "You've got a humiliation kink. That's what cuckolding is, when you boil it down. Or, at least part of it. But you can't humiliate a guy sexually the same way you humiliate a woman. It just doesn't work. So, either the wife or the bull talks about how the guy has a tiny cock, even if, like you, they've got a decent one. They prevent them from having 'real' sex. Make them watch while a 'real' man fucks their wife. Cage their dick." I froze at that one. "I'm not suggesting that. Well, not right... Never mind, not the point.
"But it's... look, it's like any other kink. It should be a thing that's done so that it's fun for everyone involved. So everyone is getting off and happy at the end. And that's not what's been happening, it sounds like. Or is that not the issue?"
I thought. We were still having sex the rest of the week. Pretty great sex, actually, with just a little of the humiliation sprinkled in, enough to spice things up. But... "It just doesn't feel right. I hate that I know each week I'm going to have to deal with... with you. That it's going to be the end of my week, seeing you fuck my wife and... and not being able to do anything about it. I mean, I don't want her to leave me; I love her. I don't want to make her pick between me and you, because..." I looked away for a moment, unwilling to finish the thought.
His eyebrows shot up. "Really, Martin? I... Jesus, dude. Fuck, I'm so sorry. I keep saying it, but we really should have talked about all of this. Thought you were just... if you didn't understand all of this, then, man you've handled it like a boss. But... you really don't get it, do you?"
"Get what?"
"Dude... she loves you. Like, really, really loves you." I scoffed. "No, man. She loves fucking me, I ain't gonna lie. But she fucking loves you. If you gave her the ultimatum, if you told her 'no more of this, it's him or me,' or even 'no more fucking anyone else, no humiliation,' she... I mean, she might argue a little, but that's because... because she does love you. Because you pretty clearly get off on the humiliation. And she, you know, seems to enjoy humiliating you. But that's a fun time for her, not something she needs; she likes having sex with me, a lot. We both know it. But no, man. I'm not what she needs. You are."
"Then why did she ignore it when I got pissed?"
His expression said 'Duh' as his mouth said, "Because she thought you were enjoying it? That you were still playing? And then you didn't kick me out the next time, so you just affirmed that in her mind."
The expression softened to one of regret, reproach for himself instead of me. "Look, if... assuming you don't just kick me out? If you talk with her, seriously, making it clear this isn't just you pretending you don't want more humiliation, which is what she thinks you were doing before, she'll stop. She gets that this is supposed to be fun. I do, too. I think... I think she thought you were just playing along."
I sighed. "Why are you doing this?"
"What?"
"This." A vague gesture at him. "Acting like you care. You're already getting what you want."
"Dude." Rod looked hurt, actually hurt. "Dude, no. I do care. I mean, I thought I was getting what I wanted, but I'm not an asshole--" I snorted. "No, Martin, I play an asshole. I mean, there's a bit of the asshole at the core of it, the 'me' that likes to dominate and humiliate people, but that's... it's meant as fun. Fun for everyone."
He stood and started to pace. "Look, let's say I was, I dunno, a dom instead. Like a whips and chains dom. Say I was coming in here and, like, spanking you and Dee." He paused and looked to one side, contemplating the possibility. Then, shaking his head, he continued. "If that's something you want, and she wants, then I'm being a dom. If it's not? I'm committing assault. I'm hurting people that don't want it. One is fun for everyone involved. The other is a felony.
"And if I were a dom, I'd turn it off sometimes, too. Or really, I'd turn it on. That's what the Rod you're used to is: it's 'Heel Rod.' It's me, playing a bad guy, so I can do bad things to people that want me to do bad things and then get on with my life, and they can get on with theirs. But it sounds like you're not, and that's my fault."
He could tell I was dubious. "I dunno, Rod. Part of me thinks you're just fucking with me, that this 'sensitive' you is just another way you're going to fuck me over later. I didn't know any of this. Like, if you were a dom, we'd have had conversations about limits and the like. Safewords. This is..." I balled up my fists with frustration again.
"No, man, I get that. It's... this is messier. It'd be easier if I was just caning you and Dee, because that's... like, everyone knows you should be talking about what's acceptable ahead of time. Anyone with half a brain, that is. But this, the humiliation aspect especially, is... it's complicated. Messier, like I said.
"Is it still humiliating if I tell you I'm going to do it? If you can psych yourself up for it? Does that make it more or less humiliating? Do you want the pain of knowing it's coming, or does that lessen the pain, or is it sort of both? Different answers to that for different folks.
"And then there's how Dee will react to you being more comfortable, to knowing that things are coming down the pike and you're going to be ready for them. Does she suddenly feel more self-conscious, because this stuff is so out there that you need a warning? Does she feel bad where she wouldn't have before? Or is she happier because you're happier? But if you're into humiliation, does she feel worse because you don't get as humiliated now, which she thinks of as her fault for not knowing what you want?"
This was all so fucked. I was listening to my wife's bull tell me that he's really a nice dude just playing the bane of my existence, and that he thought we were good until the week before. And the most frustrating thing? I was starting to believe him. He'd told me more about what I liked and why I liked it than I'd gleaned in months of research on the internet, and he really did seem to want to fix what had gone wrong.
"So what are you suggesting?"
"That really depends a lot on you, Martin." Rod picked up his bottle. "You done? Want another?" I nodded, and he took both of ours to the kitchen and brought back two more. He continued. "You like the humiliation, even if you don't want to like it, right?"
"Some of it, yeah. More than I used to. Less than Dee thinks I do, probably."
He nodded. "Okay, so what else do you get out of it? Like, just being selfish, what do you enjoy about this situation?"



"Dee gets super charged up afterwards. That's fun. She really seems to enjoy herself, too, which I like. I know... I know she likes fucking you better, but--" He laughed again, and I wanted to pound his brick wall of a face in again.
"No, man. She loves fucking me, that's true. I'm great at what I do, I know that." Very humble. "But better? Nah. Nah, man. Deeper, thicker, harder, sure. Technically more skilled? Yeah. But not better."
I rolled my eyes. "Don't fucking patronize me, Rod. I know you feel bad about all this, but come the fuck on. I hear her wail like a banshee when she's with you."
"What don't you hear?"
"What? Is this some kind of fucking Zen thing?"
"It's real simple, man. And it's... I know it's hard to get it when you're in the moment, but I'll tell you: there's no tenderness there. With me, it's all big screams and loud moans and 'oh, fuck me, Rod!'" I frowned. "Sorry. But you know what you don't hear? Vulnerability. Little soft sighs. Moans that say 'this is good, you're heading in the right direction, even better, oh! this is perfect!'
"I take her, which is fun. But you? She gives herself to you, which is... man, that's everything. Not just her body, but her whole self. I'm not saying she's faking her enthusiasm with me, although I think she's... let's say amplifying it since you're there. But she knows she doesn't have to do that with you, because what she's giving you is 100% real. She might pretend to give herself to me, but that's all it is, pretend. Even when she says shit like, 'Oh, Rod, you own this pussy,' that's for my benefit and yours. It's not the truth."
Rod took a swig of his beer and pointed at me with the bottle. "Let me guess. You think that, if she had to pick between you and me fucking her for the rest of her life, it would be no contest, right?" I nodded. "Yeah, you're fucking right. I'd lose in a landslide, Martin. I know it, and she knows it. You're the only one that doesn't get that."
"Then why is she fucking you at all?"
"Because it's fun! It is fun, man. I get to fuck her in ways that you can't, just because of what I have between my legs and because I'm built like a brick shithouse, because I can swing her around like a ragdoll. She gets to be a complete and utter slut and not feel guilty about it, because I'm 'making' her do it. And she gets to humiliate you, which she knows you're into; that's what she, and me for that matter, thought you were getting out of this. What you were until..." He shrugged. "Until it felt too real."
He burped. "Excuse me." Another little surreal politeness to show that this was a different Rod. "You know the other thing she gets out of it?"
"What?"
"She gets to see how much you love her. Before I come over, you humiliate yourself to get the house ready for her, so she has a good time. Show that you're willing to do what it takes for her to be happy, even wearing a frilly, flowery apron and letting her buy outfits to show herself off for another man.
"During, you watch her. You don't storm out, you don't get pissed. You squirm, and she knows it hurts. Knows that, on some level, you like it because it hurts, sure. But also that you'll do it because you want her to be happy. That you'll let it happen, and even stay and watch if she asks, because you love her enough to take that ego hit.
"And most importantly, afterwards, she gets to see that her man, the one she chose to marry, to pledge her whole life to, still accepts her. She's doing things that society says make her a bad spouse, a bad person even. Things she wants so badly, but is expected to deny herself. But you don't make her do that, and you don't make her feel bad about who she is. And when she goes and does what she's not 'supposed' to, and then you're there for her? That's golden, man. That's love, a real and pure and unbelievably generous love, and she knows it. She'd give every bit of this up in a second for you, and she'd do it because you'd never ask her to unless you really couldn't handle it."
The big bull looked away. "I couldn't do what you do. I'm not strong enough. I know you think I'm this big macho dude, and I am. But... nah. If it was someone I loved, someone it would kill me to lose? I couldn't do it." He looked back at me. "Do you get it now? The whole reason any of this works is because of you. I'm convenient, a big dick with a big dick, but those are a dime a dozen."
His finger pointed again. "You're the special one in her life, and she knows it. Watch her next time. Don't watch how she looks at me. Watch how she looks at you. I've seen it. And I guarantee you, once she's alone, after I'm gone and you're in another room, she cries about how lucky she is to have you. About how it would destroy her if she lost you. Destroy her if you rejected her."
I took a long draw off my beer and thought. I did love her. And... yeah, he wanted to fuck Dee, so it was in his best interests to get me to buy what he was selling. But at the same time, a lot of it made sense. It explained a lot about how I felt. About how Dee had treated me; she was cruel because I got off on the humiliation, and she pushed it too far thinking it was giving me what I wanted. That could be remedied.
And even him. Seeing this version, the theoretically 'real' one, and knowing he wasn't actually trying to steal her, and, according to him, he couldn't if he tried. That made it all feel more bearable. I was relieved; not entirely, because I was still worried this was some kind of long con, or that he didn't understand as much as he thought. And also because I'd been a ball of stress for two weeks, and even a useful set of revelations can only do so much in a short time. But enough that he could see me relax.
"Okay, good. Are you understanding now? I'm not... look, trust but verify, dude. I get that. But I promise you this: I believe that every single thing I'm telling you is true. After we're done today, ask Dee to ease off. Make it clear that you're not playing, you're not begging for more humiliation, that you've actually been hurting in non-fun ways for a while. See what happens."
I nodded. "It... that helps some, what you said. I'll admit that. If you're right, I mean. But... look, it still kind of sucks. And I don't know what to do now. I... some humiliation is fine, but we've never dialed it in. I don't know how. I don't think Dee does either; the last couple of weeks shows that."
"Well, I had some ideas about that."
Rod laughed when I narrowed my eyes. "Relax, Martin. This is going to be... look, I think it'll be fun. Both because we'll get more of what you like in and because..." His face got a big, goofy grin on it as he said, "Do you watch professional wrestling?"
"Uh, not since I was a kid, no. It's, um..."
"Kinda silly? Dumb? Kid stuff? Yeah, it is. But I still love it. I used to sit with my dad and watch the greats back in the 80s like Hulk Hogan, Andre the Giant, Iron Sheik, all those guys. And then NWO, the Attitude Era, all of that stuff, too. It's a big, fun, dumb soap opera for guys, with long running plotlines, weird story cul de sacs where someone gets fired or hurt, incredibly athletic guys doing crazy stunts, just a ton of fun and spectacle." His eyes lit up when he talked about it. "I wanted to be a pro wrestler, but I fucked up both my knees in college, and... eh. I'm happy now."
"What do you do for a living, anyways?"
"Oh, I'm a nurse in the NICU. Anyways, what I do, the 'Heel' version of me is patterned on some of those WWE heels: a dash of Stone Cold, some Roman Reigns, a bit of Chris Jericho, even some Undertaker when I'm trying to be the big silent implacable guy."
I laughed. "Okay, I don't know all of those names, but I think I get it. You're being a villain. Playing a character."
He snapped his finger and pointed. "Yes! That's it, exactly. And you are, too."
"How do you figure?"
"Look, five, six days out of seven, what do you do in your life? You're a businessman. You make deals, and you have to be a hardass sometimes, right? And then for like six hours out of one day, you put on a pink floral apron and clean the house so a villain can come over and fuck your wife while you sit to one side, watching in sort-of-kind-of horror. Horror you know now that you could put a stop to in an instant. You're playing a character, just as much as I am, even if you don't think of it that way. You're doing it partly for her and partly for you, but you are."
He could tell I wasn't entirely convinced, but continued. "Have you heard the term 'kayfabe?'"
"That's a new one on me."
"Wrestling is fake." I chuckled. "Shocking, I know. But it's important that, for the sort of theater they're doing, that everyone treat it as though it's not. That's 'kayfabe,' the way that everyone knows it's fake, but treats it as if it's real, that rivalries and alliances last outside of the show, that the victories and losses are real, that it's not all choreographed. It wouldn't be nearly as fun without that willing and active suspension of disbelief.
"The term didn't show up until the eighties, but it was a thing without a name before that. Kayfabe's gotten a bit more flexible since the internet, but back in the seventies? Breaking kayfabe, or whatever it was called back then, would get you blacklisted. In fact..."
He drained his beer. "In fact, back in the seventies, there was this thing that happened. Some wrestlers were on one of those little Cessna puddlejumpers. It crashed, and they all got hurt: broken backs, ribs, concussions, all sorts of stuff. That would be bad, but what made it worse was that two of the wrestlers were heels, Ric Flair and Johnny Valentine. One of the others was Tim Woods, 'Mr. Wrestling.' A babyface, a sort of nice guy looking hero character, and also a hated rival to the two heels.
"This presented a big problem. The crash was in the news, but the WWE, WWF back then, tried to hide the details. Flair and Valentine were really badly injured. Woods got away with a concussion and broken ribs. Rumors started going around that the three of them had traveled together; this was back when the kayfabe illusion was much stronger, when a lot of people didn't just pretend it was real, but believed it was real. This getting out, getting confirmed, might have killed the WWF.
"So Woods, two weeks after the crash, still very much recovering, still walking around with broken bones, gets out there and starts wrestling again. Real wrestling. Or, okay, real fake wrestling, but still with body slams, pins, the whole thing. Just to 'prove' that he wasn't on the plane. He volunteered to do that shit, because he loved wrestling that much."
My blank face apparently wasn't getting the point across. "Okaaaay..."
Rod laughed. "Look, if I'm the heel, what does that make you? I'm the one that comes in and fucks Dee and makes her feel dirty and used and slutty and all that other shit. Uses and abuses her. You're the one that shows her she's still worthy of love, that she is loved, and that she'll be loved, even after she's humiliated you. So what does that make you?"
"A sucker?"
He snorted. "No, a face. The hero in the story. Maybe... look, it's an imperfect analogy, because all three of us are both participants and audience members, sort of. But. But." He leaned in conspiratorially. "What if you and I have our own little kayfabe? What if we work together to make this the best fucking time of Dee's life? And, at the same time... look, it's still going to be humiliating for you. That's part of the gig, and a part you like, even if you don't like that you like it. Hell, a part I like, too. But you already know that it's 'fake,' sort of. And that feels better, right?"
I reluctantly nodded. "Yeah. I mean... I still want it to be over when it's over, after you're gone. But... yeah, sitting here and talking with you like this, I feel better about it. Both what happens and how it makes me feel. Knowing... knowing it's meant in fun. It's like... like being in on the joke, sort of?"
"Right. So it's already kayfabe. You're doing it knowing it's... not fake, but not real, either. Like the wrestlers; they're athletic as hell, and they're doing backflips and shit, but they're also trying to make sure no one really gets hurt. Bruises, not broken bones. That's what I try to do, too, just mentally. Emotionally. That's what we can do together, and put on a better show for Dee while we're at it. So what do you say? 'Heel Rod' and 'Cucky Martin,' putting on the best show your guest bedroom's ever seen?"
My laughter could have probably been heard three doors down the block. It was so gloriously, delightfully dumb that I couldn't help it. He was right; Dee did love it, did love the spectacle. And what I'd been doing before... I wasn't acting. It hurt, and it only hurt. But I already knew it was going to hurt less with Rod's revelations, if Dee did back off when asked. So what would happen if I worked with Rod? This Rod, this reasonable, personable guy that put so much thought into his 'hobby,' and me, the resilient and loving husband, could really rock her world if we worked together.
I stood and put my hand out. "Let's do it."
He jumped up and hugged me, actually hugged me. "This is gonna be so great. We need to-- " A car door slammed. "Apron! Get your apron!" I hustled to get it on and tied, and in the time I did that, he had already transformed into 'Heel Rod.'
As Dee opened the door, he was jabbing me in the chest with two fingers and bellowing, "Listen here, you fucking cuck, I'm gonna-- " He looked over at her. "Ah, there she is now. Get over here, slut. I'm gonna take you to bed while your little pussy cuck husband sits here on the couch with a beer and the remote; it's so much worse when you can only imagine, isn't it, Cucky Martin?"
He winked-- fucking winked!-- at me, as he poked me in the chest again, pushing me onto the couch. I did my best to l keep an angry, unhappy face on, which was made easier as he dragged my wife into his embrace and shoved his tongue down her throat. It was easier, but still not easy. Easy enough, though. This was going to work. The bastard was right.
He was giving me time, this session, to sit and think. Turn the TV on, drink a beer, and... well, I could still hear Dee wailing like a banshee in the guest bedroom. That wasn't fun. Or it was, but I felt like it shouldn't have been.
But I also listened, and he was right. What she was with him... I had always thought of it as a bigger version of what she was with me, but it wasn't. There were similarities, of course; she was still the same woman. But there was none of the joy involved. It was sex, pure raw sex, and spectacle. I heard, for the first time, how much it was for show. He was still absolutely fucking wrecking her, I was sure, and I was sure she was cumming like crazy. But that's all it was: just fucking.
Some folks don't get the distinction; I get that. Love and sex, for some folks, are inextricably linked. Especially in a marriage. But I realized, with none of the guys she'd ever been with besides me, had she shown them actual love. I'd made her wail and howl like Rod before, albeit not as much. But he'd never made her coo and purr, never made her sigh with utter contentment as opposed to scream with pure physical pleasure.
It didn't take the sting away; not entirely. There was still the part of me that wanted to be everything to her, both the best fuck and the best lover she'd ever had. But I could never be everything to her, just like she could never be everything to me. No one could be everything to another person; it's just not possible. Even sexually. I'd had lovers that were tiny little things, that I could toss around like Rod could toss around Dee. I'd had lovers that were plump and cushiony, pleasant to hold and cuddle with as we fucked. Dee was athletic and firm, which had its own attractions, but wasn't as comfortable when just snuggled up.
I finished my beer and had another before I heard the telltale signs that Rod was about finished with Dee. They were in there for a little longer before Rod came out, banging around loudly as he did like, well, like a bull in a china shop. "Cuck!" He shouted, "Get in there and clean your fucking slut of a wife up." Then he leaned in close and said, "Remember what we talked about. Dee and I didn't talk about, well, anything, but I guarantee you that if you ask her to ease up, she will. And text me later, okay?" I nodded. His voice turned back to 'Heel Rod' again. "Well fucking go, you useless little pussy! That creampie ain't gonna suck itself out!" I sighed and he laughed, somewhere between the heel and the regular Rod, then left.
I stripped down and did clean her up. My cock was like steel as I did so, the humiliation, the noises I'd heard from her with Rod, and her beautiful, used naked body making me ready to explode. She moaned and sighed as I licked her clean, the little joyful noises that she only made with me, then orgasmed with the low, needful groan only I ever got to hear.
Dee, my beautiful, blonde, athletic wife, one of my two cruel tormentors, finally said "Did my little cuck get a nice meal? It was sooooo much, wasn't it?" She grinned and crooked her finger at me. "Come on, cucky, I want to watch you cum. Stand here next to me." I did as she asked, and she wrapped her long, dexterous fingers around my shaft. "You're going to blow before I even start, aren't you?" I could only nod, then she brought her lips close to my glans and kissed it. That was all it took; the anticipation, her touch, the cruel, loving look in her eyes. I came, painting her lips with my spend.
She laughed, licking them and my head, then started to stroke my cock vigorously. "More, cucky. I want more."
"Stop."
I moved her hand off of me. "He's gone. We're done. I don't want to hear that word anymore."
She arched an eyebrow. "What word?" She enunciated the next word carefully, smirking as she did so. "'Cuc--"
"Stop. I'm fucking serious, Dee."
Her eyes went wide. "Baby?"
My tone was grim and serious. "I meant it a couple of weeks ago when I left. When I got mad that you wouldn't stop. That... that wasn't me playing. It hurt, Dee. Really hurt, not... not the fun kind."
She sat up quickly, looking up at me. "Baby? Oh, baby, no!" Her eyes started to water. "I'm sorry, I didn't know! I love you, Martin!" Her arms went around my waist, and her face pressed against my stomach. She held onto me for all she was worth as the tears really started to come.
I patted her hair and whispered soothing words. "I know, Dee. I know. It's... this is weird. There's no... there's no rule book for what we're doing." I sighed. "I wasn't sure before. Wasn't sure if you... if you were hurting me just to hurt me. To... to show me I didn't really matter to you anymore." She sobbed loudly when I said that, and I stroked her hair again. "But you weren't. You just didn't understand."
Her head nodded vigorously against my belly, and her voice was so fearful as she spoke. "I didn't. I didn't, baby. We can... we can stop this. All of this. I never want to hurt you, not really hurt you. We can be done, I'll be... be fine without any of this. I--"
"No you won't."
She cried louder. "I will! I promise, I-- it's not worth it! I can't lose you, I--"
"I know. But... but there's something... since this started, since before, you've been looking for something. Needing to find it. And... I believe you'll stop now, for me. But I also believe you'll never really be happy until you figure it out."
"Please, Marty, please, I will, I'll--"
I crouched down next to my wife so I could look her in the eyes. "We'll find it together, okay? I love you. I'll... I'll stay with you. As long as you listen when I tell you something is too much, okay? Really too much."
Dee nodded, then let out a strangled, "Why?"



My hand stroked her cheek, and she kissed it, the tears trailing across my knuckles. "Because I love you, Dee. I'll always love you."
I held her as she wept. She was so scared, far more scared than I'd been angry. It rankled, but Rod was right. I was the one that made this work. But he was wrong, too; she couldn't give this up. She wanted to, but she couldn't. Not yet, not even if I'd asked. It would have dug into her brain and festered. Killed her love for me, not because she wanted these things, but because she needed them. Or, rather, needed something she hadn't found yet.
We showered separately after she finished crying, then ate. Dinner was quiet; not an uncomfortable silence exactly, but a sort of mournful one. Dee knew now how much she'd hurt me, and I knew, I could finally admit to myself, that she'd have to keep on hurting me for a while. I hated it. I wanted it, in a strange way, but I hated it. Most of all, though, I loved her, and I knew that the only way forward was through. And that meant the best plan was to talk to...
"Rod." The big man was dressed in khakis and a golf shirt. It was a bizarre sight, like seeing a theme park mascot with its mask off, smoking a cigarette behind one of the rides.
"Martin!" Rod grabbed my hand and pumped it up and down, as enthusiastic a handshake as I'd ever seen.
He slapped me on the back as we walked to the corner table in a bar he frequented. There were beers already waiting for us. "So, how'd it go, man? Did she ease up?"
I nodded. "Yeah, but... look, I think you were wrong about... about the other. She'd quit, yeah. But I don't think she could deal with that. With not finding whatever the hell it is she's looking for."
Rod took a drink and grimaced. "That's not good. I've misread this whole thing. I'm sorry, man. That said..." He pondered. "I think it's still a thing we can get you two past. I was looking forward to, well, to a collaboration of sorts with you. Just going bigger and bigger, giving her a bigger show for the hell of it."
I laughed, but he continued. "No, man, I had so many cool ideas! I..." He frowned. "Never mind. Maybe we can get to some of them, if they'll be helpful. But, look, there's three ways this goes, Martin, and two of them are bad. We have to thread the needle here and hope whatever she needs is on the other side of it, to mix a metaphor."
He ticked them off on his fingers. "One is that you have to tap out before she finds what she needs. I know... look, you're a tough son of a bitch, but what she needs might be on the far side of something you just can't or won't do. What if she needs to see you, I don't know, suck a cock? Could you do that?"
A vigorous shake of my head. "To save her life, yeah, probably. But not... no, not as a way to scratch her itch. If that's what she needs, she's going to keep needing it, and... no. I'm not wired that way, and I'll be miserable."
"Hey no judgment. People are who they are. So that leaves the second possibility. There's nothing for her to find. She's just..." With a grim look in his eyes, he stared down at his beer. "I've seen this go that way. The husband's need for humiliation or the wife's need for stimulation just grows exponentially until... until it matters more than their marriage. Maybe more than their whole life. They never find what they're looking for, because all they're looking for is 'more.'"
"I... I don't think..." I took a drink, putting the words together in my head. "She needs a thing. A specific thing. It's not stimulation, whatever it is. Not even necessarily sex per se. But I don't know what it is. It's some experience, but I can't, for the life of me, figure it out."
Rod's face was understanding and kind. There was admiration there, too, which surprised the hell out of me. "Well, then. It's a good thing she's got the two of us to help her find it."
The next few months were wild. Rod and I hung out more often, becoming, oddly, friends. His other hobby, which he also took very seriously, turned out to be community theater. He schooled me in how to act without overacting, some basic stagecraft, blocking, how to take a fall safely, stage combat, all sorts of other things. Most of it would never come into play; any kind of actual physical violence would have Dee throwing him out, and we both knew it. But it was fun and if he could teach me how to, say, be safely "forced" to my knees and make it look good, like I was struggling against him? We had that in our bag of tricks now.
He also worked with me on improv. We could plan out the broad strokes of what he was going to do and how I'd react, but he wanted to leave some surprises for me. Part of that was because some of the humiliation had to be real. I just wasn't a good enough actor to be believable for an entire scene. Part of it was because Dee continued to be a wildcard; this was for her benefit, after all, and if she reacted poorly to something we had planned, a quick pivot would be necessary. And part of it, frankly, was just because it was fun. Rod, normal Rod, was an enormous goofball and a lot of fun to just hang out with.
When we were on, though, we were ON. Rod introduced all sorts of new things in the bedroom, trying to find whatever it was that Dee needed. He threatened to make me suck his cock, which Dee got upset at; that was too far and went back up on the shelf. He brought another woman in several times: to fuck Dee, to dominate her, to dominate me, to masturbate me, to fuck me. I liked that last one in particular, but Dee wasn't too happy about it; she was a little snippy until I pointed out her hypocrisy. Then she absolutely fucked me into the ground for a couple weeks as a way to say sorry.
Toys, light and medium bondage, pain play, cum play, restraints for me, sensory deprivation, orgasm denial, forced orgasms, pegging, femdom: we tried a whole lot of shit out. Some of it was fun for both Dee and me, some just for her, some just for me. But that wasn't the point. Gradually, very gradually, we began to home in on what Dee needed, what she was looking for. Rod figured it out before me.
Our weekly meeting was somber. "Marty, I think I know what she needs. But..." He paused. "You're not going to like it."
I gulped. "What is it?"
Rod shook his head. "That's the problem. I can't tell you."
He had earned a certain amount of trust at this point, but my eyes still narrowed slightly. "Why?"
"Because you're going to hate it, and for it to work, you're going to have to hate it. I can tell you it won't break any of your hard 'no' boundaries, but..." He spread his hands. "I can't tell you anything else. You're just going to have to trust me that I want what's best for you and for her."
I studied the big man's scarred face. He seemed both earnest and miserable. I'd never entirely let go of the fear that this might be a trick, that he was just doing this as an elaborate con. But he'd had plenty of opportunities to fuck me over so far, and he hadn't taken advantage of it. Well, more than the obvious. If it was a con, it was a very, very long one.
"Alright." I sounded more sure than I was.
We stood and shook hands. "For what it's worth, this has been the most fun I've ever had as a bull. Thank you, Marty. You've been a great nemesis." Then he left me to sit with my beer and a mounting sense of unease.
The next week was torture. I'd gotten so used to being on the inside that being on the outside again was maddening. I knew that we had progressed far faster than usual in terms of the things that Rod was willing to do; there was stuff we'd checked off on the list that he said he often wouldn't do until years in with most couples. But me being there, giving him intel on what did and didn't work for both of us, what seemed to really get her going, that sped things up significantly.
We were also able to move faster because, knowing what was coming, I was able to get myself psyched up for it. It wasn't any easier each week; knowing what was coming meant I could acclimate faster, which meant more intense experiences, which meant we could seem like we were taking the safeties off while still keeping them on. We were able to stick, both physically and emotionally, to the "bruises, not broken bones" rule, for the most part.
Now, something extremely intense was coming. Something that gave Rod pause. Something that, by the way we parted, told me this was the endgame no matter what happened. Either Dee would find what she needed, or I'd no longer be able to keep going with her.
She could tell something was wrong. I hadn't been like this since the weeks before Rod and I had our sitdown. Dee kept asking me what was wrong, trying to soothe me, trying to guess why I was stressed. She kept asking if it was work, my parents, a friend. If it was her. But as we rolled along, as the day drew closer, she realized what it was.
"We can end this right now, Martin. I love you, and I can tell... this is.... It's like when I really hurt you."
I shook my head. "No, it's... I'm just in my own head too much. It's a bunch of little things, hon. It's not Rod." I put on my best smile, but I could tell she wasn't convinced.
Later, after dinner, we made love until the early morning. She did her best to show me that I was her man, the only one she loved, regardless of what we both knew was going to happen in a couple of days. It was wonderful, but my heart wasn't fully into it; the gnawing fear was back, and it was worse than ever. And worst of all, unlike the last time, I'd completely signed on for it. This wasn't Dee misunderstanding cues and hurting me unintentionally; this was me being hoist by my own petard.
That day, the day he was coming, I sent Dee out of the house. I was as nervous as I'd ever been, probably more nervous than the first time she went home with someone else. Told her to take a spa day, that I knew how she liked to pretty herself up before Rod came over. That stung, too, but it was a familiar pain, one that I could hang onto and use to dull the larger one. The one that came from not knowing if life as I knew it was about to end.
I cleaned the house in my frilly floral apron, another small humiliation that made the larger ones easier. It was part of a familiar ritual, and I focused on that: so far, nothing had been so bad that I couldn't overcome it. Enjoy it, even, to an extent. I would find my strength in my weakness; it was the only refuge I really had.
Dee came home, as lovely as she'd ever been. Part of me wanted to have her call Rod then and keep him away; I wanted this beauty for myself. But then, the voice in the back of my head, the one that loved her, said, "this is you keeping her, letting her do what she needs to do." I'll be honest: I went into the bathroom and had a tiny breakdown, because it hurt, even as I knew it was what she needed. She knew, I think but she didn't say anything, didn't take it as a chance to humiliate me like she might otherwise have during the pre-game. Dee knew that something was different that day.
The doorbell rang.
Dee opened the door, ready to greet Rod, but it wasn't Rod. Well, it was Rod, just not the one we'd expected. Standing there was the kind, unassuming friend I'd made over the past six months, holding a six pack and wearing khakis and a golf shirt. "Dee! You look beautiful. Can I come in?"
She looked like... well, like I imagine I looked when I first saw regular Rod. "Uh, uh, of course, Rod." As she stepped aside, he gave her a quick kiss on the cheek, no different than he might give to an old friend. Nothing romantic, nothing sexual, just affection. My wife was deeply confused.
"Marty!" He laughed. "Take that thing off, man. We're going to all sit down and have a drink and talk."
"What--?"
Rod grinned kindly at me. "Trust me, Marty. Trust me one last time." I nodded, then pulled my apron off. "Here, let me take that." He went and hung it in the kitchen as Dee and I sat on the couch.
She hissed, "What the fuck is going on?" I just patted her knee and smiled reassuringly.
Rod laughed when he came back. "Giving me the comfy chair? Thanks, bro." He handed us each a beer and coaster, then sat himself.
After taking a drink, he said, "So, Dee. I'm sure you have some questions." She opened her mouth, but he raised his hand to stop her. "I promise, I'll answer most of them, and Martin can answer any others you might have after, okay?" Her head dipped for just a second, a curt, slightly annoyed nod.
"The long and the short of it is this, Dee: Marty and I have been working together. Part of it was to improve the experience for you, part of it was to manage his discomfort, but the most important part has been to..." He chewed his lip. "I really like the two of you. I mean that both as people and as a couple. You really love each other; I've..." The big man sighed. "Well, I've been a bull for a few couples where it was clear that the love was gone, and I was just the mechanism for them to finally end things. The 'reason' that wasn't actually the reason.
"With you two, though? Even though it's clear that Marty would rather not be doing this a lot of the time-- " Dee looked at her feet and shifted uncomfortably. "-- he's completely devoted to you. And I can tell that you love him, too. I can tell that this is why you're doing this, because you love him. Because..." He took a drink. "Because you think he's going to abandon you, and you want him to. So that he can find someone who won't hurt him so much."
Her head shot up. "What? No! No, that's not--!"
He smiled sadly. "It is, Dee. You love him so much, and you think you're too fucked up to be loved in return. I've been doing this a long time. I get things wrong sometimes, but I get them right more often. I watch the way you look at him, the way you first revel in his discomfort, because you know he likes the humiliation, at least a little. Then there's the fear that he'll leave you, but it's mixed with the hope that you've finally pushed things too far." Dee started to cry.
"And then, when he doesn't reject you, the joy. When you look at him and see that he'll endure this thing for you, the love and wonder, the pure adoration. It's..." The bull's voice cracked just a tiny bit. "It's fucking beautiful. But then there's the sadness when he stops looking at you. Because you know that it's just a matter of finding the thing that will do it, that finally makes him push you away. Because it hurts you way too much to even think about doing it yourself."
"Dee?" I knew how hurt I sounded, but I couldn't help it. She shook her head, unable to speak.
His next words were said in a soft, kind voice. "But it's never going to happen, Dee. He loves you too much. You're insecure; you're beautiful and smart and successful, and you're still so worried that you're too broken for anyone to truly love you. Deep down, you think either the people that claim it are lying or they just don't understand how worthless you are. And you know that Marty's not lying, so it must just be that you haven't shown him how unworthy you are yet."
Rod laughed sadly. "It takes one to know one, Dee. Deep down, under all the bluster and bravado, I'm just as insecure as you. I just... it's like I told Marty, I could never be as strong as him. I put on my 'Heel Rod' mask and--" She looked up at him quizzically. "Marty will explain later-- I put my mask on, and then I'm this unstoppable fucking machine that can have any woman and humiliate any man and I'm the biggest fucking badass on the face of the earth. But I'm not. I'm--" He shook his head. "Doesn't matter. This isn't about me."
He took another swig of his beer and pointed the bottle at me. "Your husband has been working with me for six months to make bigger and better spectacles for you. I've pushed through shit I wouldn't have tried for years if it wasn't for him working with me, so that we could find what it was you need. He wants to help you so much, he'll do just about anything."
Dee looked at me, wide-eyed, and said, "Martin? What does he mean?"
"I-- Dee, I love you. And I can tell there's something missing. I didn't know what it was, but I knew... knew we couldn't stay together if we didn't figure it out. And if Rod is right..." I shook my head. "Dee, I'm not going to leave you. You're wonderful; I don't like all of this stuff, but everything else? So much more than makes up for it. Sweetheart, he's right: I would do just about anything for you."
Her eyes filled with tears. "But, I... God, baby, I'm a fucking monster! I do these things to you, and they hurt you, and I know they do, but I can't-- I need you, I know I do! But-- God, I want to say that I love you, but who does this shit to someone they love? I can't... I say it, but it can't be true, because what the fuck kind of love is that?
Rod sadly said, "The kind a lot of us have. I-- Look, Dee, I ruined a happy marriage because I was broken. I didn't know how to deal with-- to deal with my own insecurities. My way was to..." He looked up at the ceiling. "I told you before, Marty, that I'm just playing a character. And it is, now. But it didn't used to be. I was so angry and so... brittle, I guess. Couldn't stand to be challenged. And in a marriage, you have to be challenged, don't you? You're trying to build a future together."
He looked at Dee. "Martin's been really on edge this week, right? Super anxious, worse than that time when you and he had the talk, right?"
"You know about that?" He nodded. "Yeah. I've... I almost called and canceled with you. I can't... I won't put him through this anymore. I'm broken, I know that, but there has to be-- has to be something else I can do. I didn't mean for things to get here. They just-- I just ended up here." She turned to me. "God, Marty. Oh god. I'm so sorry, baby, I'm--" She started to sob, and I just held her as she cried. "I don't want to lose you! I'm so fucking selfish! I love you, but I'm too weak to do what's best for you, so I try to make you get out, save yourself from me. I--"
I angled her face up to mine and kissed her, silencing her protests. "No, Marty, I--" Another kiss, more forceful this time.
"Dee. I love you. I'm not going to leave you. You're fucked up? Maybe I am, too. But we'll figure it out." I nodded at Rod. "He's given us an idea of what's going on; we can figure it out from there. You were all ready to call things off; that says something on its own, that you're finally... well, you're finally willing to face this head on."
Then, I had a nagging curiosity. "What did you have planned for today, anyways?"
Rod laughed. "Oh, man, it was huge. I had a couple of guys coming over and--" Then he grimaced. "Ah, you know what? Never mind. What I realized was that... Look, I knew what the problem was. I knew that you two loved each other. I just had to..."
He looked up at the ceiling. "I was going to go big, like I said. Then I was going to pretend that we hadn't been working together the whole time, tell Dee everything while mocking you. Really twist the screws. But then I realized I only needed to do one of those things: break kayfabe. Just break it and talk it all through with you, not as a bull, a cuck, and the woman they were struggling over, but three people that are each fucked up in their own way."
Dee perked up. "Kayfabe? Like, pro wrestling?" We both looked at her, confusion written across our faces, and she beamed happily. "What? I saw GLOW on Netflix."
We sat and talked for a while, all of us, laughing and joking like friends. Which we, kind of, sort of, oddly were. Rod and I explained how we'd started our collaboration, how we'd trained, worked out what to do next, laid the whole thing out for her. She was a little pissed at first at being manipulated, but as she saw the shape of what we'd done, what I'd done for her, I could see the wonder in her eyes grow and grow. "You did all of this for me? You would have... you'd take on that much pain to make me happy?" I nodded.



Rod patted her hand. "He's a good man, Dee. The toughest son of a bitch I've ever met. And he loves you. Stop trying to push him away; it's not going to work. Just be glad he loves you." He finished his beer and stood. "Well, folks, I think it's time to head on out."
Dee chuckled as we stood. "Off to find another couple to dominate?"
The big man shook his head. "Nah. I've got a few more years in me, probably, but I want to go out on a high note. And this? You as a lover and Marty as my nemesis? And getting to help you two past your shit? Man, it's not going to get any better than that."
He kissed her on the cheek and wrapped us both in a big bearhug. Then, he walked out the door and out of our lives.
Things weren't easy after that, but we persevered. Therapy uncovered hidden trauma that Dee had repressed; it found some for me as well. I dialed back things at work, trying to find a balance where I didn't have to go go go win win win constantly every single day, so that the sting of humiliation didn't feel like a respite. Dee confronted her past and came out of it a better person and a better wife. On one level, I wish we'd never started down this path. On another, I don't know that we would have made it; looking back, Dee had regularly been giving signals that she thought she was defective and I should try to do better than her.
We did see Rod one more time. Three years after that last session, the one where Dee got to meet the real Rod and find out what we were up to, she gave birth to our first child, Julia. She looked just like me, except that she had her mother's fair hair. Everything went well, and momma and baby were resting well, but we had an unexpected visitor.
"Well, I saw the names in the system, but I would never have believed it!" The big man's big voice was muted as he came in. He was in scrubs and looked extremely tired. "My god, it's so good to see you two! Clearly things worked themselves out." He winked at me and stepped close to Dee. "May I?"
My beaming wife placed our bundle of joy in those giant hands, and his face lit up. "Oh, who's just the cutest widdle girl?" Looking at me, he chuckled. "Man, she looks just like you. Poor kid." He cradled our little Julia and started talking to her again. "Oooo, Uncle Rod's just kidding, you're gonna be the prettiest little thing, aren't you?" It was then that I noticed the ring on his finger.
"You got married?" Words I never thought I'd utter to him.
It was the biggest, most sheepish grin I'd ever seen. "Yeah, ol' Rod finally settled down. Found the woman to tame me. She's got two kids of her own; her ex was a real piece of work. It's been..." He smiled, happier, truly happier than I'd ever seen him. "Man, it's been great." He handed Julia back to me. "I wish I had more time to catch up, but I have to get back to work. Congratulations again, both of you."
Dee and I just stared at each other, then started laughing. I gave Julia back to Dee and gave my wife a gentle, loving kiss. This was the life I'd always wanted, shared with the woman I'd always love. Her adoring eyes told me that she felt the same thing.
The paths our lives take can be twisting and strange, but I have to believe that we meet the people we need to meet. Sometimes we're not brave enough to take the steps we need to; sometimes we need assistance from the most unlikely of sources. But the people and choices that led me here, no matter how much pain they may have once caused me, were more than worth it.
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"I'm sorry, Craig, but it's Ferdinand that I love."
My wife's hand was inside the Eurotrash's shirt, one of those open, rippling blouses the guys on her romance novel covers wear. He had long black hair, dark eyes, and a smoldering look that reminded me of nothing so much as Derek Zoolander's Blue Steel.
"I understand, Jess." What? No I didn't.
My wife's pretty green eyes showed so much relief at this. "You've been a good husband and provider, Craig. I hope you know that. And you've been... fine, I suppose, in bed, but Ferdinand has a ten inch cock, and he's so... virile." Jess tossed her head to the side as she laughed happily, her chestnut hair cascading down her back.
"Sí, Craig. I have already impregnated her with the third child, the one you will never give her." Wait, third child? But what about our second?
Jess pouted at me. "Oh, baby, I can see you're confused. But in addition to his twelve inch cock, Ferdinand has a doctorate in temporal physics. He went back in time and gave me my second child a year ago. And I'm thrilled to say, he went back even farther; Millie's isn't yours, either, Craig."
The smoldering physics professor-slash-underwear model adjusted his glasses. "You are quite a man, Craig. Not in the ways that matter, of course, but in the way that you can provide for a family fiscally. Gracias for taking care of my woman and my children."
"Honey, I'll always care for you, but I just need Ferdinand's sixteen inch dick. It just gets sooooo deep inside me. Always puts the sperm right into my womb." Wait, sixteen?
Mrs. Robinson, my sixth grade math teacher stepped out from behind a column with a yardstick. "Yes, Craig, eighteen. Whip it out, Ferdinand." He reached into his pants and--
"Aaah!"
Jess rolled over. "Baby?" She blinked the sleep from her eyes. "Are you okay?" Her hand rubbed my chest, trying to soothe me.
We were in our bed, not on a terrace in the French Riviera. There was neither an ethnic stereotype Time Lord nor a terrifying matronly math teacher in the room with us. My breathing eased. "Yeah, Jess. Yeah, just a nightmare."
My darling wife cuddled up to me, nuzzling into my neck. It was early, but not too early, a little after five according to the clock. "Mmm, you want to talk about it?"
I chuckled. "No, it was... it was silly." It was, but also disquieting in a way I couldn't put my finger on. I wasn't worried about Jess cheating; she was the most loyal, loving wife a man could ask for. I'd watched her knee a guy in the balls, one that looked about as hot as Ferdinand, for touching her shoulder after she'd told him she was married one time.
She kissed my chest. "It can't have been that silly if you woke up shouting, baby." Propped up on one elbow, she said, "Why don't you tell me about it?"
Because I felt like an idiot. "Promise you won't laugh?"
Jess giggled. "Not with a preface like that, no." She kissed me sweetly. "But I promise that, after I'm done, I'll help you through it. Good enough?"
She did, in fact, laugh quite a lot. The thing that tickled her the most seemed to be the ever-increasing dimensions of Ferdinand's cock, although the time traveling insemination made her guffaw, too. Wiping a tear from her eye, she said, "Oh, babe. I love you. But your dreams are really not subtle at all, are they? Ferdinand? The bull?"
I sighed. "No, not really."
My lovely wife delicately touched my cock. "I love this dick, Craig. Love the man it's attached to. Love everything about it and him." She kissed me softly. "But that's not what it's really about, is it?"
"No. And I don't think it's about... You got pregnant with Millie really fast. I'm not worried about this second go around, either. Not really." I laughed. "Been enjoying it immensely in fact."
My dick twitched, and Jess laughed. "Mmm, me too." She started to run her finger up and down it. "So it's about the other?"
"Yeah, I think so."
Her expression was sympathetic, but I knew she was tired of talking about it. Jess loved me, though. "Babe, I told you, you don't have to get the vasectomy."
I didn't cringe at the thought anymore, at least not outwardly. "No, I don't have to, but it makes the most sense. You only want to have two kids..."
She raised an eyebrow. "Me? I thought 'we.'"
"I dunno. I kind of want three. But it's your body, and you want two." She opened her mouth. "It doesn't matter. Either way, eventually we're going to want to be done. And when it's time to be done, well... I know we're not going to stop fucking, that's for sure."
She bit her lower lip in that way that reminded me exactly why we weren't going to stop fucking anytime soon. Most men look at my Jess and see a very attractive, desirable woman. But I know what's going on in her head, and to me? She's absolute sex on a stick when she does that, when she shows me that she wants me as much as I want her.
I continued, thoroughly distracted. "We both hate condoms, and the pill is... I appreciate that you use it, but I know it makes you kind of miserable. And..." I chuckled.
Jess kissed my neck and whispered in my ear. "...And when I'm off the pill, I want to fuck you every night like we did when we first met."
"I mean, yeah. That's, ah, that's a big incentive." I kissed her again, a little longer than I should have if we were going to finish this conversation before we got to giving Millie a sibling. "But none of the other options are great, either. So it's surgery for you or for me, and it's just a lot safer, statistically, for me to get it done."
She nodded sadly. "Babe, I love you. You can be as logical as you want about it, but I get it. I know it's bothering you. I know that, even if you never wanted to get another woman pregnant--" My wife growled, "-- and you better not, mister-- it's still a thing that feels like a biological imperative. Like you're almost betraying yourself by making it so that you can't do it. Like you're...." She sighed. "Like you'll feel less like a man."
Jess climbed on top of me, stroking my cock. I was already hard, but she really liked to go that extra mile. "I get it, babe. I do. I'd feel... relieved somewhat, but also weird if I got my tubes tied. But I just want to keep reminding you of something." She leaned over and kissed me, then kept her face close to mine. "You're about to knock your wife up for the second time. You're sexy as fuck. You're the best man I've ever met, with a thick, hard, fuck me until I scream cock. And a vasectomy? Ain't gonna change any of that."
She kneeled upright again, taking my dick and rubbing it along her labia. "I love you, Craig." My beautiful wife slid down my shaft, her eyes closed, a quiet, happy sigh escaping her lips as she filled herself. "And I love this fucking cock." Looking down at me, with a blissful smile on her face, she stroked my cheek as she began to move. "S- so good, babe. So ha-hard."
I crossed my hands behind my head. Jess always loved to begin this way when she was on top, in control for a little bit; I did, too. It would change soon, our coupling would, but for now, I just wanted to watch this incredibly sexy woman use me for her pleasure, even as she gave it in return. Her breasts swayed tantalizingly, making me want to take one of the lovely thick nipples in my mouth, but I resisted. "You're so beautiful, Jess."
If she hadn't been riding me, grinding her clit against my pubic bone and moaning my name softly, I'd have said the grin on her face now was shy. But there was nothing shy about her; certainly not her need, which was now growing at an almost exponential rate. I knew what she wanted, but it was just so much fun to tease her, especially after she laughed at my anxiety dream. I moved just a little bit, throwing off her rhythm, and she whined. "Did you need something, babe?"
Her nails dug into my chest suddenly. "A-- aahhh asshole!" Well, if she insisted. My hands moved to her hip, then past and around, a finger teasing her tight, virgin anus; my fingers or a small toy were fine there, welcome even. But she was far too frightened of something as thick as my cock. "Eep!" She jumped just a bit, then started laughing. "You know what I m-- mean! Fuck me, you bastard!"
"Oooooh, I get it now." I grabbed her hips. "And you will too, love."
Her voice turned incoherent as I began to thrust up into her, slamming into her in the way that she preferred. Jess loved for me to be rough as her orgasm approached, and from the way her pussy was fluttering around my cock, I knew this one would be incredible.
She did not disappoint.
Her incoherent sounds grew louder and louder, shifting from a low groan to a quiet wail. She shuddered violently, falling forward and bracing herself on my chest as I continued to pump into her. "Good girl. Good girl. Come for me, Jess. Do it. Fucking love watching you come, baby." I don't know if my words were what tipped her over the edge, but her motion, both in her limbs and inside her, became more energetic, then her pussy clamped down on me as she howled loudly.
I kept at her, slowing only slightly, trying to extend her pleasure. As she gained control of herself again, she pleaded. "F-fuck Craig. Please, p-- please. Cum. Cum, Craig, please cum, fucking knock me up babe, I want your baby, please--!" She closed her eyes, reveling in the heat she felt inside, spurting up into her body, splashing against her cervix. "Ooooohhhh babe, it's so much. So fucking much. Love it. Love you." She slumped down on me and nuzzled into my chest. "Love you, Craig. Such a good Daddy. Gonna... mmm. Gonna make me a Mommy again."
It was very early in the morning, long before our alarms would go off. We probably should have had her roll off and lay with her legs up for a bit, but if it didn't happen this time, that would be fine. This was the fun part; we both knew our equipment was working, and we'd agreed to not stress about it like we had with Millie. Instead, she fell asleep on my chest, with me still inside of her. We took advantage of that in the morning as well.
I'd like to say that talking with her eased my concerns. It did, a little, but we'd already had variations on that talk before; not ones that concluded in such a fun way, but still. When it came down to it, I was opting to get surgery on my junk, and that surgery would make it so that I couldn't ever have another kid. There was a sense of anxiety with the first and loss with the second, even if, rationally, I knew it was the right choice.
I'd done plenty of research, and I knew how tiny the risks were. But I had also read horror stories. And the problem with people in general, and me in specific? We're really, really vulnerable to anecdotal evidence, especially if the anecdotes sway us towards something we already want. I wanted to not have scalpels near my dick; that's about as close to a universal male experience as you're going to get.
There were guys at my work and friends that had gotten vasectomies; none of them had any complications. That helped. Even the recovery wasn't supposed to be too bad. But still. Scalpel. Dick.
Jess, bless her, got it. I already didn't like hospitals or doctors. Hated the idea of any kind of surgery. She didn't push about it at all, because she knew, ultimately, I'd make the right decision. I'd made the right decision. I just had to follow through when the time came; I comforted myself with the knowledge that I had at least nine months to get off my ass, but that also meant I had nine months to dwell.
The rest of that week went by pretty fast. I loved my wife, liked my job, absolutely adored my daughter. It's not like I was constantly thinking about it, but I did have one more visit from Ferdinand and his thirty two inch dick. My teeth also fell out in that dream; not sure what that was about.
Jess and I were "trying" hard that week, her most fertile window, and I was giddy at what would come at the end of it. Thankfully, unlike a lot of couples that were trying to conceive, it hadn't been too hard for us the first time, and we were able to keep it fun. Jess usually did something special at the end of each cycle to celebrate, and I was looking forward to seeing what she had planned.
When I came in, the house was quiet. That was different; Millie was two now, old enough to run to me and slam into my legs for a hug. It didn't happen this time, and I felt a little sad. But that only lasted for a minute.
"Hey, babe." My lovely wife was dressed for date night. Well, mostly dressed for it. No shoes, just a short dress that showed her curves off. One tight enough to show the lack of panty lines. "Millie's at your folks' tonight. I told them we wanted to have a little grownup time." She slunk towards me and gave me a deep, loving kiss. "Hungry?"
I took a shot. "We could skip to dessert..."
She kissed me again, then grabbed my hand and dragged me to the kitchen. "Nuh uh, mister. I didn't spend all that time making lasagna for you to let it get cold. Besides..." She winked. "You're going to need your strength."
We talked and laughed as we ate. Jess and I tried to make time for date nights, and with one child it was reasonably doable. We both knew that would change when the next one came along, remembered the long sleepless nights that sapped our energy and tested our patience. But right now, it felt like we were newlyweds again, just ones with more wisdom and a few more wrinkles. She was still the most beautiful woman I'd ever met, and I was the luckiest guy in the world.
I loved damn near everything about her. She was quick witted and funny. Compassionate. The way her nose crinkled when she laughed, the serious tone she took when discussing something she truly cared about, her ability to effortlessly switch between wife and friend and mother and whatever else she needed to be; I could only marvel at her.
Her eyes sparkled. "What are you thinking so hard about?"
"You. How much I love you."
Her eyes went down to the table, a slight smile playing across her face. "Flatterer."
I took her hand. "No, Jess. I love you so much. Every day we're together... God, I can't tell you how lucky I feel."
"So, the lasagna was that good?"
My eyes narrowed and that goofy laugh of hers filled the air.
"Awww." A little affected pout. "Does that mean you don't want your dessert?" She stood and started to walk to our bedroom. "Leave the dishes for later, lover."
Once inside, she handed me a small gift wrapped box. "I have a couple presents for you, babe."
Such a sweetheart. I'd need to get her something later; not because it was expected, but specifically because she didn't ask for anything in return. She was great, and she deserved to know she was appreciated. I opened up the package and found... a squeeze bottle. "Uh?"
While I was distracted with the box, Jess had pulled her dress over her head and climbed onto the bed. I stepped towards her and she put one foot on my chest. "You're going to need that if you're going to, ah, open up your other gift, babe." I took a look at it and found a pair of very recognizable letters on it.
My eyes bugged out. "Really?"
Jess laughed. "Yes, really. I..." She grinned. " I was gonna leave it for our post-pregnancy test celebration, but I, hah... well, I've been getting myself ready for you, and I decided that I wanted to let you open your presents early." She licked her lips. "The toys, the ones I've been using to get ready for you, they've been, um, enlightening and... Craig, I really, really want you to fuck my ass."
It's incredible how fast a properly motivated man can undress.
My lovely bride laid on the bed with her legs spread wide, fingering herself as she watched me strip. Her freshly shaved pussy was slick with her juices. "Don't make me wait, babe. I've been thinking about this all day. All week, really. You've been trying to knock up your good girl all week, and do you know what I want to be now?" Jess slowly licked her fingers clean. "What I really want to be is your dirty girl."
That was it. She laughed loudly as I dove between her legs, licking first at her delicious, dripping snatch. "Oh!" I felt her hands on my hair. "Oh, babe, no, so ready, want you to--" And then her words were lost in a low moan as my tongue slipped lower to lick at her pink rosebud for the first time. "Aah oh oh babe oh fuck!"
Jess was clean tasting, a hint of soap mixed with the juices that had tickled down her perineum. The noises coming from her were guttural and primal, pants and grunts as I tickled at her anus, then a soft gasp as my tongue pressed inwards on it. My hands moved hers to her cheeks, and she pulled them apart, opening herself fully to me. My low chuckle at her need did something to her, made my tongue vibrate in a way that made her shudder and hold still, expectant of what would come next.
When I pushed my tongue into her, sliding it deep inside, she let out a choking sob. At first, I thought I'd hurt her, but the begging that began then told me how wrong I'd been. "Oh god Craig, please babe, it's so good, please, I need you to-- ah! Fuck please fuck please I aaaaah!" She screamed as the first orgasm took her, the first of many that night. My hands held her thrashing form in place as my tongue brought her to climax over and over again, sphincter squeezing down on it as she moaned and pitched and pleaded until she could barely move. Until she stopped pleading for release and instead pleaded for me to release her.
I moved up her body, kissing along it, chuckling again at the little twitches that her body made. When I reached her face, she grabbed mine with both hands, pulling me to her and probing my mouth with her tongue as I'd only moments before probed at her. She was tasting herself on me, and she seemed to love it. Jess was almost frantic in her ardor, whether because of the taste itself or the taboo nature of what I'd done for her or the anticipation of what I would soon do, I didn't know. I'd rarely seen her as unhinged as this before, a woman completely possessed by her lust and her love.
My beautiful wife broke away with a gasp. "Oh my god, Craig! Oh my god, you didn't need to-- I just wanted to show you, show you how much I loved you, how--" I kissed her again, silencing her. "But-- but why? It was so good, but why?" Her eyes searched mine, those beautiful emerald orbs I could so easily get lost in.
"Well, I didn't get you anything. Hardly seemed fair."
She slapped my shoulder. "You fucking jerk! I was mmf-" I kissed her again, fiercely and possessively.
My voice growled. "Because I wanted to taste my dirty girl before I fucked her ass. I wanted her to know what she tasted like, so she'd be ready when she cleaned my cock later." Her breath caught. "I fucking love you, Jess. Fucking love that you're about to be completely mine. My little three hole slut. And you love it, too, don't you, dirty girl?"
She nodded eagerly.
"That's why I did it. Because I fucking love everything about you. You're everything to me, Jess, everything I could ever want in a woman." Her smile was broad and proud as I knelt between her legs. "Pull your legs up, beautiful. I want to see your face while I take your last virginity."
She laughed. "While you take it, huh? Such a brute." Her eyes were alive with desire as she watched me spread lube on my cock. "God, you're so fucking hot, Craig." My lube-slicked fingers penetrated her, and those beautiful eyes closed as she reveled in the sensation. "Mmm, I want you to stretch me. I know you'll be gentle, lover. Know you'll take good care of-- ah!" A third finger joined the first two, spreading her. "Ooooh so good to me, baby."
I worked in silence for a little while, preparing her, as she made little moans and sighs. But then it was time. The head of my cock lay against her anus, this final barrier about to be breached. I looked in her eyes, and she nodded imperceptibly. There was resistance at first, but she pushed out, and my persistence was rewarded. As the glans pushed past that tight ring, she let out a tiny whimper, placing a hand on my stomach. "W-- wait. Need-- wait."



I stayed as still as I could, an act made almost impossibly difficult by my desire for her. But I loved her, and I would make this as good for her as she wanted to make it for me. Then, as I thought I could hold back no longer, she whispered. "More. Please, Craig, more."
The whimpering returned as I pushed centimeter by centimeter into her, the thick shaft forcing it from her. But they were not whimpers of pain, or at least not primarily. They mingled with a moan, a greedy wanton need turned into sound. Her eyes were on mine, watching me, pleased with herself and with my restraint. But she could tell that restraint would come to an end soon, that once I had bottomed out in her it would be all but gone.
When our bodies met, when I was buried to the hilt in my wife's ass, I grabbed her hips, as if I needed to grip them to keep myself there. Her hand touched my face, stroking it gently, then she said. "I love it, baby. I'm so sorry I waited so long, so sorry I was scared. It's so-- ah!" She laughed as I twitched in her. "Oh, god, baby, I need-- please, I'm ready, please fuck me Craig!"
There were no more words then for a long time. I was too focused on prolonging the experience; if she hadn't been draining me every night for a week, I'm not sure I would have lasted more than a minute. She was focused on her pleasure, and the noises she made were animal ones, the noises of a beast rutting. I had thought that, perhaps, I had wrung all of the orgasms I could out of her with my tongue, but I was very, very wrong. Finally, all of my will was gone. "Fuck, Jess, I'm gonna--"
Her eyes shot open and she pleaded with me, "Fuck, baby, please fill me, I want your cum in my ass, I need to-- oh fuck, I can feel you throb, oh baby, I mmmmmm yesssss!" My hips slammed into her cheeks one last time as I emptied my balls deep into her guts, cumming to the sound of my dirty girl's begging.
My body was hunched over Jess, sweat dripping off of me. I felt her wriggle slightly, signaling me to move. She pouted as my cock slid from her, leaving her ass empty, but as I lay beside her, she moved down the bed and took me into her mouth instead. It was not an attempt to revive me, only the fulfilling of an unspoken promise. She cleaned me, bobbing her head up and down on my cock, tasting herself and my cum intermingled on it.
When she was sufficiently happy with her efforts, she let my half-hard dick slide out of her mouth with a tiny pop, then planted a playful kiss on it. Smiling up at me, dick resting on her cheek, she chuckled, "Like your surprise?"
We cuddled for a bit, then took a shower together. I cleaned her with my fingers and a warm washcloth. She hissed slightly as I did so; I had been a bit too overeager in my earlier efforts. But when she saw the concern on my face, she said, "Oh no, mister. I wanted all of that. And I'm going to want it again, very, very soon. Just, ah, maybe not for a day or two."
I hadn't been immediately ready when she took me in her mouth previously, but she did again in the shower. Once hard, I pulled her to her feet. I had had her mouth and ass tonight already. I wanted the trifecta. Pushing my gorgeous wife against the tile, I fucked her pussy from behind, roughly taking her in he way I knew that she loved best. When I pulled Jess's hair as we both came, she howled my name. When I held her afterwards, she whispered how much she loved me.
We had a little midnight snack afterwards; there actually had been a dessert besides her, and we fed each other sweets under dimmed lights. She had a naughty grin on her face, one mirrored on mine; we were two high school kids that had managed to sneak in our first time while the grownups were away from home. We had been each others' first, and it was oddly sweet, considering which first it had been.
As we laid in bed cuddling later, I asked, "So why tonight?"
Jess nuzzled into my neck. "I told you. I'd been getting used to being stretched a little and found that I liked it. Really, really, really liked it. And I just... mmmm, I couldn't wait."
"So this wasn't about my vasectomy? Not offering alternate options?"
She laughed loud and long into my side. "God, that ego. No, dork, it was because I wanted you to fuck my ass. Isn't that enough?"
I kissed her hair. "More than. Love you, Jess."
"Love you too."
I heard her breathing slow and change. She was asleep, but I couldn't join her yet. Instead, I thought about what she'd done. What she'd given me.
She hadn't done it because she was trying to make me feel better; she was just trying to make me feel good. Well, her, too, but we both knew that she wouldn't have done any of this if I hadn't been so keen on it. She had been afraid, and she had done it anyways, and it had turned out wonderful for both of us.
I nodded to myself as I closed my eyes. I could do the same. I loved her, and she'd never push me on it, but I'd do it even though I was a little scared. She might not have been trying to make me feel better, but she had. Once we had our second child-- or maybe our third, we'd have to see-- I'd get the procedure done; my reservations were gone, pushed aside by my love for her and her example to me.
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Marge was sitting at the small table, looking out the window and wringing her hands together. Her eyes were moist; not full of tears, not yet, but right on the verge. When she heard me enter, though, the first one slid down her cheek. "Charlie, baby. We need to talk."
That phrase never presaged a happy conversation. Everyone, man or woman, married or single, knows that. I knew it better than most. Sitting down in the chair next to her, I said, "What is it, love?"
She swallowed, unable to speak for a moment. "I-- Charlie, I'm so sorry. I don't know how to tell you this."
It hurt her so much to say. I knew; I'd known for a long time. But she was confessing to me now, and I would let her. "Marge, I love you. Whatever it is, we'll get past it."
My wife sobbed, a single solitary sob, and said, "Baby, please. I don't know if we can. I-- God, Charlie, I love you so much, but I-- I-- Oh god, Charlie. I cheated on you." Her hand covered her mouth as the waterworks started in earnest.
"What?"
Marge nodded, unable to speak at first. Her mouth opened and closed a few times, then she said, "I'm so sorry, Charlie. I... we..."
I took a deep breath and let it out. "Tell me what happened, Marge. Why? Who?"
"Milt. It-- it was Milt." She sniffled, and I handed her a tissue. "He-- You had been so angry after we fought. I don't-- I can't even remember what we fought about. A few months ago, I mean. I was mad and I went to the bar and got drunk, and he..."
"Milt, your ex Milt?" I raised my voice just a touch, an angry tone to it.
She wailed, "I'm so sorry!"
"Was it just the once?"
Her head emphatically shook 'No.' "I didn't... Charlie, I promise, I didn't even mean for it to happen once, but I was drunk and mad, and I don't even remember most of it. And during... during he had taken pictures, ones where... where I was wearing my wedding ring and--" She choked. "He told me he'd tell you, show you the pictures if I didn't... if I wouldn't keep..."
I knew the answer, but I had to ask. "How long?"
Marge looked down at her hands, afraid of the rage in my eyes. "Since then. A couple times a week, while you were at work. He'd come by and-- and he'd wave the pictures around, tell me he'd send them to you. His face wasn't in them and--" Marge looked up. "Please, baby, please! I didn't want to do it! I promise! But I didn't-- I can't lose you! I'm sorry!"
A tear ran down my face. It hurt to listen to her confession, hurt even more to see her like this. There was an angry edge in my voice. "You can't ever do this again, Marge. Never. I can forgive the mistake you made this once. And I understand why you didn't tell me, but it hurts that you didn't. I'll--" I put my hand on hers. "We'll figure it out. I love you, Marge. I'll always love you. Just never again, okay?"
Her expression was indescribable. Surprise, amazement, joy, love, hope, all mixed together into one expression. "You-- really, Charlie? You'll forgive me?" I nodded solemnly. She hobbled up off her chair and sat in my lap, sobbing.
I guided my frail, tired love to the too-small bed and held her in my arms. Marge cried herself to sleep, tears of sorrow and relief mixing together and falling on my chest. She was out within minutes. When she was finally down, I brushed a silver tress away from her face and gently kissed her forehead. Then, slipping out of the bed, I watched my wife of almost fifty years sleep.
Marge's small room in the memory care facility was filled with mementoes of our life together. Pictures of our kids and grandkids, our friends, wedding photos, and small tchotchkes lined shelves and walls.
On the table sat a vase, once broken and now reformed. The cracks in the vase were filled with gold, in some cases replacing small pieces that had been lost. When Marge had told me of her infidelity and Milt's blackmail, I had taken this vase, a gift from her beloved grandmother that had died shortly after we were married, and threw it against a wall, shattering it. Then I stomped out of the house, afraid I would turn my rage on her.
I had been an angry and arrogant young man, so certain there was more to her infidelity, so sure that she had done it all of her own free will. I would've ended our marriage then and told myself it was all her doing. But the fight that drove her to leave on the night she cheated had been over nothing. My anger, the demon that would surface at the drop of a hat, was something she'd lived with for a long time, and I had finally pushed her too far. Pushed her into the arms of a predator.
I know that now. At the time, I couldn't accept it, so I chose to believe she was a willing participant. Marge could be very prickly; I got angry, but she also pushed my buttons when she was feeling insecure. She'd never gone so far as to cheat, but she was beautiful and, when she wanted to get a rise out of me, flirtatious. It wasn't until I crashed with Joe, a buddy I worked construction with, that Sandy, his wife, read me the riot act. And then, more importantly at the time, she told me Marge wasn't the only woman Milt had done this to.
He was a weedy little prick, handsome and charming in an oily way. Always willing to buy a lady a drink. Always, it turned out, willing to slip something into it when her back was turned. He'd been a shit when he and Marge had gone together, but he'd gotten worse as the years went by, going from lothario to... well, we didn't have a term for it back then. "Date rapist" is what they'd call it a decade or so later.
I didn't kill him. It was a narrow thing, his survival, but he walked with a limp for the rest of his life, and those prettyboy features were smashed to bits; the bastard could have given Quasimodo a run for his money. And, of course, I didn't do anything at all; while Milt was broken and almost bleeding out in an alley, I was playing poker at Joe's with him and three other good union boys, and his wife was kind enough to keep the beer flowing. This was before DNA and CSI and all of that other acronym bullshit, so it was our word against his. He left town a year or so later; hopefully he got hit by a bus somewhere out there.
Marge stirred in her sleep, quietly muttering something indistinct. This had not been a great morning for her. The best days were the ones where she'd recognize me, knew where she was, and knew why she was here. Those were getting fewer and farther between.
The kids had helped me get her into the center after a near-disaster. I had been napping, and Marge wandered out of the house. She was missing for hours before the folks living in our old apartment called to let me know she'd been banging on the door and demanding to be let in.
After Milt, things were touch and go with our marriage for a while. I knew she'd been tricked and abused. I knew I'd been an ass, that I had to get my anger under control. I knew we loved each other. But knowing was one thing and doing was another. Turning that knowledge into self-improvement and forgiveness and a renewal of trust was the hardest thing we'd ever do. Marge and I spent a lot of time with our pastor, our friends, and our family trying to get back to something like the marriage we'd had before.
We made our way there eventually. There were recriminations, fear, and anger, but there was always love. Marge was a new woman. Her brush with real evil made her realize how petty she could be at times. My last truly violent act was against Milt, and when I realized how much I had contributed to the near-end of my marriage, I worked as hard as I could to keep that rage at bay. I wasn't perfect, nor was she, but we both worked at ourselves and at our marriage.
The shattered vase went into a box in the closet; I thought it beyond repair, but Marge couldn't bear to part with it. It wasn't until we visited an art museum while Marge was pregnant with our first child that I found a way to put it back together.
The museum was running an exhibit on a Japanese art form called kintsugi that used precious metals to repair broken objects, making them whole again while also highlighting the cracks and flaws that had once broken them. The philosophy behind it was called wabi-sabi, the embracing of flaws and imperfections as their own part of something, a mark of its history.
On our anniversary that year, I presented Marge with the repaired vase, run through with seams of gold. She took my hand, with tears in her eyes, and whispered, "It's us." I simply nodded and kissed her. We would never be who we'd been before, but we could be whole. We could be beautiful.
I stepped next to her bed and stroked her hair. She was so peaceful when she slept, her face free of the tension and worry I too often saw on it these days. She had been in the facility for the better part of a year now, and I'd had to hear her confess so many times.
The first time she relived that memory was the worst, both because it was such a searing pain to be subjected to and because I couldn't be the person I'd become in the years since. She expected the angry young man, and when she didn't find him, she became even more confused and upset. It was wrong. I was wrong.
The next time, I tried to be him again. That was worse. She got as upset as she had when I stormed out nearly fifty years before, to the point where she had to be sedated.
In the end, it was a delicate balancing act. I had to be angry enough to be recognizable, but not so angry that I caused her more harm. I kept trying to hone my performance to be as gentle as I could be while still providing what she needed to feel she was really confessing. I could give no hint that I knew, because that set her off as well.
It still hurt. It was one of the worst times of our life, and even if we had come out of it intact, it was painful to live through again. That pain began to dull as I went through it over and over, but it never went away entirely. I tried to think of that as a blessing; it made it easier to play my role. But my pain was a distant second to watching her pain, and I needed to do everything I could to ease it.
The best days, the ones where she was fully lucid, were happening less and less. But we still had a lot of good days, the ones where we were newlyweds, or where she remembered our kids and wanted to reminisce. The ones where she mostly understood, where she was still the Marge I knew. We kept the days where she was completely incoherent mostly at bay for now, the times her eyes were dull with incomprehension or wide with fear.
I loved her, this woman who had hurt me and who I had hurt. The woman who made me a father, who made me a better man, who had given her life to me and rebuilt herself for me. I had been the angry, betrayed husband a hundred times. I would play that painful role a thousand more times if it meant I got to have a few more good days with her, if I could make her bad days less painful until she was gone.
She was still a beautiful soul, my Marge. Still worthwhile. Not a broken thing to be discarded. Yes, our history had left its mark, and her psyche was broken; the memories fragments that needed to be held together. I would be the gold for her, filling in the cracks and trying to make her whole. The love of a lifetime existed between us. I would tend to her and repair her for as long as I could. How could I do otherwise?
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Carol was gasping and moaning behind our bedroom door. I sighed and bowed my head, then pushed it open to find Bob, my best friend, plowing her from behind.
They froze like deer caught in headlights. Carol exclaimed, "Alan! You weren't supposed to be home until tomorrow!"
I nodded and hung my suit bag in the closet. "Yeah, we got done early. Thought I'd surprise you."
I loved that beautiful, slightly crooked grin. "Aw, babe! I missed you!"
Bob waved. "Hey, man, want to join us? Give her a nice spitroasting?"
"Nah, I'm beat from the trip. You two have fun."
I left our bedroom to the renewed sounds of their passion, grabbed a beer, and sat on the couch, idly flipping through the channels. Hopefully they'd be done soon, and I could be alone with my wife.
A few minutes later, the voices and the squeaking of the bedframe crescendoed and then ceased. Not long after that, Bob came down the stairs. "Gonna get going. We still on for racketball on Saturday?"
"Of course! I'll see you then."
I locked the door behind him as Carol descended the stairs in a loosely-tied silk dressing gown, hinting at the treasures beneath. She purred, "Hey, handsome. Want to come to bed and reclaim your slut?"
A shake of my head was clearly not what she'd been expecting. "No, not tonight. I just..."
Her brow wrinkled with concern as she sat next to me. "Babe, what's wrong?"
My hand gestured vaguely. "I'm just kind of tired of all of this."
Carol's shoulders sagged as she sighed, "Oh, thank god."
"What?"
"I thought it was just me. I'm so glad-- " She kissed me. "So, so glad we're on the same wavelength." She rolled her eyes. "If I had to get airtight one more time or suck your cum out of another woman's snatch again, I was gonna scream!"
"Why didn't you say something?"
"Well, why didn't you?"
"I thought you were happy!"
"I thought you were!"
We both laughed, and I said, "It was fun at first. The first couple of threesomes. The fetish club. Even after that. But..."
"Yeah, it started to bet too much effort for not enough return."
I nodded. "I was reading something about this. Well, not this specifically. It's something called 'the hedonic treadmill.'"
"Oh?" She settled in to listen.
"Yeah. The basic idea is that as you do something fun over and over, it becomes less fun, so you have to do more of it, or a more extreme version of it, to get the same rush, and eventually you get sick of it."
"Oh! Like when you eat brownies! The first bite is orgasmic. The first whole brownie is great, the second one is really good, but by the third, you're tired of them."
"Right. I was going to use heroin as an example, but sure. Brownies work, too." I paused. "Say, why was Bob here?"
"We were going to make a video to send to you; you had seemed so bummed last night."
I cupped her cheek. "You're so good to me."
Carol kissed my hand. "So... what are we going to do now?"
"Well, I've thought about that. And I realized there's one thing I've never gotten tired of. Never felt less happy about."
"Oh?"
"Being with you." I kissed my wife's lovely red lips.
Carol had a huge grin then. "You big softie." She kissed me back. "I feel the same way. This has been fun, but only because we shared the experience. You're all I need."
I considered. "Well, I have a suggestion, then."
She cuddled up to me. "Do tell."
"What if we just stop? Stop everything, go back to just us and enjoy that."
"Like, permanently? Always?"
"Well, maybe we have a threesome every now and then. Birthdays. Vacations. That type of thing. But not for a while. We go back to just us."
"Monogamy? How kinky! Count me in." I loved this woman.
"I know, right? Such perversion!" I kissed her once more. "Go take a shower, wash that cum out of your pussy, and put something sexy on. We're going dancing, then we're going to come home and make sweet, monogamous, vanilla love."
Carol stood and I swatted her ass, drawing a laugh and a gasp. She wiggled it at me. Then, just before going up the stairs, my wife paused and asked, "Wait, how vanilla? No more anal?"
"Hey now, no need to get too crazy."
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There are moments that you'll always remember. Some of them are so common as to be nearly ubiquitous: first kiss, first love, losing your virginity. There are others that are a little less common, but not by much: your wedding day, the birth of your children. And then there are the more rarified experiences: bungee jumping, say. Or having some rich asshole offer you half a million dollars to spend the night with your wife.
"I'm... I'm sorry, what did you just say?" I couldn't have heard that right.
Simon Richards chuckled, amused at my consternation. The multimillionaire was in his late 40s, but he could easily have passed for his mid 30s. He was tall, fit, tan, and blandly handsome. A small scar under his lip was the only interesting thing on his face, the only imperfection that gave it even a hint of character. A well dressed man, even his shorts, t-shirt and Hawaiian shirt seemed to be tailored. Richards was one of those quiet, reclusive kinds of rich people, the ones that avoid the limelight. The dangerous ones.
"I said, Adam, that I would like your wife to spend the night with me. In exchange, I will pay a half million dollars, half for her and half for you. I promise, she will have a wonderful time, and you will be well taken care of." He gestured to the woman at my side, where my wife should have been, an exotic beauty named Grace. "Grace will, I assure you, make the time go by quite swiftly. In fact, you may wish to extend your time with her for another day or so, once you've sampled her charms."
Next to him-- too close to him-- sat Erin, my wife of nine years. She was a beautiful woman, with hazel eyes and golden blonde hair. Fit, too, but, if I'm honest, not a patch on Grace. If I were to see both women in a bar, I'd... well, I'd probably go strike out with Grace and then try to hit up Erin. I was realistic about my chances there; I'm nothing special looks-wise, although I'm in reasonably good shape.
Erin was why we were here in the first place. She was the executive assistant for the CEO of a small firm which Richards had acquired. Once the deal went through, she, along with her boss and a few other higher ups that had worked on it, had been invited to Richards' private island. Spouses were required to attend in order for the employee to come, according to Erin. But I'd noticed pretty early on that several wives somehow didn't get that note.
I'd quickly noticed how enthralled she was with Richards. I hadn't met him previous to our arrival, but once we were on the island, he had taken the whole visiting delegation around on a tour. However, anyone with half a brain could see that he was giving her a tour, and the rest of us were just following along.
Erin had made no real effort to stay by my side during the tour, but after we were shown to our bungalow, she fucked me into the mattress for hours before we went to dinner together. After a wonderful evening of dining and dancing, we returned to our quarters for a sampler of usually forbidden sex acts that she pulled out on special occasions. I should have been suspicious then.
The next morning, she told me about the various excursions I could go on: scuba diving, snorkeling, parasailing, and more. I asked if she wanted to come as well, but she just laughed, kissed me lovingly, and told me she just wanted to work on her tan. I'd always wanted to try scuba diving, so I went out in the morning. When I returned near noon, one of Richards' assistants told me that we were invited to lunch with him, and that Erin was already there.
And she was. Already close enough to him to touch, heads close enough that a slight shift by one or the other would destroy me. To her very small credit, she jumped slightly away from him when I entered, and he rose to greet me warmly. I growled, "I think that's my chair, Mr. Richards."
He just chuckled, that irritating little superior chuckle, as he sat again. "Ah, but our drinks are already here. There's no reason to shift around, Adam. Besides, you'll find Grace to be a wonderful companion." She nodded politely to me, the beginnings of a come hither smile on her lips.
I almost walked out then. Something had gone wrong; this was some kind of ambush. I'm a reporter, and I grew up in a bad neighborhood. The locale and my wife's ministrations the night before had dulled my senses, but now I was sharp again. Erin's boss, Mr. Elgin, was there, as well as his wife; a couple of blue bloods hanging out with a Bluebeard.
More importantly, two of Richards' security retinue were there as well, a whippet-like male model-cum-Blackwater merc and a huge Black man that looked like a bouncer. Of the two, my instincts told me to be more afraid of the former. The latter moved behind me, not quite blocking my exit.
I reluctantly sat. So far, nothing had happened that we couldn't walk back from, I hoped. Erin had always been dazzled by the rich and famous; unlike me, she grew up in the upper middle class, that razor-thin liminal space between comfort and true wealth. Her parents had always been disappointed that she'd married me; recently, I had started to think she felt the same.
I looked at the assembled throng and decided the best option was to simply cut straight through the bullshit. "What is this?"
And that's when he made his offer, the one that destroyed my life and decided his fate. I was stunned at first, unable to speak, but I'd always been quick witted. I recovered sooner than I think any of them expected, rapidly going on the offensive.
"Erin, what the hell is he talking about?"
She could barely look at me. "We've... I've enjoyed his company." Her gaze snapped back to me, mild panic on her face. "Only company! We've talked and had dinners together, all of us. Once or twice lunch with just me and him when... well, when Mr. Elgin was called away suddenly."
Quick witted or no, I couldn't hide the disbelief and hurt in my voice. "You-- you planned this? This isn't... he didn't just approach you about it when we were here?"
"No." She was quiet. "He said it would be an adventure, and that you'd be well cared for. We're... honey, I turned thirty this year, and you're thirty one. We're going to start trying for kids soon! I love you, but this might be the last real adventure, the last crazy bedroom adventure we have."
"Yeah. Yeah, it will be." I couldn't stand to look at her.
"No, please! Don't be like that! Simon has told me how amazing Grace is, and if... I'll only spend one night with him, I promise, but if you want to take the whole week to be with her, that's fine. I know I've ambushed you, but I knew that--"
I exploded, "Yeah, you knew! Knew I wouldn't be down for this fucked up bullshit, which is why you waited 'til I was trapped here to bring it up!" I looked at Richards. "Fuck you, Robert Redford. No dice. I'm not playing. My vows actually mean something to me."
His face was placid. "Which is why I'm offering you half a million dollars, Adam. Think about it: you could write your own ticket. Pay off your house, all your debts, start working on that novel Erin tells me you've always wanted to write. A detective story, she says. I've always loved the old Christie novels, what about--"
"Fuck you, you goddamned sociopath. I'm not comparing literary influences with you."
The douchebag shrugged. "As you wish. I don't want any hard feelings about this, and I understand you're upset. But think about the benefits, beyond the money: Grace is an exquisitely skilled lover, I assure you. And I am..." Richards tried for a disarming smile; he was lucky I didn't have a weapon, because I'd have been glad to give it to him.
"Well, I don't want to brag. But when you reclaim Erin, I'm sure you'll find her to be quite substantially improved as a lover. And if you combine that with the love that you two have, the connection that--" He stroked her cheek, and I almost dove across the table at him. "-- that I wish I were lucky enough to have, you'll be so very happy together for the rest of your lives."
"Erin, if you don't want a divorce, you're going to get up and walk out of here with me right now. It might still happen; this is-- Fuck, Erin. I don't know what the hell you're thinking right now. But I'm giving you a chance to at least try to stay together." I was begging, and I knew it. I could tell from the look on her face that I might as well be talking to a stone.
My wife put her hand on Richards'. "Adam, please. It's going to be okay. It's one night, and then we have the rest of our lives. If..." She flashed a naughty little smile; it made me want to vomit. "If you'd like, I could join you and Grace for the rest of the week after tonight. She can show me the best ways to please you; I'll devote myself to that for the rest of my life, lover. I--"
I snarled. "Don't call me that. There's no love here."
Erin's face grew stern, with just a hint of sadness. "Fine." She stood up, and Richards rose with her. "This is happening. It's too good of an opportunity, financially, to just pass up. I'm sorry you're upset by it. I meant everything I said; I love you, and I want you to have a good time with Grace, and I'd love to learn everything I can from her. I'll be everything you ever wanted, Adam."
"You already are. Please don't do this."
She sighed sadly, then turned to leave. I stood, but then I heard Tiny coming up behind me. "Sir, I'm going to have to ask you to stay here." Grace put her hand on mine, and I jerked away. Shrugging, she folded her arms. She was getting paid no matter what happened, I assumed.
And then they were gone, Whippet following behind, just in case Tiny somehow couldn't stop me. But I wasn't going to get into a fistfight over her. It's amazing how quickly love can turn to hate.
Erin's boss said, "Adam, I understand that you're upset. But you'll be well compensated, and I'll make sure that Erin is moved to a management position. Everybody can win here if you'll just--"
"If you say another word, I'll break your fucking neck. Fezzik here won't reach me before I get to you, if he even cares." There was no movement behind me, confirming my assessment.
The rich bastard turned several shades of red, before finally closing his mouth and leaving with his wife. I heard a small chuckle from Tiny. "What?"
He rumbled, "Fezzik. I like that, man. Princess Bride is dope."
I looked at the high priced whore next to me. "Why are you still here?"
"You'll see."
As I turned to leave, Tiny blocked me. "Can't let you go, man. Sorry."
"I don't give a shit about her now. My wife is fucking your boss; she's dead to me. I'm just going to go pack."
He shook his head. "Ain't no point. Nothing's leaving here 'til tomorrow anyways. And--" He inclined his head conspiratorially. "Look, things ain't what they seem. Not supposed to say nothing, but you seem solid. Just give me half an hour, okay? Then I'll go help you pack myself."
"Things aren't what they--" He mimed zipping his lips, and I knew I wasn't going to get anything else out of him.
Fuck it. There was booze and steak. I'd probably vomit it all up in an hour, once everything really hit me, but if you grow up poor, you know to not skip a meal when you can avoid it. And, true to his word, within half an hour things did start to become clearer.
"Ah, Adam. I see you chose not to avail yourself of Grace." Richards strolled back into the room, a knowing smile on his face. "Good, good. Man of integrity. I appreciate that."
"Done with the slut already? You a two pump chump?"
Grace stood and went to Richards, hanging off of him as she kissed his neck. He chuckled and shooed her away. As she left the room, he sat opposite me. "You are, understandably, very angry with me right now. I don't blame you in the slightest. But, if it helps, I didn't sleep with your wife, and I won't."
"... What?"
With a tone that implied I was an idiot, he said, "Adam, I have women like Grace available to me. I have two more, just like her, awaiting me in my suite right now. I have no interest in... well, I don't mean to be rude. Erin does seem like a lovely woman, physically. But sexually, she's a bit pedestrian for me, I'm afraid."
Part of me wanted to defend my wife, a vestigial response that seemed foolish even then. Another wanted to flatten the smug sonuvabitch just for being so insufferable and take my chances with Tiny. But a third part could only stare and ask again. "... What?"
One thing I've learned as a reporter: people love to tell their stories. If you get them started, they'll tell you their whole life. So I let him talk.
"I know how you felt half an hour ago, because I've sat where you are right now. I was younger than you, only 25. I'd been married a couple of years to my college sweetheart, and I was a rising star, a wunderkind at the financial firm where I worked. My company was purchased, like your wife's was, and one of the new owners took a liking to my Lori.
"He invited us, myself, my bosses, and Lori, to his private island. The other spouses, I was told, would be there as well, but it had been a setup. The new owner and the management prevailed upon Lori, told her my place at the firm would be assured, that I'd be given a huge raise and promotion, and that I'd receive a bonus; only two hundred thousand, but..." He shrugged. "Inflation. Twenty odd years ago. Different times."
Richards sneered, "She was swayed by their entreaties. I was, of course, sent away as the bastard wined and dined her, first to 'planning meetings' and then to golf or yacht with my bosses. I could hardly turn those down, and although I wanted to bring Lori with me, I was told that it was supposed to be a boys' club sort of thing.
"When I came back from boating on the third night, they were sitting together, as I was with Erin. I was told that she'd accepted the offer. My wife tried to tell me that it was for us, for me. The new owner plied me with a pair of escorts, and Lori told me... well, much what Erin told you." He shrugged. "I protested, she accepted regardless, and my marriage ended."
He steepled his fingers. "I came to understand that this was a fairly common game among the very wealthy. The script rarely changes in major ways; only minor variations here and there. The husband and wife accept, most commonly, or at least deal with what happens. They both live a week of debauchery and move on as best they can. Or the husband, a man of integrity like yourself or myself, decides he can't deal with his wife's betrayal.
"Sometimes, the wife is used roughly and hates it; sometimes she is used roughly and loves it. I've heard tell, once or twice, of the wealthy man falling in love with the wife, or of a wealthy woman wooing the wife or husband instead. The drama is the thing, not the outcome; when you reach a certain level of wealth, money is only a way of keeping score, and the taking of intangibles like love or loyalty or the future becomes the new pursuit."
Richards poured a glass of scotch for himself, then gestured with the bottle to me. I ignored him, and he shrugged. "I've always tried to be a disruptor, Mr. Baker, even before that term became en vogue. It's how I made my money, both before and after my severance from the firm that destroyed my marriage. I figured out the intricacies of day trading before most people even knew it existed, realized how to quickly amass wealth through it. How to leverage it. When to get into and out of the market, as bubbles inflated and popped."
His free hand waved vaguely. "This island? This is the island that saw the end of my marriage. I destroyed the man that seduced my wife. Drove him to bankruptcy and suicide, along with all of the other old money fools that collaborated with him. This island has seen the end of many marriages, often at my hand.
"But what they did in cruelty, I do as a sort of philanthropy. I'm attempting to disrupt this game, to turn it to good ends. They looked for women that were seemingly incorruptible and corrupted them. I look for women that are needy. Covetous. Women that look at their lives, the ones they should be happy in, and still need more. Some need a tiny bit of convincing, but I barely exerted an effort with Erin, if I'm being honest."
I ground my teeth together. "I'm sorry, I know that seems hurtful. It's not intended to be, only truthful. But I have done you a favor, Adam, whether you see it right now or not. She would have left you eventually, for the first man at her firm that decided she was worth taking on as a trophy wife. I've done this dozens of times, and there's one at every company like Erin. Sometimes more."
Richards sighed. "I know this is cold comfort, but you're young. I got out of my marriage when I found my wife was like yours. Once my head was on straight again, along with wanting to destroy the men who had done this to me, I wanted to help the men who were trapped, unknowingly, in marriages that were ticking time bombs.
"I also wanted to reward virtue, Adam. When I began playing my version of the game, I made sure that was a core principle of it. If both spouses accepted my offer, they were paid exactly as described; I expect they generally tore themselves apart after a few years anyways, as they both had that covetous spark that would make any amount of money not quite enough.
"If the wife went off but the husband didn't, it almost always meant divorce. Given that I never actually spent the night with the wife in those cases, along with the fact that this was a purely verbal agreement, on an island of dubious territorial disposition..." He waved his hand dismissively. "You understand. There's no way to enforce it, not really. So I give all the money to the husband instead. After the divorce, of course, to avoid forfeiture. The wife will be given a consolation prize of a small bonus, a promotion, and a raise to keep her quiet, but, no, she won't get the big payout she had hoped for."
He chuckled. "You've passed the test, by the way. You're getting the money. If you want to go fuck Grace, or, hell, fuck Grace and Charity and Faith together in my suite, you're welcome to. A sort of victory lap, if you so desire." My face betrayed my rage. "No? I understand, it's too soon. Well, the offer stands while you're here. Do you have any questions?"
I did. A lot of them. But I also already had an idea of what I was going to do, and how I was going to do it. I'm one of a dying breed, an investigative reporter, and I wanted to do my own research, so that I didn't tip my hand. I resolved to only ask him the questions that he alone could answer.
Struggling to keep my temper under control, I grumbled, "Where's Erin?"
"Ah." He made a slight grimace. "She's with Duncan right now, the member of my security team that left with us. I told her that I sometimes prefer to watch for a while from my office before joining in, and Duncan has certain rough charms that many women find irresistible." He spread his hands. "As I said before, Adam. Only the slightest effort."
The look on his face was disgusting. The fucker expected me to be grateful.
I closed my eyes, took a deep breath, and let it out. When I opened them again, I was clear. "What do you do if the husband's on board, but the wife changes her mind? Or if neither of them is?"
Richards shrugged. "The former has never come up, and the latter... " He glanced to the side. "Only once. I was generous to both of them; they named their first child after me. That was early, though, and the only time I ever chose poorly."
"How soon can I leave?"
He shrugged. "As soon as tonight, if you'd like. I can have a helicopter pick you up. But I implore you, Adam. There are so many delights on this island, and not just of the carnal variety; I understand your reluctance there, although I'd urge you to reconsider. But there are also--"




"No. I'm leaving. Keep her here as long as she wants." I stood and looked at Tiny. "You gonna come help me pack?"
Tiny's name turned out to be Tre. A decent guy overall, even if he worked for a shitty boss doing shitty things. He was true to his word, helping me pack and commiserating with me as we did so, then carrying my bags to the helipad. "Sorry, bro. He does this, and..." Tre shrugged. "I've never seen him be wrong. It sucks, but he'll set you up for life after the divorce. I've seen him give folks way more than half a mil. You didn't hear that from me, though."
I knew how people at Richards' level operated. He had almost certainly already researched me and knew my background. I'd worked the crime beat and the financial beat and realized early on that the latter was where far more evil was done. If I attempted to go public, it was my word against his, even with the recording I'd been making since I walked into the dining room. At best, I'd get hit with libel charges, probably blacklisted, and possibly silenced in more permanent ways.
The easy answer would be to suck it up, lick my wounds, and take the payday. Maybe he was right; maybe Erin would always have been corrupted. Was already corrupt. Whatever. That might be what I ended up doing, but I was patient, and I wanted to weigh my options. No. No, that wasn't true. I wanted revenge. But I needed to see if that was even slightly viable first.
When Erin finally came home, it was ugly. Very, very ugly. She felt betrayed, if you can believe it. Betrayed by Richards, because she neither got to fuck him nor have his payout. Betrayed by me, because I'd "abandoned" her. She kept shouting that we could have paid off all of our debts, that I was selfish and short sighted, that I was a prude and a wimp.
I just stared at her and tried to figure out how I'd loved her all these years. Had she always been like this? Reluctantly, I had to admit there was some truth to what Richards had said; she and I had come from different worlds. She had wanted to be one of the rich and famous, where I wanted to take them down a peg. It was only our love for each other that had kept us together. But a year ago, six months ago, even? I would have thought we were forever.
The divorce was even uglier. What should have been a simple split of assets between two people with similar incomes turned into a knock down, drag out affair. I had pissed Elgin off when I threatened him, and he was willing to pay his own money just to watch me suffer. I lost not just my wife, but almost all of our shared financial assets. I had lost everything because of Richards' game.
In the time between my helicopter ride and my divorce, my sole hobby was to research Simon Richards and this sick game, the one that he claimed was commonplace among the wealthy, the one that he claimed to be disrupting. I found the patterns in how he played it, the people whose lives he had played with, the way he paid out the funds. I researched his early life, his ex-wife, his companies, his holdings, his employees, everything I could.
And then I planned. I practiced the skills I would need. I made myself ready.
My apartment was a shoebox in one of the worst neighborhoods of my city. It was all I could afford. I had no close friends; our friends had been Erin's friends. No love life. No hope, except that Richards would stay true to his pattern.
He did.
A month after my divorce, I was sitting at the "kitchen" table of the little shitty one bedroom flat, going through the plan in my head for the thousandth time. Steeling myself for the sacrifices necessary. I hadn't been drinking; hadn't touched a drop in weeks. I needed to be ready.
I was.
A knock at the door. A look through the keyhole. A moment to calm myself, to get into character.
"Adam!" Richards' manner was jubilant, Santa Claus with a pencil mustache and a distorted notion of naughty and nice. Behind him was only Tre; thank God. Duncan wasn't there, or this would have had to go down a lot differently.
"Simon!" I mirrored his excitement, but mine was for a very different reason. When he held out his hand, I shook it vigorously.
Then I yanked, pulling him forward. My forehead cracked against his nose, shattering it. My knee went up into his groin once, twice, dropping him to the ground as I stepped backwards and produced the pistol from behind my back. It pointed at Tre, who was just a little too slow to draw his.
"Don't." The big man froze. I was sure this wasn't the first time someone had pointed a gun at him; I knew where he'd grown up and what he'd done with his life. I was planning on him being smart enough to know that his best chance, for now, was to bide his time.
"Toss it. Into the apartment. Hold it by the barrel; don't get cute. I got no beef with you." He nodded, doing as I instructed. The weapon skidded and bounced to a spot somewhere behind me. I backed up. "Pick him up and get him inside." Tre effortlessly pulled his boss to standing and helped him limp into the apartment as the parasite moaned in pain.
"Strip. Both of you. To your underwear."
They hesitated, then Simon said, "What the fuck is wrong with you? I was going to make you rich!"
"Strip. Or this conversation is going to get a lot shorter and a lot bloodier."
They did as they were told. Simon was slow because he was in pain. Tre was slow because he was looking for an angle. "Lose the ankle piece." His expression stayed neutral as he did so. He was a professional, and he knew he was only going to survive by staying calm.
I gestured at a kitchen chair with my free hand. "Ziptie your boss's legs and right hand to that chair. Handcuff the left one to it. Then cuff yourself to the radiator." I could see the wheels turning. Once he was immobilized, he was completely at my mercy. I only had a.22; was it better to accede or to charge me and hope that I was a bad shot, that I wouldn't hit anything vital before he took me down?
With a sigh, I said, "Tre, I like you. You're the only one that's treated me decently in this whole thing. Do as I ask, don't give me any shit, and I promise you that no matter what else happens, you'll walk out of here under your own power and completely uninjured." He still hesitated. "It's a suppressed.22. Do you think I went through all the trouble of picking the right weapon without training afterwards? I've put a couple thousand rounds downrange in the last two months." That did it.
The look of betrayal on Richards' face was almost worth all the trouble by itself. Why, he'd taken this man, this poor Black man, and given him a job! He'd lifted him up and blah blah blah. I could almost hear the internal monologue, the same one that might as well end with "people just don't want to work anymore."
Once both of my guests were in place, I retrieved the armored laptop case Tre had been carrying. "Code?"
"No." Richards sounded like a petulant child.
"Tre, code?" He didn't say anything. "Dude, you're going to be fired no matter what. You got nothing to lose other than your life. You've been smart enough to not give me shit so far, which is a lot more than your boss can say. Code."
"7-9-0-2-3-5." The case opened right up.
"Tre!"
Tiny shrugged. "It's his show, Mr. Richards. Just do what he says."
"You should listen to him. That's the only thing that's going to keep you alive."
He sneered. "You won't shoot us! The cops will be here in minutes if you do."
I laughed, long and hard. I had to wipe a tear away. "Hey, Tre. You grew up in Cabrini-Green, right?" Tre was clearly startled, but, to his credit, he didn't flinch. "This neighborhood ain't quite that bad, but what do you think the response time is like for a couple gunshots?"
"... No one's gonna come, sir."
Richards glared, unconvinced. "Nonsense. Even in a place like--" I fired two rounds just to the side of his head, drawing a high-pitched scream from the shithead. The bangs weren't the metallic mousefarts of Hollywood movies, but a suppressed.22 firing subsonic rounds doesn't sound much different than a door slamming. The bullets wouldn't go through the thin walls of my apartment, either. Like I said, I'd had plenty of time to plan.
"Listen to Tre, Simon. If you survive this, it's only going to be because you listen to him and do what I say."
Demonstration over, the weapon went onto the table, well out of reach of the cuffed and tied millionaire. He had deflated somewhat, but that smugly superior air still surrounded him. I'd have to fix that. But first, I'd let him stew. I had for a year. It only seemed fair.
"Tre, you want a drink?" I got up, leaving the pistol almost within reach of Richards. Just far enough away that he couldn't get to it, just close enough that he couldn't help but try. I laughed when I heard his cuffs rattle while my back was turned. "I got beer, water, soda?"
"Uh, beer's good." I got a couple of bottles and poured his into a red solo cup. I wasn't going to give him a weapon; he took it from me with a look of grudging respect.
I took a swig as I sat back down, opposite the seething "philanthropist." He sneered, "What do you want?"
Shrugging, I said. "Money. Humiliation. Maybe, if you piss me off enough, blood." Another swig. "But first, I want to give you something."
Richards spat, "What?"
"Enlightenment. You see, I think you really believe your own press. Let's address that."
He rolled his eyes. "Oh, please. I know your kind, Adam. Grew up poor, fought for everything you had, got it taken away by someone more powerful than you. That's the way of the world. Except I was going to give you far more than you'd ever had before, more than you could have dreamed of! I would have given you money that would have ruined her, if you wanted to! But you had to--"
I picked the pistol up again and pointed it at him. "You ruined my life, Simon." With the tip of the suppressor, I poked his forehead to emphasize each word. "You. Ruined. My. Life. I have nothing that matters to me anymore because of your game."
His eyes were wide with fear, really understanding for the first time how very close he was to his death. "I-- I rebuilt, Adam. You're a strong man, a-- a planner, like me. You-- you could rebuild, too."
The weapon went on the table again, because I was laughing so hard I was afraid I might accidentally squeeze the trigger. "You arrogant fuck. You don't..." I shook my head in disbelief. "Your wife left you, but you'd only been together for like four years. I've got shoes older than that. I lost eleven years of my life because of you. You play this game without understanding the stakes, because you've never really had to pay anything besides money."
I sat back in my chair. "Do you know how many lives you've ruined? I'm not talking about the eight year olds working in your Jakarta sweatshop or the slaves working for your subcontractors in Yemen. Not even the folks whose plants you shuttered and moved overseas to squeeze out a tiny additional profit. I'm just talking about the people whose lives you've ruined with this stupid--"
He snarled, "The whores don't matter. They chose to spread their legs."
"They're still people. They matter, even if they made bad choices. And as to them choosing... we'll get back to that. But the number, Simon. I sat down and interviewed as many of these people as I could." He opened his mouth. "Yes, yes, your NDA. No one cares. You ruined them as well, and they hate you. Almost everyone chose to talk to me when they found out I was part of the unlucky league you drafted us into.
"It was easy enough to figure out who they were. You were so proud to brag about how often you'd done this, how there was a woman like Erin at each of the companies you bought. I just had to look for a pattern, and it was easy enough to find. I interviewed the husbands and, when I could, the wives. All off the record. People like to talk, Simon. If you let them talk, they'll tell you their whole lives. Especially when you tell them you're going to make the person that hurt them pay."
I didn't usually smoke in my apartment, just on the fire escape. But this was my last night here, no matter what happened, so I decided to make an exception. "Tre, smoke?" He shook his head. The lighter turned the tip of my cigarette cherry red. I inhaled deeply and breathed right into the asshole's face.
"The number. Right. There's a lot of ways to measure ruined lives, of course. I know you business types love your metrics. 'If you can't measure it, you can't manage it,' right? Being as kind to you as I can, giving the smallest number I can... do you have a guess? Not including the 'whores' as you so eloquently put it."
He was silent. Petulant again. "Come on, you can guess, you're supposed to be a smart guy." Still silent. I put my hand on the pistol and menace in my voice. "Guess."
"3."
I raised my eyebrow. "Wow! That's quite a guess." That smug superiority was back for a second. "Incredibly wrong, though. 137. You destroyed at least 137 lives, Simon. It's up in the thousands if I include knock-on effects."
"Bullshit!" He spat the word.
My laugh seemed to enrage him further. "You really are not very good with numbers for a finance guy. Here, let's do some quick napkin math: twenty years times an average of about four times a year is eighty marriages, give or take. Almost every one of those husbands felt you ruined their lives. You took something from them, one of those 'intangibles' that you and the other rich fucks like you play for. Their pride, self-respect, love, family, something.
"About half of those had kids. Some had a parent living with them, dependent on them, and suddenly the money to support them was gone, eaten up by a second rent, alimony, child support. Others were..." I waved my hand at him. "You get the idea. If I restricted it just to husbands and direct dependents, and I'm as generous as I can be with you, 137 is the number."
"I gave them millions! I gave them a way to get ahead, to build their lives into something worthwhile! I--"
Richards fell silent as I touched the gun again and spoke, my voice low and threatening. "My life was worthwhile. My marriage was worthwhile. Even if a miracle occurred, even if I could somehow forgive my wife, and she could get her head out of her ass, and we were together again, there'd always be that fracture there. The fracture you put there."
I rubbed my face, took another drag, blew out a smoke ring. "But this isn't just about me. Don't misunderstand, this right here, you being tied up and about a hair's breadth from meeting your maker? That's because you fucked with me, specifically. But..." I chuckled. "If you hadn't ruined so many lives, I wouldn't be able to do this."
Another sip of beer to give time to let that sink in. "Do you remember Doug Sanders?" His eyes told me that the name was familiar, but not familiar enough. "Ah, I suppose they all blend together after a while, right? He was the fourteenth husband you did this to. Nice guy. Used to be an airline pilot. Ah, I see you remember him a bit better now. Easier for you to remember how they might be useful than who they are, yeah?
"Anyways, he took the seed money you gave him and started a chartered air company. Decent size now. Good boss apparently. Got remarried, has a happy life. And he fucking hates you."
I laughed at the look on his face. "Man, I thought I could hold a grudge, but Doug? If it hadn't been for the fact that he had kids, he'd probably have murdered you within a week of you returning from the island. But he had to suck it up; his wife cleaned him out in the divorce, tried to keep his kids away... well, you know how it goes. Your whole game is dependent on that, isn't it? On people reacting poorly to what they learn about each other. Otherwise it wouldn't be fun, would it?
"Anyways. He took your hush money, signed the NDA, and bided his time. He was one of the first people I interviewed, and once he saw that he and I were simpatico on our opinions regarding you, I had a, hah, a corporate sponsor, I suppose. Free air travel made this a lot easier. A lot easier to gather information, for starters. To network. To find other resources."
"Of all the ingratitude! I built his new life! I--"
"Shut the fuck up." Richards opened his mouth again, and I backhanded him. "I'll let you know when I want to hear from you." He glowered at me, impotent rage burning in his eyes.
"So that 137, like I said, the number grows a lot if you take into account all of the knock on effects. The wives, of course. The grandparents that don't get to see their kids anymore. The families divided by your little game, the ones that split between siding with the wife over the money and the husband over the vows. A mom and dad living with their daughter's suicide. Brothers and sisters that watched their siblings slide into alcoholism or drug addiction. The list goes on and on; even some of the people that sold you their companies hated you for making them go along with this!
"In that list, I found a lot of allies. A gunsmith." I waved my pistol. "Middle managers that worked at your corporations. IT guys; lots of those. A security consultant that could analyze your movements and your staff. Career criminals that could advise on... well, a number of things. I'm sure you and your douchebag techbro friends would call this 'crowdfunding,' because you can only think of things in financial terms, of how you can skim money off of other peoples' ideas. But Erin always said that I had the soul of an angry old hippie, and I prefer to think of it as a grassroots political action."
I opened up his banking site. "Do you know how easy it was to get a keylogger onto your everyday computer? No, probably not." I typed a few things in. "And, of course, it was simple enough to talk to folks and find out how much you'd paid them; you even paid out five million one time. Five million! Wow, really generous. Of course, their teenaged daughter had to be institutionalized because of what happened with mom and dad; I guess even sociopaths can feel a little guilt, huh?" Richards shifted in his chair.
"Not enough to stop though, right?" I looked at him instead of the screen. "I said, 'Right?' That's your cue to talk, asshole."
"A miscalculation."
Laughing again, I said, "Miscalculation? Really?"
His expression was somewhere between sorrowful and calculating. If it had been just the former, I might have felt some tiny twinge of sympathy. But knowing he was trying to play me, even now? Nah.
"Yes, as I've made here. After that unfortunate incident, I made certain to inquire more about a woman's family before extending an invitation." This minor concession made, he tried to rally. "I was truly sorry for that girl, but her mother could have--"
"Yeah, about those women you invited. You said there was someone like that at every company. Several, in fact. Did you ever think it was odd that they almost all looked like your ex?"
He froze for a moment, then tried that disarming smile again. It didn't work before, and even less so with blood trickling out of his nose. "I have a type, Adam. I admit to that."
"Except you don't. Not really. Your escorts look nothing like your wife, and the women you picked changed for a little while after you tried to date in the early days. After Patricia Tam, the next three 'invitations' were all extended to slim Asian women. And tall dark-haired women with angular features seemed to be the favorite for a year after you dated that one actress."
He was quiet. "It's never been about 'philanthropy.' It's always been because you were a misogynistic creep that couldn't deal with being rejected."
He exploded, "It's about the greater good!"
My voice was impassive in the face of his rage. "Then why did you not simply offer counseling?"



"... What?"
"Half a million dollars for your little wager. Enough money that all but the most financially well off would at least have to consider it, even if they decided to turn it down; that was your first miscalculation, wasn't it? The husband and wife that didn't go along with your game, because neither of them was desperate enough for the money." His sullen silence signaled assent. I already knew, but the confirmation that my intel was accurate pleased me.
"Add in another few hundred thousand between time off for employees, travel expenses, catering, and all of the other nonsense, and you're getting close to an even million. How many therapy sessions would that have bought? You could play your little game to 'save' one man from a bad marriage and destroy his family, or you could help dozens of families stay together, and which did you choose? It was never about 'the greater good,' Simon. It was always about your sick need to punish women that reminded you of your exes."
I let him simmer for a little bit while I drained his accounts. "Stop looking like someone ran over your dog. I don't have time to liquidate all your holdings. You're still going to be obscenely wealthy when I'm done. Maybe a little wiser, too."
Richards barked out a bitter laugh. "All this effort, and you're just a common thief." Tre winced.
I pushed aside the laptop. "Is that what you think this is, Simon? That I'm doing this just to steal from you? Trying to destroy your business like you destroyed the business of the man who took yours? Drive you to suicide?"
He was briefly hesitant, then the bravado took over again. "Of course it is! You won't get away with it, either. I'll have you tracked down in days, and the money will be returned to--"
"No you won't. The money is getting turned into crypto, then filtered out anonymously to charities: battered women's shelters, low income marriage counseling charities, substance abuse clinics, and so on. Folks that helped those that you've hurt. I can't fix the damage you've done, but I can help them help others. That's the greater good, Simon. Not replicating the same stupid game that broke you, changing the rules a bit, and slapping a big 'philanthropy' label on it."
I took a drag on my cigarette. "But that's what guys like you do, isn't it? Take an idea, change it just the tiniest bit to claim it's yours, and then turn it loose. Externalize all of the costs that you can. Settle out of court and slap NDAs on the people that get hurt by your greed. 'Disrupt' the market by ignoring any kind of licensing or safety boards, then count on public outcry and lawyers to get you out of any real trouble.
"Your useless fake philanthropy, your fauxlanthropy, does nothing but add the vaguest sheen of respectability to what you do. It doesn't fool anyone but the simps, Richards. But that's the only people it's supposed to fool, right? How hard do you laugh at the men you've 'helped?'"
Richards shouted, "I was doing a good thing! They needed to be out of their marriages! The whores needed to be punished!"
Then it was my turn to pause as an uncomfortable realization dawned. "You really believe that, don't you?" He looked away. "God, you're not just a sociopath, you're an idiot, too."
I leaned in close. "Hey, Simon, do you want to know the funny thing? The really, really funny thing?"
He spat out, "What?"
"You were right about Erin. I've had a year to think about this, and if you'd come to me and told me that was how she was going to act, I'd probably have believed you. Yeah, I would have tried to get us into counseling, but it likely wouldn't have helped. Of all the women you seduced, she was exactly the type of person that you thought she was."
Richards' expression was pure bewilderment. "Then... then why? Why are you doing this?" A glance at the screen told me everything had gone through. I picked up the weapon and leveled it at him. His eyes went wide with fear. "Please, don't--"
My eyes narrowed. My face twisted with rage. Only now did I let him see how much I truly hated him. "Because she was mine, and you took her." My finger twitched. A door slammed on the life of Simon Richards.
I'd never killed a man before. I hope I never do again. But in that moment, I felt no more for him than I would for a venomous serpent that I had to put down. He was a vile, dangerous thing that didn't deserve to live among decent people. Did taking his life make me somehow less human? Did it put a stain on my soul? Maybe. But better to risk an eternal reward than live with knowing I had the power to make the world a better place and didn't.
As I stood, I popped a flash drive out of the laptop, then grabbed a couple of things from the fridge. Tre watched with fear as I returned to him with a syringe filled with a clear liquid. "Look, man, I won't say anything, I--"
I tried to project calm. "Relax, Tre. If I wanted to kill you, I'd just use the gun. This--" I gestured with the needle. "-- is insurance for me and an alibi for you. Just a sedative; you'll be out for a few hours, and I'll be... well, you don't need to worry about that. Better you don't know." I held up the USB stick. "This has a bitcoin wallet on it worth about a million dollars, care of your former employer. When I'm safely away, I'll contact you with the password. All you have to do is take your medicine, have a nap, and then tell the cops that you were ambushed before you even got to the door. Someone grabbed you from behind, stuck you, and that's the last thing you remember."
The big man eyed me suspiciously. "Why? I worked for the bastard. Why would you let me go?"
I shrugged. "Like I said, you were the only person that treated me halfway decent on that island. That's not enough by itself, but it was a start. You tried to soften the blow, when everyone else tried to fuck with me. And you've got kids; that's what tipped the balance. You get to live because of them. You get the money because you ain't getting hired for this kind of gig again, and you have to provide for them."
He slowly nodded. "Okay. Alright." He shifted his arm around as best he could, given that he was cuffed to the radiator. It amused me when he winced as the needle went in. "'I do not envy the headache you will have when you wake, but in the meantime rest well and dream of large women.' Goodnight, Fezzik." Tre quietly laughed as he nodded off.
I smashed Richards' laptop with a hammer, disassembled my weapon, and left my apartment with those items plus a small suitcase. A quick drive to the river and the evidence went into the water. Another quick drive, this one to a private airfield, and I was off to a country with no extradition, complete with a new identity.
Why didn't I punish Erin? Her existence was her punishment. Richards had clocked her: she'd never be happy with enough, only with more. Between that desperate, greedy existence and the fact that the companies Richards acquired were inevitably drained of resources and shuttered, she'd have enough setbacks in the next couple of years to last her a lifetime.
And me? I was an anonymous American on a beach with enough money to not have to answer questions. I found love after a time; Quang provided me with a happy marriage and three beautiful children. I never doubted her fidelity or her affection for me. Sure as hell beats living a life in constant pursuit of revenge.
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"You could have stayed."
"You were fucking another guy!"
Kelly regarded me coolly. "No, I fucked another guy. I shouldn't have. I confessed, and I apologized. I begged you to stay and go to counseling so our family could stay together. What I did was wrong, unequivocally, and I was sorry I ever did it. Am sorry." She looked away. "Will never stop being sorry."
"Yeah, you were so sorry that you did it for months, and then didn't confess until months after that!"
She snarled. "It was better than the years that you--" Visibly trying to bring herself under control, she stopped and returned to the original topic. "No, Aaron, I can't reduce your spousal support right now. I wish I could. But I just don't earn enough to keep the house without your help. If you had stayed with us, that wouldn't be--"
"I wasn't going to fucking sleep with you after that!"
"There was a spare bedroom! You didn't have to-- We could have just been roommates. You could have still been near the kids, been around them more often." Just barely loud enough to hear, she said, "That would have been a change of pace."
Always the same argument to justify her cheating. "I was trying to earn a good life for all of us."
"Bullshit. Bull fucking shit. That's-- yeah, that's what you were doing at the beginning, when we first got married, and then when May and Dean came along. And I loved you for it, that you worked that hard for us. But you were earning plenty by the time--" She swallowed. "By then. You could have worked less, eased off the throttle. We had enough. More than. It wasn't for us by then, it was for you. You loved your job." Unsaid, this time, was what she'd said many times before: that I loved it more than I loved them.
"And then, and then when you did take time off, it wasn't to spend with us. With me or with the kids. You went and worked on your car, or you hung out with your fishing buddies or you..." She shook her head.
We'd gone round and round on this. I wasn't there enough. I worked too much. I wasn't really there when I was there. That the kids were old enough that she could have gotten out and worked, but I wanted her to be a housewife; never mind that that was what she had wanted first, and that's why I had worked so much in the first place. She got bored. Depressed. Lonely. And I wasn't there, and he was.
"I'm living in a fucking shoebox and eating ramen, Kelly. I can't do this for another four years, and I don't want to disrupt the kids' lives more than you've--" I closed my eyes and started again. "Than we've already done. I want them to be able to stay in the house, too. That's why I worked so hard, for them to have a good life. But this is killing me."
She bit her lip and thought. "Let me... let me see what I can cut in the household budget. I'll try to free up some, but it might not be more than a hundred or two. I'll try, though, okay?"
"Thank you."
Kelly nodded. I stood up from what had been our kitchen table, ready to leave, when she said, sadly, "I am sorry, you know. I am. I always will be."
Unable to look at her, I simply replied, "Yeah."
-----------------------------------------------------------
"You could have stayed."
"Thanks, but I needed to be somewhere." Anywhere but across the table from Kelly. There was no way I could sit down to dinner with her and the kids and get through it peacefully.
"The lawn looks great, by the way." She had found some places where she could free up a little cash. One of them was the lawn maintenance. For a few months, she had actually mowed and edged and done all of the other things I'd done before the divorce, but she didn't know how to maintain the equipment.
It took me a couple of weekends to get everything back in order. Not just the equipment, which was badly in need of maintenance, but also the lawn and landscaping. Her hedgeclipper technique was... interesting. And she hadn't been using weedkiller or fertilizer or any of the other chemical treatments I had.
"I wanted it to look nice for the kids. And one of these days, we'll want to sell. Might as well make sure it keeps the curb appeal."
She was quiet for a moment. "Yeah, I suppose so. I never thought we'd have to leave, but you're right. One of these days..." Her sigh was loud over the phone, a hiss of breath that came out the speaker tinny and sharp. Then, she chuckled. "You were looking pretty good, too. Haven't seen you work with your shirt off in a while."
I laughed. "I've had time on my hands, and there's a gym at work. Something free I can do for an hour a day."
"Well, it's paying off." Another pause. "Are you... um, are you seeing anyone?"
After almost a year, no. I'd tried to date, but I was a workaholic with trust issues and no money. Plus, a part of me was still hung up on the past. Not on Kelly, so much, but the idea of our marriage. The idea of what I'd had. Knowing how much work it would take to get back to anything like what she and I had before she cheated seemed almost insurmountable. I wasn't ready to start the climb.
"That's not really any of your business. I'll let you know if anyone gets serious enough that they'll be around the kids."
"I'm sorry, you're right." I heard her voice change just a little, a tiny tremor in it. "Thanks again, Aaron. If you ever do want to stay for dinner, it's an open invitation, okay?"
"Okay, Kel. Thanks."
-----------------------------------------------------------
"You could have stayed."
"Did you tell your mom that?"
A groan from the other end of the line. "I'm sorry. I know she's been a bitch to you. I talked to her about it, told her you'd be there, and--"
"Of course I was going to be there! It was my daughter's birthday! What the fuck is her problem, anyways?"
"She's just trying to watch out for me." I scoffed. We had never gotten along, and I think she was secretly glad Kelly cheated. She was quite openly unhappy that her daughter hadn't found someone else yet. "I know. I know. But... look, you knew she was going to be there."
"Why? Why did she have to be?"
"Because it was her granddaughter's birthday! She's been-- for god's sake, Aaron, she's been one of the few people that really stepped up to help me out."
I muttered, "Wonder why."
"What?"
"I. Wonder. Why." My voice was both clear and clearly unpleasant. Her mom had once again gotten under my skin, Kelly was once again backing her over me, and I'd missed a good chunk of my kid's birthday party by leaving just so the bitch wouldn't ruin it. I was in no mood for my ex-wife's fucking pity party. "You cheated on me, Kelly. Did you think there weren't going to be any repercussions? Just expected our friends to rally around? You've still got your girlfriends, the other mommies that--"
"I don't."
"What?"
"I don't have them. Some of them... a few were disgusted by what I did. Others were told to steer clear of me by their husbands, like I had fucking cooties. Like I'd tell them they should cheat, too, so they could live the dream of having to work a shit job so her kids wouldn't be homeless." She laughed mirthlessly. "It's fucking awesome go to bed crying every night, ladies!
"I'm a goddamned leper, and that means, by extension, our children are, too. Did you not notice how few kids were at May's party? Some school friends. A couple of the daughters of single moms I know. The children of a work friend. None of our former mutual friends. None of the 'respectable' moms I used to know."
I was quiet as she continued. "No, of course you didn't. Because you fucking bailed, just like you bailed on our marriage."
"Oh, fuck you. I'm not the one that--"
"Yeah! I know! I'm the one that cheated! I'm the one that fucked it up! I'm the one that finally snapped because her husband, for years, treated her like a set of holes he could fuck and a pair of hands that made meals and cleaned his house! That couldn't find anything in her life that made her happy besides her kids! That fucking-- that fucking--" She started to sob. "That wanted her husband to act like she was someone he loved. That he actually gave a damn about."
"Kel--"
"No! I'm done apologizing! I fucked up! I had reasons, and, yeah, they don't excuse what I did, but they were still reasons! I asked you to work on our marriage before any of this happened, fucking begged for it, but you just ignored me! So, yeah, I fucked another guy. But you fucked our lives, you asshole. I would have done ANYthing to make up what I did to you, but you wouldn't even try, wouldn't even talk to me, just treated me like I was the town fucking bicycle, when all I wanted was for someone, anyone, to at least pretend they cared about me. Well fuck you, Aaron! I'm sorry you didn't have a good time at our daughter's birthday party; what a fucking tragedy for you."
"Kel, I--" but the line was already dead.
-----------------------------------------------------------
"You could have stayed."
"Noooo, I don't think I could have. Your date was trying to murder me with her eyes, Aaron."
A promotion for me and a new position for Kelly had eased our spousal support problem. We were able to go back to our original arrangement, but I still did the lawn maintenance. Even stayed for dinner a few times before. Ostensibly that was because there was a minor repair that needed to be done on the house, but I had missed Kelly's cooking more than I wanted to admit.
The promotion eased my personal money problems, too; my apartment was now a two bedroom shoebox, for when the kids came over. Time had helped with my pain. Therapy had helped me deal with the issues on my side that had led to the end of our marriage, as well as the new ones that were inflicted on me when Kelly cheated. I still had some trust problems, but I was far enough down the path that I'd started going out again; a few nights before, I had run into Kelly while on a date.
I laughed. "What about yours?"
"My what?"
"Your date."
"Jim?" Kelly snorted. "No. No, Jim was not my date. He's just a friend from work."
"Does he know that? 'Cause I'm pretty sure he thought he was."
Dinner had been great tonight, and the kids were in bed. It felt good tucking them in together again; I was feeling a touch nostalgic. I think we both were, and that led to us sharing a couple glasses of wine on the couch. Two years into our split, things had gotten more comfortable; not entirely without tension, but nothing like the landmine-dotted terrain of emotional instability we'd tried to navigate in the early days.
"No! He doesn't..." She stopped for a moment. "Shit. Okay, no, he wasn't. Just-- I thought just a friend from work. It's..." A rueful chuckle, her eyes looking anywhere but at me. "It's been a while since I've been on a date. Not since with you. I'll have to make sure he knows it wasn't a date when I see him next. Thanks."
We both sipped our wine for a bit. Once we'd finished our glasses, Kelly softly said, "She was very pretty."
I wasn't sure what to say to that. She was, but I was having such a pleasant time sitting with Kel. I didn't want this to turn into-- "I'm not looking for a fight, Aaron. She's pretty. I'm glad you're-- I don't want you to be lonely."
"Are you?"
A little too hesitantly. "I'm, uh, I'm so busy with work and everything that... Well, I'm just not looking."
"That's not what I asked, Kel."
"... Yeah. Yeah, I am. I didn't--" she sighed. "I didn't want any of this. You know that. I just-- god, I fucked up so bad, Aaron, even if..." Even if her life was miserable before. Even if I had made her miserable.
I nodded. "I know, Kell. I know." We sat quietly for a few moments, then I couldn't help letting out a little chuckle.
"Hrm?"
"For what it's worth, it's pretty shit out there. Dating, I mean."
"Oh, yes, it looked awful having that bi-- lovely woman hanging off of you."
I laughed. "Were you jealous?"
Kelly shook her head, not looking at me again. "I don't have any right to be jealous."
"But you were."
"Insanely. Insanely fucking jealous. You are-- the way you've changed, how you're-- physically, mentally, emotionally, you're the man I fell in love with but even better, and it hurts, it hurts so fucking bad that I wasn't worth changing for, and now some other slut is going to--" She stopped suddenly, the embarrassment on her face showing exactly how much she wished she hadn't said any of that. It fought with the anguish in her voice as she started again, anguish from not being able to say everything she wanted. "I'm sorry. I just--"
"You were worth it, Kell. I just-- I wasn't worthy of you. I did everything you said. I ignored you and the kids, worked too much, treated you like a fucking servant, all of it. And I wouldn't listen to you about any of it. I don't know when I started-- when I stopped treating you like my wife. I'm sorry."
Kelly's eyes went wide. I realized now that I'd never apologized to her. Yes, what she did to me was wrong, but what I did to her was, too. "You broke your vows to me, Kell, but I broke mine first." She gasped. "Not... I didn't cheat on you. But I didn't cherish you. I didn't honor you. There was no... no comfort in how I treated you. I--"
She was straddling me, kissing me, my face cradled between her two hands. I froze briefly, then my hands were roaming her back, pulling her tightly against me. My tongue slipped into her mouth, and hers tangled with it. The low moan could have come from either of us.
I knew that this was a bad idea. I'm sure she did, too. But then Kelly ground her hips against me, groaning loudly as my erection pushed against her. Then she kissed my neck, and my hand slipped up into her shirt. Then I picked her up and carried her back to her bedroom. And then, it was the best idea I'd ever had.
Her shirt was off in seconds, those beautiful, bountiful tits that I adored bouncing as they were freed from their confinement. Her yoga pants were next. She hadn't shaved, either her legs or her bush, and I didn't care. She was as beautiful as she'd ever been; maybe moreso. I hadn't been the only one in the gym, apparently.
Kelly's hand was on the crotch of my jeans as I stripped off my shirt. "Please, Aaron. Please." She rubbed my hardness, squeezed it, then moved her hands to my belt buckle. I reached down and squeezed her breasts as she did so, pinching the nipples. I wanted to hurt her, just a little. Just the way that she liked. Her hands slowed for a moment as she gasped and whined, then sped through the task of disrobing me, eagerly seeking her prize.
When she finished peeling the clothes away from my body, Kel smiled broadly. I heard her whisper, "I missed you," as she leaned in and gave my cock a tiny kiss. Looking up in supplication, she asked, "How? How do you want me, Aaron? Anything. Any--"
I pushed Kelly onto her back roughly. It had been too long; not just with her, but in general. There had been other women, other lovers I'd taken, albeit briefly. Not many, though, and not recently. I should have had her start with a blowjob, a handjob, something so that I could last longer. But I knew what I wanted right now. Her legs went over my shoulders. Her right hand reached down, placing my cock at her entrance, teasing her lips with the head. Her left hand touched my face with sudden tenderness. And then her head was thrown back, pushing against the mattress as I entered her for the first time in years, plunging inside her wet, hot cunt with one brutal thrust.
She was so ready for me, ready to be taken and filled. I wasn't gentle. A part of me was still angry. Angry at her, that she had fucked another man. Angry with myself, that I'd made our marriage so unbearable that the idea had even crossed her mind. Angry that this had been taken from me, that we couldn't find the way back to us. I fucked her mercilessly, punishing her with all of that anger and frustration. She loved it.
"Oh god! Aaron! Oh fuck, lover, oh god!" Her hands moved to her nipples, squeezing and pinching them, nails digging into the hard little nubs.
"Look at me." Her eyes locked on. "Who fucking owns this cunt?"
"You! Oh god, Aaron, it's always been you! You own my fucking cunt!" I slammed into her, amplifying her desire by ignoring her need, by just taking this stupid slut that I still loved. Kelly knew what this was, a reclamation, and she exulted in it. "Aaron, I lo--"
My hand found her throat and squeezed. "No." Not that. Not yet, maybe not ever.
I saw the fear in her eyes, then the lust as she nodded. "Your cock! I love your cock! The way you fuck-- oh god!-- the way you fuck me!"
I was too close to stop; she hadn't come yet, but I'd rectify that after I'd satisfied myself. She whimpered as I pulled out of her needy little hole, but her eyes turned to fire when she watched me stroke myself. Kelly laughed with glee as streaks of pearlescent white splattered between her cleavage, onto her belly, across her hips. She spread it around with two fingers, then brought it to her lips for a quick taste as I climbed from between her legs. "Is that all--"
My cock was between her lips. "Get it hard again, slut. Suck me so I can fuck you 'til you scream."
It was like lighting the fuse on a stick of dynamite. My ex-wife enthusiastically fellated me, using every bit of technique she had. "That's it. Good fucking girl. You were always such a good little cocksucker." Two fingers slid between her labia, hooked up inside of her and pressed. My thumb slid back and forth across her clit, driving her wild. She gasped and choked just a little bit, coughing, but that just excited me more. Her, too. She stopped her ministrations for a moment as she tensed and screamed around my dick, cumming hard on my fingers.
That was a warmup for the next hour. I flipped her onto her stomach while she was still half-dazed and spent our remaining time together fucking her first doggy style and then prone when her legs could no longer hold up. She begged and pleaded and screamed as I'd promised, her noises only muffled by her pillow as she came over and over again. When we were done, I kissed her softly on the shoulder, whispering in her ear, "Thank you."
She didn't ask me to stay. This had been a fuck between two people who needed one; that's what I told myself. When I left, I kissed her once more, belying that notion. It was more, but we both needed time to figure out what.
-----------------------------------------------------------
You could have stayed.
I ignored the text message for a while. Well, not "ignored," but "avoided." The following three months saw an erratic but increasingly frequent repeat of our post-dinner entertainment. The kids were ecstatic that I was staying for dinner more often. Kelly was ecstatic for more than that. And I? Well, I was uncertain, especially after the previous night.
We had fucked a lot before that night. Hatefucked sometimes, our anger with each other manifesting in incredible sex that left us in a communications blackout for days afterwards. But the previous night, we had made love for the first time since long before our divorce. It was slow and gentle, a caring act between two people that loved each other. Kelly even said so as I was inside her, but I couldn't reciprocate. Wouldn't. Wanted to, but couldn't trust myself or her. She invited me to stay the night afterwards, but I demurred, claiming an early start the following day. She knew it was bullshit, but she let it go. Let me go.
I finally bit the bullet. I didn't want the kids to get the wrong idea.
Her reply was almost immediate. The kids or me?
I sat and stared at my phone for a while, thinking. All of us.
I love you, Aaron.
I know. A pause before I sent it. Then I added Do you want to see someone together? A counselor?
-----------------------------------------------------------



"You could have stayed."
Kelly was pissed. "No! Fuck that bitch! She's not going to--"
"Kelly--"
"No, she kept trying to say it was your fault, that you drove me to cheat on you. That's bullshit! I'm a grown woman, and I--"
"Kelly--"
"--make my own fucking decisions, and I made a bad one and--"
"Kelly!"
She stopped, still fuming. "Kel, she wasn't saying that. She was saying how what I did set the stage for what you did, but she wasn't blaming me for you cheating. We kept talking after you left. She's smart, and I think she can help us."
"You didn't deserve it."
"Neither did you."
"... I can't lose you, Aaron. Not again. Not--" She choked up a bit. "Not when we're so close."
"Kel..." I took her in my arms as she cried. "Shh, baby, it's going to be okay. I love you."
"What?" She looked up at me, dumbfounded, and I kissed her.
"I love you. We're going to get through this, okay? We both want to. You're right: we're so close. So let's go back there next week and keep working, okay?" That set off a new wave of sobs as she pressed her face into my chest.
-----------------------------------------------------------
"You could have stayed."
"No, hon, you were sick." My wife of just over six months smoothed my hair. I could feel her rings on my scalp as she did so, new rings for a new commitment.
"I could have taken an Uber or something."
Kelly hesitated briefly. "No, it's okay. I didn't want to stay there without you."
I pulled back from her. "Baby, you were having fun. You could have stayed; I wasn't so sick that I couldn't take care of myself."
"I didn't want you to worry."
"Worry about wh-- Oh." Her face fell. "Babe, no. I wouldn't have married you again if I didn't trust you. I appreciate that you're trying to make that easier, but..." I sighed. "You're working still. You've got your own hobbies, and I do, too. We're going to be separate sometimes, and I'm already trusting you those other times."
"I know, but-- I just love you. I'm still so grateful for the work we both put in. I don't want to... I'm not going to do anything to put that at risk."
"Kel, if there was a problem like there was before, you'd tell me, right?"
"Of course!"
"And if I get jealous or worried, we worked on the skills for that, right? All the roleplaying and problem solving and all of the other stuff that we did in counseling?"
She nodded. "Okay, hon. Okay. I get it. Thank you. Really, thank you." Kelly curled up, snuggling into me as we sat on the couch together. "I love you, hon."
I kissed the top of her head. "I love you too, Kel. I always will. I promise."
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"Mr. Evans? Mal Evans?"
The young woman on my doorstep looked at me expectantly. She was familiar, in a slightly unsettling way. Something about her eyes, her stance, the shoebox she was carrying; she was like a dream almost forgotten, one that left a cloud over the rest of the day upon waking.
"No one's called me Mal in quite some time."
The woman-- not much more than a girl, really-- was too beautiful to be easily forgotten, for sure. Not a student of mine. Someone from campus? Maybe, but I didn't think so. Too old to be one of the kids' friends. Too young to be one of Sue's coworkers. And none of that felt right. She was from somewhere else in the past.
"I'm sorry, sir. But..." The lid came off the box, and a rush of memories overcame me. "That was the name on all the letters you wrote to my mother."
My heart pounded. "Julia. You're... Julia and Trevor's..." I swallowed. "You're their daughter."
"Yes, sir. Luisa White." She held out her hand, and I took it.
I absentmindedly muttered, "After her abuela."
Her face brightened, a broad smile appearing on it. Julia's smile. Julia's deep, dark eyes. She was tall like her father, just a little shorter than me, but not lanky like him; she'd gotten her mother's curves, too. Her skin was a lovely café au lait color, a midpoint between Trevor and Julia.
"That's right!"
I nodded, trying to play for time. "I knew that was the name she had planned on, but..." Then questions bubbled to the surface, too fast for her to answer. "Wait, why-- I haven't talked to them in years. Why are you here? How did you find me? Why do you have those?"
Luisa's mouth opened and closed a couple of times, presumably trying to decide which question to answer first. "I wanted to ask you some questions, sir."
"David." Malcolm was my middle name; I hadn't gone by Mal in over 20 years.
"David. The letters are why I'm here, the-- the reason I needed to seek you out. I don't know how you fit into my parents' past; I actually don't know a lot about their past, but I didn't realize that until recently. And I wanted to find out more. More about them, and-- and the man who wrote these letters to my mother.
"As to how, that's... It took a while. And it was as much luck as anything else that I finally found you. That's..." She shook her head. "I'm not-- I promise, I'm not some kind of crazy stalker. But when I found these in my mom's belongings, I had so many questions, and I needed answers."
"Why don't you just ask her?"
Her face fell. "I can't."
"Can't or won't?"
She sighed. "Can't. My parents, they..." Luisa looked into the distance. "There was a fire. And they, um."
I was surprised at a pain I never believed I'd feel again. I had lost them for a second time. I never thought it would hurt like that, never thought I'd be able to feel that kind of loss for the two of them the way I had before. It was muted, but it was there; that made me, perhaps, sadder than the knowledge that they were gone.
"Oh god. I'm sorry, Luisa."
She gave me a small, grateful smile. "Thanks. It's been a couple of years, but..." She shook her head. "Anyways. I can't ask them. I can't ask anyone. My grandparents are all gone, mom and dad didn't have any siblings, and..." She shrugged. "You're the only person, I think, that can tell me what they didn't."
Part of me wanted to tell her everything, answer all of her questions. Part of me wanted to let the past stay buried. Another knew there was a good reason for them to hide things from her, and thought that perhaps I owed it to them; but then another, darker, almost forgotten part snarled that I didn't owe them a fucking thing. But even if I didn't, what did I owe to myself?
But then that hopeful look, the one so much like Julia's, decided for me. "Why don't you come inside?"
She sat at my kitchen table. "Do you want something to drink? Water? Soda?" I did a quick bit of math. "Beer?"
"Water, please."
If it hadn't been late afternoon, I would have opted for the beer, but instead put down a glass of water in front of both of us. We sat and drank for a few moments, until the silence went from uncomfortable to stifling. "Are you really sure you want to know? Or is this just idle curiosity?"
"I need to know at this point. Look, I... I know this is strange. And I know it's a lot to dump on you all at once. I'm sorry that I just showed up at your house, but I couldn't find your home number anywhere, and I figured this was-- well, it was the kind of thing that should be done in person and not at work."
She took a sip. "Before Mom and Dad died, they had told me about how they met, the lives they had before we moved to Miami, all of it. And I know-- or at least I think... After the fire, I tried to figure things out for two years, but I never had any luck, and I realize now that at least some of what they told me was a lie.
"These letters were the first clue to that, and they made some old memories click together. Some pictures of the three of you in boxes that I found in storage. The fact that my dad and grandpa fell out and no one would talk to me about why. The way my abuela deflected whenever I had asked about mom and dad's time before Miami.
"Eventually I gave up; it was just dead end after dead end, and I needed to stop obsessing over it. When the fire happened, I was in my junior year of college, and I took that year off to deal with everything, which led to me clearing out mom's storage unit, which led to..." She gestured at the shoebox. "And then I went off down the rabbit hole for the rest of that year, trying to find out anything, but no one could give me any answers. So I went back to school, finished up my bachelor's and applied for a master's program."
I nodded slowly. "How did you find your way to me, then?"
Luisa laughed a self-deprecating little chuckle. "Pure dumb luck. I wanted to know more about the university that had accepted me for my M.S. I went to their website, combed through the pages of the various faculty, and..."
"... And found a picture of me."
She pointed a finger. "Bingo. I, uh, I don't mean to be flip, but you've aged really well. I recognized you almost immediately; I mean, the fact that your middle name was there helped, too." The lovely young woman smiled sadly and looked down. "Before I found your photo on the college's website, I honestly... I honestly thought you might be my dad. That, at least, would have made sense. The secrecy, I mean. These letters are... well, they really are something."
I winced slightly. "You read them?"
"Uh, I skimmed parts, but yeah. You clearly, clearly loved Mom. From the way she was with you in the pictures I found, it was reciprocated. And the dates... They don't match up with my parents' stories about their past."
A deep breath in and out gave me a little time to collect my thoughts. "Why don't you tell me what you know, or at least what you believe, and then we'll go from there? I don't need a blow-by-blow, but, for example, I didn't know that Trevor and Julia had moved to Miami. So why not a quick synopsis of your past, and theirs, as you understand it?"
"I suppose..." She chewed her lip. "Let's see. What they told me is that they met in high school in a little town in Texas. They had both moved out there with their parents; my abuela was going to teach Spanish at the high school, and my grandpa had some kind of office job. I was never quite clear. They became friends and then more, eventually moving to Austin to attend UT together.
"Then they had me unexpectedly, married, and moved to Miami, where the rest of her family was. Mom wanted me to grow up around my cousins. Abuela eventually moved back. I was their only child, but they seemed to be a happy couple. They were good parents. Mom was a teacher, Dad was a programmer. There didn't seem to be any kind of dark secrets or anything."
She shrugged. "Then I went to school, was doing good, the fire happened and I found out that... well, that at the very least, Mom was in love with someone else for a lot of the time she and my dad were supposedly together. If I did the math right, you started sending her these while you were a senior in high school, and they didn't stop until near the end of her sophomore year in college. You were engaged. And then, the letters end."
Luisa scratched the back of her neck. "That wouldn't be so odd, but there are pictures of the three of you after that time together. I had thought maybe mom broke things off and you left, but that wouldn't match up with the pictures. You and Mom and Dad all looked thick as thieves in them all the way through their senior year at UT. So it had to be something else, but I couldn't figure out what."
She had most of the info, but not enough to put it all together. Luisa clearly loved her folks; maybe it would be better for her if she didn't figure it out. But I could tell she was going to keep digging.
I looked at the clock on the wall, then nodded to myself. "Alright, I can tell you more about this later, but I have to go pick up my kids from school. Why don't you come have dinner with us?" My student life hadn't exactly been a succession of feast days; by the look on her face, the one attempting to balance propriety, the wish to not annoy the person who had the info she wanted, and the desire for something besides ramen and frozen burritos, she was in the same boat.
"I don't want to impose."
"I'm offering. It's not an imposition. Humor me; we could do with some additional company, and maybe they'll get a kick out of the idea that their old man actually has a past."
"Your wife won't mind?"
She could see, almost immediately, that she'd stepped on a landmine, but it was old enough that there was no explosion. "Sue is.. I'm afraid she's no longer with us. She was an ER doctor. The PPE protocols weren't great early in the pandemic, and, well, she had suffered from asthma. They didn't know how dangerous that could be back then." I gave her a reassuring smile. "It's okay. You didn't know."
"Still, I'm sorry."
"Thank you." Shaking my head, I continued. "Anyways. You would be welcome to come to dinner with us, and afterwards, we can talk a little bit more. Unless you have someplace you need to be?"
Luisa acquiesced, and we clambered into my car. My kids had markedly different reactions to her. Dana, my twelve year old daughter, was mostly uninterested; she was in that tween stage where she was starting to find herself, or at least trying to, and cool indifference was her default mode. Lewis, on the other hand, was fourteen and hormonal, and Luisa was a gorgeous young woman. He hung on her every word.
As we sat in the restaurant and ate, talking about nothing in particular, I was struck by how remarkable Luisa was. I don't mean her beauty; she was a very intelligent, well-read woman. Her degree was in biochemistry, but she also loved literature, my field.
She was kind, too. My son was smitten with her, and rather than either ignoring him or teasing him, she instead talked with him as though he was a near-peer; not in a way that made him think he had anything like a shot with her, but still enough to make him feel good about himself instead of embarrassed.
As expected, the kids did get a kick out of the idea that dad had a past; I'd never talked with them about it, for similar, if not the same reasons, that Luisa's parents hadn't discussed theirs with her. I alluded to my friendship with her parents at dinner, but no more than that.
After we finished and returned home, I sent the kids off to do their homework and get ready for bed. Luisa and I sat on the couch together to talk in semi-private. "They're great kids."
"Thank you. I'm very proud of them. They've... well, the last few years have been hard, but they've really bounced back. Better than I have, probably." She smiled sympathetically. "Luisa, I want to ask you something."
"Yes?"
"If there was a secret about my wife that would change how they would look at her, do you think I should tell them? Not now, but maybe when they were in college?"
Luisa's face revealed that she got what I was saying immediately, but she played along. "I think it would depend. If it's something that would be good, yes, definitely. Neutral? Maybe. Probably. But bad..." She sighed. "I think it would really depend on how bad it was. But their situation is different from mine."
"Oh?"
"If this hypothetical secret existed, they don't have a hint of it yet. I do. I only have half a story, and I can't believe that the things I've imagined are worse than the truth."
I took a deep breath. "I'm going to say this for now: what I can tell you will change how you view both of your parents. If I only met you and knew that you were their child, if you didn't have that shoebox full of letters, I would never, ever tell you about it. It will mean that big of a shift in how you look at them. I promise you."
Luisa looked taken aback. She'd imagined something big, I think, but not as big as what I implied. Before she could speak, I continued, speaking quietly. "You love your parents; I can tell. I'm sure you had your differences with them, like all kids do. But I want you to sleep on this: I can't believe they would have ever told you about this themselves. If you really need to know, I'll tell you. But you have got to decide whether it's an actual need or just curiosity that you've let go too far. Because you can't unring this bell, Luisa."
She nodded solemnly. "Okay. I hear you. I'll think about it, really think about it. Um... how should I contact you once I've made my decision?" We exchanged cell numbers before she left; I didn't have to wait long for her to call.
A few days later, we were sitting outside a café near campus. There was a small voice in the back of my head tut-tutting; she was a student and I was a professor, and certain incorrect inferences could be drawn if one was inclined to do so. But she wasn't my student. I'd never taught her. I could have no direct impact on her school career; there were no ethical rules being violated, even if we were anything more than a simple pair of acquaintances sitting down to talk.
"Thank you for coming, David. I... I thought a lot about what you said. And the truth is, I am worried about what I might learn, but I do need to know. It's going to gnaw at me until I do."
I nodded. "Okay. Let's start at the beginning, then. Your parents told you some half truths and some blatant falsehoods. Yes, your mom and dad met as sophomores in high school when they moved to a little town in Texas. What they left out was that I moved there the same year. The three of us bonded over the fact that we were all outsiders; Trev was from New York, Julia was from Miami, and I was from Los Angeles. My mom moved out to be with relatives; my dad had abandoned us, and she needed someplace to stay, so we ended up in this little podunk town.
"It wasn't much to base a friendship off of, but it worked. Trevor was the best friend I'd had to that point by the end of our sophomore year. I knew he was interested in Julia, but I was, too. And Trev, well... he was softspoken and humble, while I was the opposite." I chuckled. "I had a real 'rebel without a clue' thing going on back then, and your mom was drawn in by it.
"She and I started dating junior year. Trev accepted it gracefully and dated around. We all made a pact that we were going to get out of that little shithole together, and we did, going to UT in Austin, like your parents told you.
"The letters were... I wrote them to your mom because one of the few shared interests we had was writing. When we were in high school, we'd swap letters back and forth. In college, UT had a rule at the time that you had to be either living at home or in a dorm for the first two years; I kept writing her letters for that same reason, so we'd have something of each other while we couldn't be together.
"There are no more letters after her sophomore year because we moved in together then. We were engaged, as you said. And we got married in the summer between our junior and senior terms."
Luisa's eyes went wide. "What?!"
I nodded solemnly. "We were married for three years. Your dad was still our friend, of course, but he kind of drifted away during that period. Not entirely, I mean; he was still my best friend, and probably Julia's too. He was the best man at our wedding. But we were newlyweds, and he was still trying to find someone, and I know he felt like kind of a third wheel.
"When we graduated, we had decisions we needed to make. Julia's dream was to be a teacher; I had wanted to finish up my masters and then earn a doctorate, but that didn't seem to be in the cards. I had promised myself I wasn't going to be like my dad, some bum that didn't take care of my family. So I took my English B.A. and went to work writing ad copy. I didn't like the job, but it paid well enough.
"I wrote some good stuff, and my bosses asked me to travel as part of the team that pitched new clients. It meant more money, which was great; Julia and I wanted kids, and we decided that, with her finally getting a stable teaching job and me pulling in more money, we were in a place where she could go off the pill. And she did."
I took a deep breath and let it out slowly. "When you said that you thought you might have been my kid, well... to tell the truth, you should have been."
Her hand went over her mouth. "Mom and D-Dad, they...?"
"I was out of town on business. I don't think... They told me, and I believed them, that it happened one time and one time only. He had come over to visit, I wasn't there, and they decided to hang out together, just the two of them, which they hadn't done in a while. Trevor had broken up with his girlfriend, Julia's hormones were out of whack from going off the pill, they got drunk and high and..." I shrugged.
There were tears starting to form in Luisa's eyes. I felt for her, and I knew it was only going to get worse. "Do you want to take a break?" She shook her head violently, 'No.'
I took a sip of my coffee. I hadn't told the story in years. I expected it to hurt more, like it used to, but I mostly hurt for Luisa. "They hadn't planned to tell me. It was a mistake, they regretted it, and they mutually decided that knowing could only hurt me. Julia was... she tried to make up for it when I got home. That's all I'll say. Trevor avoided me, and when I did see him, I could tell something was wrong. I'm not sure if they could have kept up the ruse, but then their hands were forced. Julia was pregnant.
"She waited to tell me until after she and Trevor could talk, and they told me together. I didn't even have an inkling that she was pregnant before I found out about their betrayal. I..." My gaze went to my hands resting on the table. "I'll be honest, I went berserk. I attacked your dad. But he wouldn't fight back, just kept his arms up and tried to keep from getting hurt too much. I stopped when he was on the ground, frustrated that he wouldn't give me the satisfaction of a real fight. Julia just kept screaming for me to stop. I walked out and got as drunk as I've ever gotten for... well, for several days."
Tears were streaming down Luisa's face now. I could see her trying to form questions, but just continued; she'd know everything soon enough.
"I think Julia had hoped that by telling me this way, by not springing it on me at the end of the pregnancy if it was Trevor's kid, that I'd forgive her. I... maybe I could have, if the baby... if you had been mine. People make mistakes. I could have accepted that and tried to work through it." I chuckled ruefully. "Or maybe I couldn't have; I was so angry at her. And we had, to be fair, only been married three years. But, like I said, I wanted to be the good father my dad hadn't been, so I'd like to think I could have.



"However, I told her there was no way I could raise another man's child, one that was a result of infidelity, especially one that... well, that clearly wasn't mine. This was before you could get paternity testing done with a blood test during the pregnancy, and none of us was willing to risk a child's life with an in utero test.
"So the three of us went into limbo. Julia and I were married but sleeping in separate rooms. Trevor was almost entirely out of our lives but waiting to see if he'd have to step up. And then you came, and that was that. My marriage was over, my best friend had cuckolded me, and I was in a job I didn't particularly care for. I applied for a master's program in California and, well, here I am."
Luisa choked out, "Oh god."
"Have a drink. Take a moment." She nodded and sipped her coffee, shaking as she tried to get herself back under control. I softly said, "This doesn't change anything about you, Luisa. Your parents still loved you. They lied to you because they loved you. You're their daughter, and your dad did the right thing."
She laughed, a short, sharp bark of a laugh. "Yeah, after he..." She shook her head in disgust. "How are you... why are you defending them?"
"I'm not defending them. I'm defending you. What they did was wrong. It was the single biggest betrayal of my life, and, until recently, the worst pain I've ever felt." I frowned. "But Sue's death totally eclipsed that pain. And even ignoring that, it was..." I laughed and gestured towards her. "It was a lifetime ago. I haven't been married to your mom for something like seven times longer than I was married to her. What kind of misanthrope would I have to hold onto my anger for that long?
"Don't misunderstand, I was bitter for quite some time. Angry at the world. Furious at your dad. I hated him. He'd stolen my wife, my life, and my chance at a child. But I came out here, and I made a new life for myself. I followed my dreams and became a professor. I met Sue, and she helped me deal with that pain. She gave me two great kids and a wonderfully happy marriage." I shook my head. "What your parents did to me was terrible. But how things ended up? I'm happy. If I'm honest? I'm probably happier than I would have been if none of it had ever happened."
Luisa tilted her head. "But you loved her so much. The letters..."
"... Were written by a kid to a kid. Yes, I loved her fiercely. Desperately. It was a love like a wildfire. Everyone should have at least one of those in their life. But wildfires burn out. If you're lucky, maybe they become something more stable. Better in the long term. What I had with Sue..." I smiled at the memory of my beloved wife. "That was the type of fire that warmed a house, one we could build a life around. Maybe the wildfire I had with your mom would have turned into that, but I sincerely doubt it. There just wasn't enough in common between us for it to work in the long term."
Luisa and I sat quietly for a time, then our food arrived. We ate slowly and in silence. When the bill came, I paid it over her protestations. She didn't protest very hard; she was still a starving college student, after all.
Afterwards, she pushed the shoebox towards me, and I pushed it back. "No. I appreciate the offer, but no. I got rid of her letters to me a long, long time ago. I don't need or want these. You keep them."
"Thank you. Not just for the letters, but for... well, for everything." She bit her lip. "Would it be okay if we talked some more later? I don't want to dredge up bad memories, but I'd like to know more about what they were like when they were young. Only if that's okay, though."
This had felt good. Telling the story to someone that needed to hear it, instead of telling it because I had to, to a therapist or so that Sue could help me with my anger. In relating it to Luisa, it felt almost like an exorcism. Or perhaps it was just that, when examining my pain now, it was so lessened that I instead found myself mostly remembering the friends of my youth and remembering them far more fondly than I thought I ever could.
But I think that, most importantly, while what had been done to me was awful, good things had come of it. My marriage to Sue. My career. My children. And, most directly, the smart, lovely young biochemist sitting opposite me. I don't believe in platitudes like "all things work together towards good," but in this case? They had.
"Sure. I'd be happy to."
Our friendship was tentative at first. I thought that we had little in common besides my past and our mutual love of literature, but bit by bit we became more enmeshed in each others' lives. Luisa was a bit of a fitness fanatic, and I began to join her occasionally for morning runs; I didn't manage to keep up very well, but she was patient. I guided her through the new realm of office politics that always gum up postgraduate scholastic careers. And, as we got to know each other better, we found additional common interests: she loved to cook, and I was a bit of a foodie; we both adored old movies from the golden age of Hollywood; our musical tastes coincided; and what turned out to be many, many more little intersections of personality and preference.
She slowly became a feature at my house, coming over at least once a week, sometimes to cook, sometimes to help Lewis with his chemistry homework, and sometimes just to spend time with my family. Then once a week became twice a week, which became three times a week.
By the fifth month that we had known each other, I could tell when something was bothering her. But on that day, the day that all of our lives changed, anyone could have seen that she was troubled. She didn't want to talk about it, but ultimately I dragged it out of her.
"He's just... when I moved in, he seemed like an okay guy. I told him I was only looking for a roommate, and he said that was okay, but now he's hounding me, saying we should be more, and..." She swallowed. "I don't feel safe there anymore. But I don't know what to do, I'm on the lease, and I'd either have to find someone to take over my end of it or pay the fee to break it, and I just don't have that money. And then I'd have to find a new place to stay, and--"
"Luisa."
"--Get together first and last month's and then I'd need to find another roommate and--"
I put my hand on hers. "Luisa." She looked up at me. "Why don't you come stay with us?"
"What?"
"I have the guest room. The kids love you. And I've had a great time with you, getting to be your friend."
Her expression was guarded but hopeful. "I... David, I can't do that. It's your home, and you barely know me. I appreciate it, but..."
I laughed. "Are you kidding? I've known you your whole life!" She blushed at that, her skin darkening just a touch. "I'm serious. Come and stay with us."
"How much do you want for rent?"
I patted her arm. "Cook dinner some nights, tutor the kids, put up with my movie choices. We'll call it even."
"David, no! That's too generous! I need to--"
My hand went up in a gesture for silence. "You need to say yes. Now, when can you move in?"
She smiled and looked at her hands. "Thank you, David. Thank you so much."
I went with her to collect her stuff. There were only a few boxes, and she was moved in later that evening; her roommate was pissed, both that she was moving out and that she'd shown up with another man. We had words; I wasn't the hotheaded youth I'd been, but I could still intimidate when I needed to, except that now I used words instead of my fists, words like "expulsion" and "stalking" and "police." He piped down, I paid to break her lease-- which drew another round of protests from her-- and we left.
The kids were, as expected, overjoyed. They would no longer be stuck with dad's cooking, for one thing. For another, I hadn't realized how much the household had lacked having a woman in it. Yes, she wasn't their mother and never could be. Instead she occupied the role of a much older sister or a young, hip aunt, dispensing advice to Dana on subjects ranging from her changing body to boys to bullies at school (which was the first I'd heard of it). For Lewis, she tutored him not just in his studies, but how to dress and talk to girls.
Luisa would cook, and I would wash the dishes; she'd sometimes join me, laughing and joking. We'd sit around after the kids went to bed, sipping wine and talking about college politics or new movies coming out. It was comfortable, and became more comfortable the longer she lived with us. It became so comfortable that, like the frog in the pot of boiling water, I didn't notice when things between us changed.
Our occasional morning runs became daily. She'd taunt me as she ran ahead, and I'd try my best to keep up. And it was on these runs that I first recognized a problem with her living with us that I hadn't before: she was absolutely gorgeous, and it had been some time since I'd been with a woman.
There are some young women that don't know the effect their beauty has on the men around them; there are others that know exactly the effect and use it to their advantage at every turn. As a professor, I'd been around both, and had unfortunate run-ins with underperforming students of the latter variety before. Luisa, though, was of the kind that knew how beautiful she was, and chose to not trade on it at all, more than the world required her to.
But when she was at home with us, and especially when I ran with her, none of that mattered. She was in skintight lycra shorts and a sports bra, sometimes supplemented with a t-shirt. As she ran in front of me, her beautiful curves enticed me, taunting me as much as her words, but towards different ends.
Luisa's voice implored me to improve my health, but her body awoke a hunger that had largely lain dormant since Sue's death. When I had time after our runs, I attended to my needs like a teenager in the shower; I had to, or I'd be thinking of her all day. When there was no time, I took a cold shower instead, but it wasn't nearly enough
I sound like a dirty old man, I know. But none of my students had ever had this effect on me. Sue and I had even tried a little roleplay a couple of times, where she was a student that desperately needed her grade changed, and she would do anything to make it happen. It felt more silly than sexy to me. In my classes, even the most beautiful of students didn't inspire the "look, but don't touch" alarm bells in my head, and hadn't since I was a teaching assistant in my twenties.
But with Luisa, I had an emotional connection. She was already in my life, and we grew closer daily. There were times when we'd be washing the dishes, and she'd hipcheck me or slide behind or in front of me, and I'd need to focus on my task to prevent the erection that began to grow. She would go out with friends, and I would be fine. When she went out on dates, I found myself getting a little jealous. Later, trying to do something about this resurgence of my libido, I would go out on my first dates since Sue passed. As I left each time, I thought I saw a hint of sadness in Luisa's eyes.
In Luisa's eyes. When we first met, I saw so much of Julia in those eyes and in that smile. When I looked at her, as time went on, it became like that optical illusion, the old woman or the young lady. I would look at her one time and see a shadow of my first love. Then I'd look again and see only the beautiful young woman that so often occupied my mind in the present.
It was unfair to her. To us. I knew it was irrational, but my longing for her felt almost incestuous. For the first 22 years of her life I could have defined her almost entirely by what she was not: my daughter. That single fact changed the entire course of my life. And yet, even though she was not my daughter, she was the daughter of someone I'd loved, someone I'd married. And while that heartbreak had long since healed, while I'd long since found and lost love again, I still felt uncomfortable when I sometimes looked in her eyes and saw the woman from my past instead of her.
She was young. She was the daughter of my ex-wife. She had a whole life in front of her, one that should be spent with someone who could grow old with her. She'd never shown an outspoken interest in me as anything more than a friend and mentor, perhaps even a surrogate father figure for the one ripped from her life. And, to top it all off, while I told myself my fondness was for Luisa, I always worried that I was projecting my feelings for Julia onto this woman that resembled her in so many ways.
I cared for her well-being. I was the responsible older man. And so I put my feelings aside and left my fantasies of her as just that, disguising my romantic affection as nothing more than platonic affection for a younger friend.
But then events conspired to remove that disguise.
The kids were at school, and Luisa and I ran, as we did each morning. Sometimes I'd run abreast of her, when she was going easy on me, but most often I'd lag behind her by a few steps. I'd learned to keep my eyes on her shoulders and head as I ran; allowing them to stray lower were the reason I started wearing basketball shorts for our morning exercise.
We stopped at the sidewalk to my house; our house now, the one she shared with my family. She was family now, really, the way that she'd integrated with us over the months we'd been together. Ten months after meeting her, five after she moved in, and she was the ill-defined but irreplaceable fourth member of our household.
She panted, "Almost caught me that time, old man."
I didn't respond, instead huffing and puffing as I tried to catch my breath. I had been nowhere close to catching her, except when she let me. But I knew that, after our time running, I was still in the best shape I'd been since I was her age.
Once inside, she tossed me a bottle of water from the fridge, then took a long pull off of hers. I slightly averted my eyes; watching her bring the long slender bottle to her lips, the way her skin glistened with perspiration, the trickle of liquid escaping down her chin, the loud gasp after drinking too deeply for too long, all brought to mind a much more intimate act.
Our post-run ritual on Wednesdays was so set by now that we didn't need to talk about what came next. I would shower while she did a little light cleaning in her room, then I'd leave for my 10 o'clock class; she would be on her way a little later and, if we had time, we'd meet up for lunch.
Patting her shoulder affectionately while walking past, I headed upstairs to my bedroom. This was one of the days when I didn't have time for more than a cold shower. It didn't help nearly enough, as usual. But I was able to get finished, get dressed, and be on my way at my usual time; I'd deal with my biological urges later.
I called out my goodbye but heard no response. Luisa regularly worked with earbuds in, so that was no surprise. However, a surprise did come as I drove to campus, in the form of a call from a colleague. One of the construction crews working on the interminable renovations of the English building had hit a gas main; half of campus had been evacuated, and there was no reason for me to come in.
I was only ten minutes down the road, so I swung back around and thought maybe I'd take Luisa out for a late breakfast. But when I came through the door, I heard her loudly calling my name, as if in distress. My laptop bag hit the floor as I ran to her room; the door was ajar, and I barreled through.
Luisa lay on the queen mattress, almost completely naked, earbuds masking any outside noise. The only scrap of fabric on her body was a pair of comfortable panties; her right hand was inside the waistband, frantically moving as she moaned and called my name again. Clenched in her left hand was a familiar sheet of paper, one of many that usually resided in the shoebox she'd brought with her the first day we met.
Her eyes were closed tightly as she gasped and groaned. "David! Oh, god, David, Oh... oh god, oh god!" That lovely body tensed, a fresh sheen of perspiration making her dark skin glisten. Her voice turned to a low series of grunts before she howled, "I love you!" Luisa trembled as her orgasm overtook her, shaking like a leaf, her right hand moving faster still as she tried to extend her climax.
She was so beautiful, easily outstripping the fantasies I'd contented myself with in the shower or in my bed late at night. I stood transfixed, unable to move, unable to even look away. Even if I'd been able, I don't think I'd have been willing. It was wrong to see her like this, I knew. But she had called my name. Said she loved me! How could I just walk away?
Then Luisa saw me, and the spell was broken. "Luisa, I--" She quickly moved to cover her nakedness, grabbing the sports bra that lay near her head.
But then she saw my arousal, the hardness tenting my pants. Mouth opened slightly, she licked her lips. "I-- I thought you were gone." Her breathing was shallow, whether from her self-love session or a new excitement I couldn't be sure.
I found it hard to form a coherent sentence. "I, uh, the, um, the school... there was a gas leak. Closed."
"Oh." She slipped the sports bra back over her head. "You..." Embarrassment etched on her face. "I didn't mean for you to see that. I'm sorry."
I could only laugh. "You're sorry? I--" I sighed. "I heard you calling my name. I thought you were... hurt, or, or I don't know. That you needed me."
Luisa slid off the bed and walked towards me, a bashful, hopeful smile on her lips. "Well, I do, actually." Her face was so close I could lean down and kiss her. "I just didn't know how to tell you. Maybe it's better this way." She closed the gap, standing on tiptoe and delicately brushing her lips against mine. "I do need you, David. I love you."
"Luisa, I--"
"Shh, David. Just let me explain?" I nodded, and she led me to sit on the edge of her bed, not quite close enough to touch. "What I told you, all of it, was true. My parents' death, how I found the box of letters, all of it. But what I didn't tell you..."
She looked down and smiled. "When I started reading them, I thought they were lovely. So sweet. The ones you wrote when you were younger were... well, they were quite rough. But so impassioned. And as you wrote more, as you got older and your love for my mother deepened..." She chuckled. "I was infatuated. Jealous, even. I'd never had someone feel like that about me. Or maybe I had, but I'd never felt like that about anyone else.
"When I got to the end and the letters dropped off suddenly, I'll admit I got a little obsessed. Why had they stopped? How had something so intense faltered? Did my mom do something to drive him away? Or were they just pretty words from a deadbeat that bailed on her? And then when I thought more about it, about the possibilities, especially about the notion that you might be my father..." A rueful little laugh and a sidelong gaze. "Well, I'll admit, that put a bit of a damper on the infatuation. But not the obsession with knowing what happened. Like I said, though, I eventually gave up and decided to live with the idea that I'd never know."
She put her hand on mine. "And then fate intervened. Or luck, or whatever you want to call it. I stumbled across that picture of you. Found out the truth from you. And it broke my heart, just a little bit. That my mother would reward that kind of love with such disrespect. That my dad would be so... dishonorable, I guess. I finally understood where the falling out with grandpa happened, I think. He was so big on loyalty to friends that his son doing that..." Luisa shook her head.
"But when I met you, and I found out the story, it made me feel... I realized my infatuation had never completely gone away, the affection for this boy, then this young man, for the way he poured out his love in these beautifully written letters. And then... and then I got to know you, really know you. The man that you'd become since you first wrote these. Kind and sweet. Generous with your time to someone you didn't know from Adam. A great dad. A devoted spouse. So intelligent. So funny."



She squeezed my hand and looked directly at me. "I fell in love with you. Not just infatuation, but love. But I knew that you were... your behavior has been above reproach. Not just with me, but with your students. The other girls on campus. I asked around about you a little bit, and I knew you were one of the ones who absolutely, positively wouldn't brook even a hint of that kind of scandal. Not just because of your career, but because... because you're just a great guy. A good man."
Luisa shuffled just a tiny bit closer to me, and I turned slightly towards her. "But God, David. God, I want you so badly to just put that aside for me. I know I'm younger than you, and you don't want to take advantage. I love that. But it's not taking advantage. I-- I know how you look at me. How it makes you embarrassed. But what you didn't know is that I love it.
"Earlier today, after our run... after all of our runs, I've wanted you to just grab me and kiss me. I come to my bedroom after you leave each Wednesday and read these letters and pretend they're to me, because it's what I want so much. I touch myself, wishing that the man that wrote them loved me as much as I love him."
She put her hand on my face, and I could smell, just faintly, her scent still on it. "You told me that everyone should have a love like a wildfire at least once in their life. You're it, David. You're my wildfire."
Luisa's eyes were so beautiful then. Shining with unshed tears, fearful that I'd reject her. Part of me said that I should, that she had built me up into something I wasn't. But I wanted her so badly. Loved her. Yearned to be consumed in that wildfire with her. All of my doubts came to mind, as I struggled to be the adult, the mature one, and each of them was batted aside by what she'd revealed, until I was left with only Luisa's eyes.
Luisa's eyes. Not Julia's. I hadn't realized until just that moment that I hadn't seen Julia there in a long time; months, perhaps. She wasn't Julia's daughter. She was Luisa, her own beautiful, wonderful person. This wasn't some longing from the past. I loved Luisa, and I loved her as I thought I could never love again.
My hand wiped away the tear from her cheek as I leaned towards her. Her mouth opened slightly, partly in surprise and partly in desire, but then her body surged to close the space between us. The first kiss she'd bestowed upon me had been sweet and tentative. This kiss was neither. It was the spark that set our world ablaze.
As our tongues danced together, Luisa's hands tugged at my shirt. It was discarded rapidly, just ahead of her panties, still damp from her earlier solo session. I gently pushed her backwards onto the bed, finally looking without guilt at this beautiful young woman. Her neatly trimmed bush tantalized me, and my mouth watered with anticipation of tasting her for the first time. But she had different ideas.
A finger pressed upwards under my chin, drawing my gaze to her eyes as she pleaded, "Later. Please. I need you inside me."
Her hands moved to my belt, but I brushed them aside, opening the buckle myself. "I want to see you. All of you." Luisa smiled as she made a show of slowly removing her bra, revealing those beautiful breasts to me once more, with their puffy chocolate nipples. I took a moment to taste one as I unbuttoned and unzipped, drawing a barely stifled whine from her throat.
A brief intermission was necessary, unfortunately. I stood to remove my pants as she looked on approvingly. When I was fully naked before her, those dark, adoring eyes rested on my steel-hard dick. I felt like a teenager again, my body infused with energy as the stunning dusky-skinned young woman looked at my hardon with a wanton grin. "Nnnf, if I'd known, we'd have ended up here much sooner."
I chuckled and kneeled on the bed. Luisa slowly spread her legs, inviting me with a smile. It would have been rude to refuse. As I moved between them, she reached for my cock, thumb spreading precum around the head. "God, David, it's so hard." A little grin. "Let's see what we can do about that." She placed it at her labia, running it up and down her slick lips.
I pushed forward, just a little. A low moan slipped from her lips, her eyes closed, and her brow furrowed almost as if it pained her to not have me inside. "Pleeeease--" And then I pushed again, insistently, deeper and deeper into her, and Luisa's voice turned to a loud, long moan. Her pussy enveloped me, a velvet softness gripping my hardness, wet and hot. Exquisite. "So fucking big-- oh god, David, so fucking good!"
I kissed my young lover as my cock hilted in her sweet little quim. Luisa let out a happy sigh that turned into a pained whimper as I withdrew, then changed again to joyful babblings as we found our pace together. "It's so good, David, please, please, I love it, please, I love you, I'm yours, this is yours, show me, show me baby, show me I'm yours, I love ah--!" The first of her orgasms took hold, strangling off any more words for a time as she buried her face in my neck and held me tightly.
It had been quite some time for me, but I was determined to hold out as long as I could. Luisa felt incredible; not just her wonderfully tight pussy, but the way she moved under me and clawed at my back. She was enthusiastic and vocal, passionate and athletic. She urged me on as I drove into her, praising me, begging me, fucking me. I wanted to be the best lover I could for her, the best man she could ask for. "I love you, Luisa." Her eyes teared up at this, and she held tight as I drove towards my own climax.
"Please, David. Show me. Show me how much you love me. Show me I'm yours. I'm yours, baby, I'm yours. Cum, David. Cum inside me, please, please, pleaaaaah!" She came again, and I came with her, grunting and slamming once, twice, three times into her before I stopped, filling her tight snatch with my seed. "Yes! Fuck yes, David! Mmmm, baby, it's so fucking much!" She kissed my neck, nuzzling into it as our heart rates slowed.
Afterwards, as we laid together, she spooned up to my side and nestled in the crook of my arm. "That was.... Mmm, David. I want more."
I laughed. "Might be a little bit, sweetheart. The downsides of falling in love with an old man."
Her hand ran up and down my chest. "Stop that. You're not old. You're experienced."
I snorted, "Ancient."
A kiss on my side, "Skilled."
"Decrepit."
"Seasoned."
I couldn't resist. "Seasoned, huh? Want a taste?" With a broad grin, she slid down my body and took me into her mouth, and I found out how easily she could make me feel young again.
The morning and into the early afternoon continued much like that, with brief pauses for a light lunch and then a shower. Neither of those ended up being that much of a break, truth be told; we had to clean the kitchen afterwards much more than if we'd simply eaten, and we probably got out of the shower dirtier than when we went in. But then, afterwards, we sat on the couch and talked.
She laid her head in my lap; an hour before and we probably wouldn't have been able to avoid transitioning to another activity, but we had finally hit my limits. At least for the moment.
"I love you, Luisa. Are you sure..." I sighed as I stroked her hair. "Are you sure this is what you want? I want you to have a good future. A happy life. And I'm so much older than--"
She pressed a finger to my lips. "You're not that much older. This isn't the 19th century, David. You're going to live to a ripe old age, and I'm going to be dragging your ass on runs every day to make sure of that. And I've already started cooking healthier for you, too."
"Insidious woman."
Luisa laughed. "Whatever it takes, baby. I've gotta make sure you live a long time. I'm yours now. No take-backsies."
"What about kids?"
"Dana and Lewis?" She chewed her lip. "I hope they're okay with... god, I didn't even... fuck."
I laughed. "No, not them. They love you."
"They love 'Luisa, the cool older sorta-sister.' I'm not sure how they're going to feel about 'Luisa, the...'" She stopped, uncertain how to finish that sentence.
"'The cool stepmom?' Or at least eventually, hopefully?"
She blushed even as a huge grin spread across her face. "Really? I don't expect... I know that this is new and I don't want to--"
Now it was my turn to shush her. "I do. If it's what you want. It doesn't have to be official, but I'm not looking for a casual thing. I want to-- I'm in love with you. And I want it to be a serious thing, a serious-minded thing. Not right now, not even next year. But I don't just want to be your youthful, passionate fling, okay?"
Luisa choked up, unable to speak, then hugged me tightly. I felt her nodding her head fervently against my stomach, then a little, "Yes. God, yes." We just sat like that for a little while.
Then I sighed. "But about kids, do you want them? If you got pregnant today, I'd--" Oh shit. "Wait, are you on the pill?"
She laughed long and loud. "Yes, of course I am. I'm horny and in love, not stupid." She relaxed her grip on me, rolling her head back onto my lap and gazing up at me. "I hope they have your eyes, though. Yes, I want to have your children. If you're worried about keeping up with them, don't. I'm gonna keep you in shape, remember?" A devilish smile flashed across her face. "Gotta keep your stamina up, after all."
Lewis and Dana took it better than I'd expected. Dana just shrugged and said, "It's about time," then wandered off to play Roblox. Lewis was a little glum; I don't think he'd ever entirely given up on the notion of maybe, eventually, somehow wooing Luisa. But then, later, when it was just me and him watching TV, he said, "Luisa, huh?" I nodded. "Nice." And he nodded back, a tiny show of respect. From a teenaged boy. That was maybe the biggest surprise of the day.
There was a little bit of consternation around campus, but not much; there were no ethical boundaries breached, and I had a good reputation to begin with. Luisa's family ended up being the biggest sticking point; several of them knew of my past with her mother, and treated me like some kind of creepy old pervert, but she ended up reading them the riot act in very rapid and loud Spanish that I could barely follow. No one really said 'boo' about it after that.
We were married a couple of years later; she looked radiant in her wedding dress, five months pregnant with our first child. Lewis was my best man, a duty he took very, very seriously. Our marriage was a happy one, and full of love. By the time we were old, Luisa had a trunk full of letters from me, all telling her of my love for her, sometimes with sweet and chaste words, sometimes... not. There was no way in hell we'd ever let our kids read them.
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My ex-wife was a lying, cheating, gold digging slut.
Some might say that statement lacks nuance. That people are complex. They have desires, dreams, histories, motives, loves and hates. There are reasons that people do the things they do, and reducing them to a short phrase is, well, reductive. And that's all true. Kim was a person as complex as you or I, with her own wants and needs, with a history that informed who she was and who she wanted to be.
It doesn't change the fact that she was a lying, cheating, gold digging slut.
When we met in college, I didn't have any real reason to suspect, other than that she belonged to a particular sorority; that sorority was well known as a popular option for the women, like Kim, who wanted to major in finding a rich husband with a minor in early childhood education. That wasn't a dealbreaker for me; my mom had been a stay at home mom while my dad built a business, so I was perfectly content to have a spouse that wanted to do the same.
And, let's be fair: I was in a fraternity. Admittedly, I was only in that frat because I was a legacy, and my membership in it was one of several preconditions my father had for paying for my college, but I still engaged in at least a limited form of the debauchery that one expects of being a member of a fraternity. I was far from a virgin when Kim and I started dating, and I wasn't a hypocrite, so her having a past was not an issue for me, either.
I accepted, to an extent, that she wanted to marry me for the stability I could provide, even if I was majoring in computer science instead of business as my father and most of my frat brothers did. That didn't make her a gold digger, in my eyes. And, yeah, she'd fucked other guys, but as long as she was faithful to me, so what? Even if she had been a slut at one point, she wasn't once we were exclusive.
If you've noticed that I'm making a lot of excuses for why I married her, there's a reason for that. They were the ones I made to myself as I talked myself into getting serious with Kim. Or, more accurately, as our friends and family tried to convince me we were great together, even as a little voice in my head was asking, "Really? Her? She's nice and all, but..."
When I went home with her for Thanksgiving, after we'd been dating for a semester, I almost heeded that voice and got out. That's when I met her sister, Cassandra. Kim was, in many ways, the Platonic ideal of "sorority girl:" blonde, big tits, perfect makeup, well-dressed, and undeniably sexy in a "girl next door" sort of way. Former cheerleader. Reasonably smart, but taking care to not make a guy feel threatened by it. And, even when she was being critical, it was always said in the most diplomatic way possible.
Her sister was wildly different, Wednesday Addams all grown up and twice as snarky. Bottle black hair, dressed to distress, piercings and tats, pointedly more intelligent than you. She showed nothing but disdain for me, but I didn't take it personally; she showed nothing but disdain for everyone, including her mother and sister. Their dad had split a few years before, and Cass had gone with him; this was the last of the court-mandated holidays she had to spend with her mom.
After dinner, she was outside smoking a clove when I decided to get a breath of fresh air. She looked at me with all the interest one might show a mildly interesting bug. "Ken."
"Uh, it's Jason."
She rolled her eyes. "My sister is Malibu Barbie, that makes you her latest Ken. Or maybe not. You seem maybe a little smarter and..." She blew smoke out and away from the porch. "...maybe nicer than the previous models."
"Ah. Thanks?"
She shrugged. "Whatever. Look, you haven't hit on me yet, which puts you out in front of the other plastic fucks she's brought home, so I'm going to give you a bit of advice: she's a slut. She's cheated on every single fucking boyfriend she's ever had. Fair warning." Then, without another word, she flicked the cigarette into the yard and wandered back in.
Later, Kim and I talked, and she immediately and completely owned up to it. She had been a slut. She had cheated on her boyfriends, but Cassandra hadn't been around much in a couple of years, and she was angry that Kim took her mom's side in the divorce. She had changed, really changed, since then, and the breakup of her parents' marriage and the loss of her sister had been a big catalyst for that. That's what she told me, at least.
Yes, I ignored Cassandra's warnings. Yes, my marriage was a disaster. Yes, I'm aware of the irony.
But the thing is, by the time we were married, even Cassandra believed Kim. Cass was two years younger than her sister, but, like I said, way smarter. AP courses in high school, testing out of prerequisites, and a course load that would crush a normal person meant that she graduated only a semester after we did. My frat connections had found me a decent dev gig at a security firm; Cassandra's connection with me found her an accounting job there.
The three of us spent a decent amount of time together, and when the wedding rolled around, Cass was all smiles, just like I was. She and Kim had reconnected, Kim seemed every bit reformed and the loving, blushing bride I thought I wanted, and I had a new friend at work that I could be nerdy with at lunch.
Because of a trust my mom had set up for me before she passed away, I had a modest house to live in and a small stipend. These, along with my salary, allowed Kim to be a housewife even before we had kids, which meant I was greeted most nights by a clean home, a nice meal, and a sexy wife in barely-there lingerie. Life seemed great.
Then things got weird. Kim got weird.
Six months in, she suddenly really wanted to get started on kids. I wanted kids eventually, but we had both agreed to leave it for a few years, so that we could have the fun of being newlyweds for a while. Her fervor for starting immediately was bizarre, like she was afflicted by a sudden onset case of baby fever.
I held firm, and she relented, or so I thought. But then I found out that she hadn't been getting her birth control pills refilled. We rowed about that, and I insisted on using condoms, which chilled our bedroom for a week or so. The condoms still pissed her off, but she eventually settled down.
Something just wasn't right, though. Kim was acting completely out of character from how she had previously; she'd never, as far as I knew, lied to me about anything, and certainly not anything as big as birth control. The little voice started to quietly whisper again, and I was beginning to think I'd made a mistake marrying her.
She was partying more, too, a lot more, and going by herself if I couldn't make it. This coincided with a stretch of crunch time at my work, so I didn't initially worry too much. I didn't want her to be bored and resentful, and I knew she had an active social life both before and after we got together. She was still affectionate with me, and she invited me along, so I wasn't worried that there was something untoward going on.
But then I had lunch with Cassandra one day; she had been traveling, first for training and then for an on-site client audit, and we hadn't gotten to hang out since Kim had gone off the rails. She could tell I was troubled. As I related the events of the previous few weeks, her expression grew grimmer and grimmer.
Finally, she sighed, "Ahhh, shit."
"What?"
Cass pinched the bridge of her nose, briefly displacing her glasses. "My mother. She's acting like my mother." Seeing the confusion on my face, she continued. "Kim's always wanted to be like Mom, for some fucking reason I could never comprehend. Mom basically had nothing to offer the world besides being pretty and a decent cook, and she was so worried that Dad would leave that she got pregnant ASAFP.
"Then, once he was stuck, she cheated on him; or maybe vice versa, maybe she cheated on dad and got pregnant, then convinced him Kim was his. I've wondered before if she was actually my sister, and I think Dad did, too, but he never really wanted to know, you know?"
I nodded unhappily. "So you think she's, what, trying to get knocked up so I won't leave?"
"Yeah. And maybe-- fuck, I hate to say this, because I really thought she'd changed-- maybe cheating on you since you're not giving her what she wants. Then she'll force an oops with the condom, or maybe sabotage one so it breaks, or whatever."
My appetite gone, I shoved my food away. "Well, that's fucking great. So you think she's just following your mom's playbook?"
She shrugged. "Maybe. I mean, maybe not; maybe she just wants to have a kid with you. She really does seem to love you; I've never seen her act like this with anyone else, the way she dotes on you. And maybe her going out to parties is just her blowing off steam. I hope that's all it is. But... I dunno. Sabotaging her birth control? And going out to parties solo like she's still some single college chick?"
"She invites me along, though."
Cassandra's expression was the definition of dubious. "Yeah, but she knows you have to work, too."
My phone pinged. "Hang on. It's her, and... yup, she's going to a party tonight. Invited me along."
Cass leaned forward to look. "Ask her where it's going to be."
We waited a moment, and Kim responded with an address. Then, You're not going to be able to make it, right?
We both chewed on that for a moment before I spoke. "Does... does that sound like she's hoping I can't make it?"
My sister-in-law scratched the back of her neck, unintentionally dragging her collar open a little to show a hint of the tattoos under her shirt. "Maybe. I dunno, I'm not sure. This is why I hate texting." I'm pretty sure Cass would have a rotary phone on a landline if she could justify it; she loved that kind of archaic stuff. "Can you swing missing work tonight? Back out of crunch?"
I thought for a moment. "Maybe. But going to the party with her won't tell me anything."
"Yeah, but going to the party when she thinks you aren't going to be there might."
And so I texted Kim that I was still working crunch; it was both the truth and a misdirection. I was still working crunch, but I was also going to sneak out of work a little early and make it up by coming in early the next day. That was the plan, anyways.
But then I went to the party. It was a raucous affair, and so was the thing that Kim was engaged in when I found her. She'd gone upstairs with a guy that could have been a carbon copy of me; I knew she had a type, and the dude pumping away into my cheating wife's pussy fit it to a T. I got my phone out, took a few pictures and a short video, and then... nothing.
A part of me felt like I should try to beat the guy up, or shout at Kim, or even cry and throw up, but I felt almost nothing. It's not like I was stunned or overwhelmed, either. I felt some irritation, a little disappointment, but none of the extreme reactions you hear about, no fury or depression or even nausea. Just a bit sad.
And that's when it hit me: I don't think I'd ever actually been in love with Kim. I cared for her, was deeply, deeply in lust with her, but love? No. I married her for a lot of reasons, but they were frankly really dumb ones, and I hadn't fully realized it until then.
She was conventionally beautiful, seemed like she'd be a great wife, good in bed, and hung on my every word. She was exactly the type of wife a frat bro should go to college looking for, a beautiful, reasonably smart future mother could be replaced when she got a little too old. And she was exactly wrong for me.
My father had told me she was perfect. My brothers, both fraternal and biological, had told me she was perfect. Her sorority sisters and her mother said we were perfect together. And Kim did everything she could to convince me we were. But we weren't, and I, for the first time, realized how much I'd intentionally muted the little voice in my head, the one that said, "this is neither the life nor the woman for you."
I was a nerd; a fit, athletic one, but a nerd nonetheless. I always had been, and I was happy that way. I wanted to major in history, for God's sake, and teach, but I took the easy path of not arguing with my dad so I could get my college paid for. Then I joined his frat, which I didn't want to do; I'd never liked fraternities, either conceptually or their typical membership.
I took CS instead of business like Dad really wanted, but that was still another compromise that made me closer to who he wanted me to be, rather than who I was. And then I married someone that was like one of his trophy wives, someone he would have been happy with instead of me, because I had surrounded myself with people that thought like him instead of me.
I'd lost myself in college instead of finding myself.
I'm not trying to run my father down, but he's not me, and I'm not him. I respect him, and I love him, but I don't want to be him. I'm a lot more like my mom, but I'd always thought that maybe dad had regretted marrying her and decided to course correct later in life. I guess I'd become just like him after all.
I felt disgusted, but less about Kim's cheating and more about my lack of a spine. What the fuck had I let myself get turned into? The fact that I was sadder and angrier about that than her infidelity told me everything I needed to know.
I didn't raise a scene at the party. It just didn't matter enough to bother. I texted her the pictures I'd taken, that we were getting a divorce, to not come home, and that I'd make arrangements so that she could pick up her stuff. Then I went home, moved her things into the guest bedroom-- because I was almost certain she'd ignore the directive to not come home-- and locked the door to my room before falling, fairly quickly, into a restful sleep. For the first time in a long time, I felt unequivocally like I was moving my life in the right direction.
That lasted a couple of hours before Kim was banging on the bedroom door, begging to be let in, crying, pleading to be given another chance. I just told her to go get some sleep and we'd talk in the morning; I'm pretty sure she laid down next to my bedroom door in the hallway and slept there.
The next morning, I sat her down at the kitchen table and we talked.
"We're getting a divorce, Kim. That's going to happen, no matter what."
Her eyes were red-rimmed and puffy. "No! I'm sorry, Jason, I'm so sorry, but we can make it work! I'll do anything to make it work!"
I shook my head. "It's not... You cheating made me realize there was a problem, but the cheating isn't the reason we're getting a divorce. We never should have gotten married, Kim. I'm not in love with you."
Kim looked at me with a sad, sympathetic expression. "Oh, Jase, I'm so sorry. I hurt you so badly, honey, but you don't need to lie. I know you love me, and I love you. We'll get through this, baby."
"No, Kim. No. It's... I'm being honest. It's not about you cheating, it's that I don't want to be married to you. I'm sorry, but it's the truth."
As if talking to a particularly petulant child, she said, "Baby, I know you're hurt, but--"
"No, Kim! I'm not, and that's part of the problem! I just want you gone!"
She crossed her arms, defiant. "Well, I'm not going. We can't get through this if we're not together. I'm your wife, and I'm going to stay. We're going to make this marriage work, Jason."
So. That's why I got a restraining order against my wife. Or, at least, the trust got a restraining order against her, to keep her off the premises of my house. The trust's house. Whatever. She cleared out her stuff a few days later, while I wasn't there but a sheriff's deputy was. I couldn't get a restraining order against her myself, because she hadn't actually threatened me and the judge didn't believe she was a danger to me.
That was sort of accurate. Kim wasn't a physical threat to me, but she just. Would. Not. Give. Up. It was like the Terminator as a chick flick. She was living with a sorority sister, and she had nothing but time on her hands. Within a few days, she was banned from my work, then the parking lot of my work. Then my favorite coffee shop. My gym. Local game store. I kept thinking of that line from Pulp Fiction, that if I went to Indochina, Kim would pop out of a bowl of rice to beg me to take her back.
The texts and calls were endless until I blocked her. None of them were angry, just pleading, even after the restraining order. When I tried to have her served at her friend's house, she fled out the back. It took four attempts to finally get the papers into her hands.
Then the calls from other numbers started; I don't know how she learned about IP and phone number spoofing, but it was a tossup whether a junk call would be a message about my car's warranty expiring or my wife insisting we just needed to sit down and work things out.
She was relentless. I had lunch with Cass and asked her for suggestions, insight, advice, anything to get her sister to just accept the divorce and go away.
"I have no fucking clue. She's never done this before."
I laughed mirthlessly. "Oh, that's just great."
"Sorry, man. I have no idea--" Cass paused, then slowly said, "Welllll... wait, I have a couple of ideas, actually."
"Do tell."
She took a sip of her coffee. "The first is that she does love you, actually loves you, and she just won't give up because of that. She's not used to hearing 'no' from guys; I remember some of them trying to stay with her even after she cheated. I don't think she's ever really been on this end of things, where she's not ready for the relationship to end.
"So, yeah, maybe she just can't give you up. That's possible; I mean, you are really--" She stopped and cleared her throat, then took another sip. "I'd believe it. She's never had a relationship as long as this one, and maybe she either just can't say 'quit,' or she's head over heels about you."
"Ooorrrr?"
Her tongue piercing clicked against her teeth as she thought. "Do you have a prenup with her?"
"Yeah. The details are a little complicated because of the trust, but as of right now, I think she'll get a few thousand? A little spousal support? Less because she cheated, though."
"Mmmm. Yeah, there could definitely be something there. I'd need to look at it to be sure, though. Do you have a copy of it?"
"Not with me, obviously. At the house, I think."
Cass smiled. "Well, I guess you're making me dinner, then."
Cassandra showed up at six, still dressed in her corporate goth outfit: mostly black with a white shirt, but something subdued enough to pass for the office. Her makeup was similarly understated-- for her, at least-- and her long black hair was tied in a ponytail to keep it out of the way.
I made dinner only in the sense that I called the Chinese place and put the dishes out. She poured the wine, and we talked over the meal.
"I spoke with Kim today after lunch." She swirled the wine in her glass. "I don't think she's going to give up. I asked why she cheated, and I think she's kind of compartmentalized it. It was a 'bad thing' that she did, but she's 'very sorry,' in her words, and she's willing to do anything to get you back. She asked me to talk to you about it, of course. I told her we had been talking about the divorce, but I kind of skirted around the fact that I haven't exactly been trying to get you two back together."
I chuckled, but that raised a question in my mind. "Why? Why haven't you been? She's your sister."
Cass took a big gulp of her wine. "Because you deserve better, Jason. Not just the cheating; I honestly don't know what the hell you ever saw in her."



"That's fair, I suppose. I mean, don't get me wrong, I'm sure she..." I was about to say that she'd have made a good wife for someone, but she'd cheated on me. Then I almost said that she had good qualities, but other than being hot, socially adept, and fun in bed, I was having trouble listing them.
Cassandra laughed as my mouth opened and closed. "Yeah, my point." She looked at her glass. "I don't like saying that. There was a time... honestly, I loved her. I still do, sort of; she's my sister, y'know? But when she went with Mom after the divorce. I lost a lot of respect for her when she did that, and then it plummeted as I saw that she treated guys like Mom did. Like she just wanted to be Mom's little Mini-Me.
"And I look at what Mom did to Dad and what Kim tried to do to you, and I just get pissed off. You're both good men, and neither of you deserved to be cheated on like that. I'm just glad you were able to get out before she really got her hooks into you."
I gave her a warm smile. "Thanks, Cass. That means a lot. I feel like a real ass for letting it get so far, but... I dunno. She shouldn't have cheated on me, but we shouldn't have been together in the first place."
Her voice was kind as she reassured me, "That's just how she is. How Mom was too, according to Dad. She's good at making a guy think they're the center of her world." She put her wine glass down and watched me closely. "Let's see if this sounds familiar: you mentioned something that you liked when you were dating, and she didn't seem to know much about it then, but she listened quietly as you talked. And then, within a couple of weeks, she could hold a reasonable but shallow conversation on it. And she did that over and over again, right?"
With a slow nod, I agreed, "Yeah. But, I mean, I do that, too. Try to learn about the things a girlfriend likes if I don't already know something about them."
"Yeah, but why do you do it? Because it's something they care about, and you care about them right? You want to learn about a thing that they like because they like it, and you want to understand them better. And maybe you learn enough about it to find out that you like it, too."
She shook her head. "When we were younger, Kim did it because she wanted to keep a guy's attention. I've never once seen her actually give a shit about anything she's learned longer than it was necessary to convince a guy that she was taking an interest in it. It's never been genuine, as far as I can tell. I had hoped she'd changed, but I guess not."
As we ate, I thought back through my relationship with Kim, and I definitely saw some things that, in retrospect, should have raised red flags. Would have, if I hadn't been listening to the people around me. Of course, now I was listening to Cass, but she'd never presented herself as anything but what she was; at least I didn't think she had.
I thought Cassandra might have a crush on me, and I kept that in mind as I looked back at how she and I had interacted, but it never seemed to be the primary reason for how she treated me or talked to me. She could be snarky or sweet, standoffish or friendly, but I never felt like she was steering me towards her own ends.
Even when things were at their best with Kim, I felt like she was hiding something; I didn't think she was hiding anything big back then, but the sense was always there. A lot of the other girls in her sorority were like that, too, and the frat boys just kind of put up with it for various reasons, most of them involving naked sorority girls. I went along to get along. I wasn't doing that anymore; I needed to trust my own judgment again, and that was going to start with Cass. I trusted her, too.
After dinner, we sat with the prenup and she made little "hmm" and "huh noises as she read. Finally, she made a little triumphant noise. "Child support!"
"You think she's trying to get child support out of me?"
"Yeah. I mean, if she's being conniving and not just trying to get back with you, that could be why the sudden drive for babies." She pointed to a bunch of various clauses. "You've got stuff in here for spousal support, the items in the trust, infidelity clauses, a bunch of things. But there's nothing in here about child support.
"I'm not a lawyer, but even with infidelity, I bet she could claim to be the primary caregiver and get you on the hook for a pretty hefty chunk. And that wouldn't go away if she remarried." She smiled at me. "And you're a decent guy. I imagine, if you hadn't caught her cheating, you would give the mother of your child a little more wiggle room if she decided she wanted a no-fault divorce later."
I sighed. "I swear to God. I just want to be done with this bullshit."
"Buck up, Jason. She can only drag her feet for so long."
That was true, but "so long" turned out to be much longer than I'd anticipated. She would request meetings and fail to show up. She insisted on counseling, then dithered on the counselor; the judge we were assigned was big on reconciliation, so she gave Kim leniency there. I had no idea where she was getting the money to pay for the lawyer at first, but Cass suggested that maybe she was taking it out in trade.
Kim kept amping up the harassment, too. First, she got other people involved. Our friends texted me and dropped by. Her family did, too. Kim's sorority sisters really got into it, with a fair number even suggesting that if I got back with her they would be happy to help me get even first, with Kim's approval. And my frat brothers, some of them, came by unannounced; most were on her side, but a few let me know that she'd tried to seduce them so that they'd try to bring me back into the fold. I guess there was still some fraternal solidarity left out there.
I switched phone numbers and only gave the new number out to trusted folks, so that helped a little, but that still left in-person visits. I knew it was just a matter of biding my time, but I was so fucking sick of hearing her name that I wanted to scream.
Through it all, I had a few loyal companions: a handful of folks from high school and college, my brothers, my father, and Cass. It would have been easy for her to side with Kim, or even to just step aside, but instead our friendship grew over the months of my divorce. She understood my frustration; I think hers might have been even greater than mine in some ways, due to her disappointment in her sister.
I'd be lying if I said I didn't start to have feelings for Cassandra. She was sarcastic as hell, and I was often on the receiving end of her wit, but it never felt mean spirited. I started to go over to her place to escape the Disciples of Kim that kept knocking on my door and asking if I'd heard the good word about reconciliation.
Cass was a study in contrasts. She was a true blue-- or black, I suppose-- goth, but she had some pretty old-fashioned notions on fidelity and propriety. During a long, drunken conversation on the subject, I learned that she was only interested in long term relationships. She'd had two boyfriends and a disastrous one night stand in between that convinced her that they weren't for her. As she had put it right before passing out, "I'm kinky as fuck, but I'm not a slut. Nothing against sluts, though, 'cause some of my best friends are sluts."
She dragged me out to go clubbing sometimes, trying to get me both out of the house and out of my head, and I'd seen her in everything from Victorian finery to skintight PVC. But she rarely bared actual skin; the most immodest thing I saw her wear was a one piece swimsuit when we went swimming at a nighttime pool party. She was heavily tattooed, all her own designs, with full sleeves and thigh pieces. They were beautiful, intricate works of art that I loved to look at.
Her torso was heavily inked as well, but I never got to see much of it. When I asked about those pieces, she got a little shy. "That's... I don't want to be a famous artist or anything. I just want to make my art and make a living as an accountant so that I don't have to worry about starving. And some of my stuff, well, I don't mind if people see it. That's the stuff on my arms or legs or hanging on my walls.
"But the other..." She smiled bashfully. "I don't want to share them with just anyone. They're for the people that I want to really know me, all of me." Then she laughed. "Well, that and my tattoo artist. Can't avoid that, really."
When I was with her, I enjoyed my life again, really enjoyed it in a way I hadn't in a while. She had done in college what I should have, exploring who she was and who she wanted to be, trying different things on and letting them go when they didn't work, until she got herself on steady footing. I was envious of that, even if it had left her with a pretty sizable amount of student loan debt.
We were sitting on her couch one night, watching a movie, when I realized that we weren't just sitting together, or even sitting close to each other. We were cuddling. I don't know how it happened, but she was leaned against me, her head resting on my chest and my arm around her, and I felt really, truly, completely content for the first time since this whole thing had begun.
I stiffened for a moment, worrying that I was making a mistake. I didn't want to get into some kind of rebound thing with Cass; I really did like her. I might have even been falling in love with her. But I was still a little gunshy about who I really was and who I wanted to be, and I didn't want to fuck anything up, including our friendship.
She squished up against me, hugged me tight, and patted my leg, as if she knew what I was thinking and was trying to reassure me. Telling me without speaking that it would be what it would be, and we'd be fine either way. I settled again, kissed the top of her head affectionately, and we ended up falling asleep there together. It was the best sleep I'd had in half a year, even if I did have a crick in my neck the next morning.
Things were a little lowkey between us over the next week; our lunches were still pleasant, and we were still friendly, but I think she was waiting for me to make a real move.
And then my divorce finally came through. All the stall tactics that Kim had tried couldn't entirely slow the inexorable crushing advance of the court system. I had a paper in my hand that said I was free, and I wanted to celebrate.
An opportunity presented itself that weekend, an invitation by a friend from college to a party. I was concerned at first, but neither he nor his girlfriend had been part of the Campus Crusade for Kim, so I tentatively told him I was going to go and asked if I could bring a plus one.
"So... a date?" Cass's mouth quirked up when I asked her.
I took a deep breath and said, "Yes. If you want. I don't want to put any pressure on you or screw things up between us or mmmf!" Her arms went around my neck and her lips on mine in a sweet, long, closemouthed kiss.
"Pick me up at 8?"
Cassandra was ready on time, dressed in a blood red choker, black minidress, biker jacket, and a pair of heavy boots with enough buckles, studs, and zippers to make a Cenobite proud. Her jet black hair was hanging loose down her back, and red lipstick and cat eye mascara with an eye of Horus accent finished the look. She gave me a little peck on the cheek as she greeted me, and we were on our way.
The party was bigger than I had expected, as was the house. It took me a little time to find my friend, who laughed when I told him the divorce had gone through and shouted, "Welcome back to the land of the living!" I introduced him to Cassandra, leaving out how we had met, and she and I made our way through the party.
Cass was out of her element; dancing in a club where the regulars have become friends is one thing, but a party full of strangers is another, especially when you don't really fit in with the aesthetic or personalities. I still fit in with the aesthetic, but I realized how little I had in common with most of these folks now, so I could sympathize.
We found a quiet corner and decided to head out early. She went to use the restroom while I made the rounds and said goodbye. And that's when I ran into Kim.
The thing I had forgotten about the parties in college was that it didn't matter who had been invited and who hadn't, and my friend was still in that college mindset. He had invited me because he wanted to make sure I showed up, but I hadn't realized the invite list wasn't exclusive, but inclusive; anyone that heard about it could and did show up.
"Jason!" She hugged me before I could stop her. "I'm glad to see you're doing well. I really am sorry about everything, even the way I acted after..." She bit her lip. "I know that wasn't fair. I should have given you your space, but I just loved you and missed you so much. I should have been more mature and realized you needed your freedom."
"Uh... thanks? I'm glad you're doing well, too."
She smiled sadly. "I'm not. Not really. But I know..." Kim sighed. "I know this is something we have to do. Please, go and find someone to get it out of your system. I'm going to stay faithful while we're apart, and I'm going to go to therapy. Next time around, I'll be exactly who you need me to be."
"... What?"
Kim sniffled. "It'll hurt, but I know we'll be together again. I'll check in on you every once in a while and see when you're ready to get back together." I dodged the kiss on the cheek, and she waved goodbye as she melted into the crowd.
What the actual fuck.
Cass found me standing in the same spot, shellshocked. She led me outside to a couple of lawnchairs, and I related the meeting with her sister, her eyes growing wider with each line of the exchange.
"What that actual fuck?!"
I nodded. "She's going to keep coming back if I don't put a stop to this right now. I need her the fuck out of my life once and for all, and apparently a divorce isn't enough."
She slowly nodded. "Okay. Okay." A resolute look appeared on her face as she turned fully towards me. "I know what we have to do. Jason, do you trust me?"
"Yes. Absolutely."
Cass smiled and touched my cheek, then kissed me softly. "Is this... are we going to be a thing? Like a real, actually, trying-to-be-long-term thing? Do you want us to be?" I kissed her back in answer, and she giggled. "Okay, then, come on."
She pulled me back into the house, up the stairs, and found an empty bedroom. "I'll be right back." I opened my mouth to ask a question, but she just kissed me again, then exited the room, that delightful little giggle the only sound she made.
I waited for about ten minutes before I was ready to go looking for her, but I told her I'd trust her. Five minutes after that, she came into the room, giddy and amped up. She shrugged her jacket off, revealing her inked, toned arms. "Okay, we've got about fifteen minutes. Get undressed."
"Wait, what?"
Her hands were at the back of her choker, working at the fastener. "In a little bit, Kim's going to come through that door. I told her that I came with you, and that you told me that you wanted to talk with her about the two of you. Resolve things with her. And that's, ha, that's true, but just not how she thinks."
I stood as the choker came off, and she continued, "So I figure the best way to show her it's over is to really, really show her you've moved on. When she opens that door, you're going to be balls deep in your new girlfriend." She reached for the hem of her minidress.
This was one of the best ideas I'd ever heard.
No. No. This was one of the worst ideas I'd ever heard.
"No." My voice was clear and commanding. She paused. "No, we're not doing that." I crossed the few steps to her and took her hands.
"But I thought you wanted to--" She looked both hesitant and relieved.
"I do. God, I do. But not-- not like this. Our first time together... it should be about us. You and me, not her. She doesn't matter anymore to me, at all. Even as a nuisance. I'll deal with that. But I'm not..." I kissed her, pulling her to me and holding her tight. "I'm not going to taint this. This is good, us being together is good, and I want it to stay that way."
We sat on the bed together, cuddling and kissing for a little bit, before she broke away. "I just wanted to... I lo-- care about you so much, and I just wanted her out of your-- out of our lives."
"I love you, too." Her smile could have lit up the surface of the moon. "But I..." A devilish grin spread across my lips. "I want to see you, all of you, when it's just us. I want to be the last person to see you naked." I chuckled, "Well, other than your tattoo artist. Can't avoid that, really." Cassandra snorted. "It's... that's something special. Something you've held yourself to, kept as an intimate thing just for yourself and the people you love. And I want to... to honor that. To not dishonor it or you by asking you to--"
Her voice was insistent and a little angry. "You didn't ask! I would have done it for you. For us!"
My hand brushed a stray strand of hair away from her face. "I know you would have, Cass. And I love that. But what I'm saying is that I don't want you to." Then, with a happy grin, she pulled me down onto the bed and we made out, taking brief breaks to discuss the new plan, until we heard a knock on the door.
Our hair was mussed. Cassandra's lipstick was smeared, and I'm sure I had some of it on my face. That lovely, nearly translucent pale skin of hers was flushed, and I couldn't wait to see how far the flush continued down her neck and beyond. But that would have to wait. We sat up, and I called out, "Come in!"
The door swung open, and Kim's face went through about a dozen emotions in a moment, finally settling on a sort of angry confusion. "What is-- Why are--"
I took Cass's hand in mine. "I'm sorry, Kim, I wanted to tell you another way, but this is as good a time as any. Cassandra and I..." I brought it to my mouth and kissed it. "We're in love. We hadn't planned to move quite as quickly as this, but the truth is that we're engaged. I haven't had time to get her a ring yet, but I know you have good taste. Maybe you can help suggest something?"
"W- W- W- What?!"
Shaking my head, I said, "I'm sorry, I know that's a lot to ask. But we need to get married pretty soon. You see, Cass is pregnant. You're going to be an aunt!"
My ex-wife froze. Her face went blank, like she was having a total system reboot. Then she shrieked, "You. Fucking! BIIIIIITCH!" I swear to God, I thought her jaw was going to unhinge like a snake's with that last word. She surged forward, clearly intent on doing physical harm to one or both of us.
I stood up between her and Cass, grabbing her arm as she tried to rake one of her claws across my face. "Get the fuck out of my life, Kim."
Cass peeked out from behind me. "Yeah. Sorry, sis, but he's my meal ticket now."
Kim's eyes went back and forth between us, and she yelled, "Four years! Four years I was with this fucking loser, you slut! He's mine! I spent hours listening to him talk about those stupid movies! And do you know how much shit I had to read about the Hundred Years' War? Who has a fucking war for a hundred years?!"
Cass smirked, "England and France. I was never a history buff, but my man really got me turned onto it. It's interesting stuff! I can't wait to watch him teach our kids about it."
That was it. Finally, I saw it in the beast's eyes. She was unmasked and defeated. I released her hand and she drew back and away from me. "Fucking assholes. You deserve each other." Then she flounced her ass out of the bedroom, slamming it behind her. Cass and I erupted into laughter.
Later, back at my house, we sat and cuddled together on the couch, content with our final and total victory in the War on Kim. Cassandra chuckled, "So, how do you think she's going to react when she realizes we're neither engaged nor expecting a child?"



"Oh, poorly, I suspect. But I also don't really give a damn. I'm more worried that..." I kissed the top of her head. "Everyone in her family, just about, seemed to be on her side. Most of my former friends, too, but I don't really care about them. I don't want to be the reason that--"
Cass quickly interrupted. "I don't give a shit about the family that sided with Kim. My Dad didn't, his family didn't, a couple of my saner cousins didn't. Anyone that did is either as bad as her or too stupid to want to deal with."
"Still..."
"No, not 'still.' I love you, Jason. She didn't, and I don't think she ever did. She just turned out to be really good at faking it. And if my family or our friends have a problem with me loving you the way you deserve? Fuck them. We don't need them in our lives. I've got what I need right here, and I don't give a shit about them." She stood and put her hand out to me. "Now come on."
In the bedroom, she pushed me into a chair, a wild light dancing in her eyes as her slender body danced for me. It was teasing and seductive: a slow swaying of hips, a gentle touch of hands on her thighs as she toyed with the hem of her minidress. "I've wanted to do this for months." Her jacket had been abandoned on the floor, and now the dress went over her head and joined it.
I gawped at the splendor before me. She hadn't worn panties, so all that remained was her choker and glasses. Her slight frame was fully exposed to me: that beautifully pale skin; her tiny beesting tits and their hard pink nipples pierced by stainless steel rings; a completely hairless pussy, with the most delicate, tantalizing lips I could imagine; another glint of metal between her legs, the first hint of what I would soon learn was another ring piercing her clit hood.
These alone would have been enough for me to want to immediately push her onto the bed and ravish her for the rest of the night and well into the morning, knowing myself to be the luckiest man on Earth. But what made me pause, what most overwhelmed me, was the art that was most intimate to her, in both senses of the words, the hidden masterpiece that adorned her body.
I won't describe it in its glory; it was hers, and private to her. I was honored to see it, and honored, as I had hoped, to be the last man to ever see it. But I will say that it was exquisite, a mix of art styles that could have easily clashed but instead came together into one single, perfect whole. She was like a medieval tapestry or an illuminated text, beautiful both at first glance and as one examined the detail. I could have looked at her for days.
There were a few bare spots in amongst the art, places that she had clearly left intentionally blank for reasons that were sometimes obvious and other times obscure; but what I realized quickly was that they were reserved for documenting her future.
Cassandra's smirk slowly disappeared, her bravado replaced with an uncertainty that pained me. She opened her mouth to speak, but I stepped into the silence and said, "You're the most beautiful thing I've ever seen, Cass." I stood and kissed her, and her body molded itself to mine. It was not a gentle kiss; my tongue probed deeply into her mouth, and she devoured me in kind. My hands grabbed her ass and picked her up, carrying her to the bed before almost flinging her onto it.
She laughed as she bounced, but the laugh was cut short by a gasp as I knelt between her legs and began to suck and lick hungrily at that perfect bald pussy. My sexy little goth girl moaned at the way my tongue flicked both across her clit and her piercing, doubling the stimulation that she felt.
For a woman normally so talkative, her voice now only made sighs and whimpers. I pushed two fingers between her labia, inside of her tight, wet snatch, and she let out a low, needful groan. Then I found what I was looking for, the small raised bit of flesh inside, and hooked my fingers to press on it as my tongue lashed rapidly across her clit. Already close to orgasm, she howled with need as it took her, and then as she squirted into my mouth, crying and begging for more.
As Cassandra came down, panting, I raised my face from between her thighs and smiled. It was absolutely drenched in her juices, and she sounded slightly chagrined as she said, "I'm sorry, that's-- hnh-- that's never happened before."
I just laughed and gave one last slow, deliberate lick to her slit. "Better get used to it."
Her adorable giggle turned into a sultrier chuckle as she said, "Get those clothes off, Jase. Let me see you now."
Cass reclined on her elbows, one leg up on the bed and one hanging over the edge, bare sex lewdly on display for me. She idly toyed with her nipple piercings as she watched me undress, biting her lip in anticipation. There was an appreciative noise when my shirt came off; I hadn't gotten to the gym as much as I'd meant to recently, so that stroked my ego nicely.
But it was when my pants came off, and more specifically my briefs, that her eyes went wide with shock, followed by a gleefully horny expression. "Jesus Christ! Kim may have been Malibu Barbie, but you sure as fuck ain't a Ken doll!" Cass's hand slid down to her pussy, almost without intention, and she lightly fingered herself as I approached the bed. "It's, um, it's been a while, handsome. And never with someone so, ah, gifted."
In a reassuring tone, I told her, "I'll be gentle."
She tugged at a nipple piercing and chided me. "Baby, do I look like the kind of girl that wants to be fucked gently? Just gimme a minute to get adjusted, and then I want you to fucking ruin me with that thing."
I laughed as she clambered up the bed a bit, then kneeled between her legs. Cassandra's eyes never wavered from mine as I placed the head of my cock at her entrance, but then they dipped to look at it once more. She giggled, "I feel like I won the dick lottery!"
A voice in the back of my head told me not to say it, but the urge was nigh-irresistible. "So you're saying you wanna Powerball?"
The disgust on her face was something to see, part mock and part real. She finally grumbled, "Are you trying to get kicked out of this bed?"
My hand reached for her breast, hooking the nipple ring on one finger and tugging, forcing a little moan from her throat. "It's my bed, Cass, and you put yourself in it." I twisted it just a fraction, and she moaned louder. My glans pressed into her, and she grunted as I stretched that sweet little hole as it hadn't ever been before. "Whose woman are you, beautiful?"
She gasped, "Yours!" as I slowly, steadily fed her tight, hungry cunt what it needed. "Oh god, Jason, oh fuck! It's so big, so fucking big!" I eased my assault, not sure if that desperation in her voice was desire or discomfort, but then her legs crossed around my back, and I gave her my full length, plunging deeper into her than any other man ever had or ever would. "Oh, Jesus! God, Jason, I love it! I love you!"
Cass clung to me, arms and legs wrapped tightly around my body as I began to move in and out, steadily and slowly at first, then with long, almost punishing strokes. Her nails drew blood from my back, and I reveled in the painful, stinging manifestation of her lust. "What do you want, Cass?"
"Harder! Fuck me like a whore, Jase! Like your perfect little whore!" She bit me, nipping at my neck, whining and cursing as I ravaged her newly, roughly stretched hole. Then she was still and silent suddenly, her cunt fluttering around my cock and her heart hammering against mine the only motion I could feel in her body. Cassandra almost screamed in my ear, a long, loud wordless shout of triumph as she came around my dick, the one that was hers now and hers alone.
I felt more than heard a single, solitary sob as she relinquished her grip on my back, body exhausted for the moment. "Cass?" I went up on my elbows, worried I'd hurt her, really hurt her.
Her blissed out expression told me that nothing could be further from the truth. She giggled, "Yours." Another little giggle, "Fuck yes, yours." Those sweet lips kissed mine as she summoned the strength that she could to lean up, then she flopped back down onto the bed. "Goddamn, Jase. God fucking damn." Cass looked up at me with concern. "You didn't come yet. Are you--"
I flipped her onto her stomach, bringing about a sudden, wicked laugh from her, then chuckled in her ear, "Just wanted to take it easy on you at first, yeah?"
My gorgeous gothic whore groaned, "Oh god, don't tell me that was 'taking it easy.' You're gonna fucking kill me, lover."
She was still too noodle-limbed to go on her hands and knees, but that was okay; I pulled her up on her knees anyways, leaving her face pressed against the mattress. As I entered her again, I moaned, "God, you're so fucking tight, Cass. You're perfect."
My joking aside, this was the slow and easy time, letting her regain her strength a bit, and giving me time to focus on how good she made me feel. It was still fucking, still not gentle, but also not without tenderness. Little happy sighs were Cass's nonverbal vocabulary now, not the whimpers and desperate cries of our previous rutting. "Love that dick, Jase. My dick. All mine now, handsome." She giggled dreamily, " Cut a bitch if she gets near it."
I laughed and picked up the pace. "Better give it to you good, then." Cass pushed herself up to all fours, then reached back to place one hand on my hip as I fucked her, nudging my trajectory slightly now and then.
On a hunch, I wetted my thumb in my mouth, then placed it against the tight pucker between her cheeks. A new expression, more like a purr than anything else, entered Cass's lexicon of sounds; I interpreted it correctly, pressing inwards until my thumb was deeply embedded in her. "Better-- ah, fuck— better not get any ideas, Jase."
"Too late."
"L- later. You're too-- too big. Need to pre- prepare first." She looked over her shoulder at me. "But soon, baby. Soon, I promise. I want to be all yours, every part of me." That was enough for me, more than enough. Those beautiful eyes, the way they looked at me with love and devotion-- not submission, not exactly, because I couldn't fathom Cass truly submitting to anyone-- but a need to be mine, and a need that I be hers.
"Gonna-- fuck, Cass, I'm gonna cum!" That look of love had driven me over the edge.
The hand that had guided my hip pulled me tight to her, nails digging into my flesh. "In me, please! In me, lover!" She hadn't even finished her sentence when I erupted, balls tightening and unleashing a load of molten heat against her cervix as she came for the third time that night.
Afterwards, we lay together, gasping and panting, spooned on the half-bare mattress; somewhere in our frenzied fucking, we'd dislodged all of the bedsheets.Her long hair tickled my nose, but I pushed it to the side and kissed her neck, and she pressed herself back against me. "I love you, Cass. I love you so much, baby."
She sighed with contentment, quietly basking in the post-orgasmic haze. "Mmmm, me too, Jase. God, this is... you're so fucking scrumptious." Her head turned slightly, and I pushed myself up on one arm to give her a lingering, loving kiss before laying back down again.
We were quiet then for a while. I was lost in thought, and I'm sure she was as well, but we were also just enjoying each others' company and bodies, and exulting in the pleasant low-key happiness of our first post-sex cuddle. Then I felt her body tense just a little. "Cass?"
Her hand pulled my arm a little tighter around her. "Just thinking."
"About?"
"A lotta shit." She snorted. "First, how happy I was. This is way more... like, just way, way more than I ever expected. You know, I've had a little crush on you for a long time; I wasn't, like, in love or anything, but I always thought you were cute and sweet and just completely wasted on her. And then, when we got to be friends, that crush got a little bigger. And then you kicked her out..."
A little chuckle. "I tried to not look at it as an opportunity, because I wanted to be a good friend, but, well..." She patted my thigh. "We can see where that ended up. I fell in love with you somewhere in there, and I'm so glad it was mutual.
"And I was... I honestly felt so loved when you told me that you wouldn't let me do what I wanted to at the party, and why. I felt really... really seen, I guess, for the first time. When I knew that you understood how important... " She shook her head. "I just-- God, I love you so much." I hugged her tightly.
"But then, that got me to thinking about Kim. And I just felt sad. Sad about her, about what a fucking trainwreck she is. About what she did to you, how... as much as I love this, us being together, I hate that she did that to you. I hate that..."
Cass grew quiet for a moment, then softly spoke. "You are everything, on paper, that she should want. A hot, sweet, guy that can fuck like nobody's business and still provide for a wife and family. Like, you're a complete jackpot-- don't you dare make another Powerball joke-- and it still wasn't enough. Nothing's ever going to be enough for her. She's never going to be happy.
"And-- and she's a bitch now, but she's my sister. I used to love her so much, and I just..." She sighed. "I wish things could have been different for her. And that made me wish things could have been different for us. I wish... I wish I had met you before she did."
I chewed on that a little bit, then slowly said, "I don't think we would have worked out if you had." A little kiss on the back of her head quieted her almost-protestation. "I wasn't in a place where I could have let myself love you. I was... I think you would have really disliked me. The last few months have taught me a lot about myself and who I was, and I don't like the old me very much. I wish I hadn't married Kim, for a lot of reasons.
"But I think... I think maybe I needed to find out who I didn't want to be before I could figure out who I did, you know?" Another affectionate kiss. "And we're here now, together. However we got here, as much as it sucked, I wouldn't want to change that." She nestled closer to me, and I gave her a squeeze.
We snuggled up together for a few more minutes, but then I felt myself stir against her, and we didn't speak for a long time after that. Cass may have preferred a nice hard fuck, but I learned that she also enjoyed a nice, slow, languid lovemaking session. I pressed into her from behind and slowly took my lover again, hands cupping those tiny little tits and playing with her jewelry as she pushed back against me, taking my length into her welcoming pussy over and over again. She came again on my prick, and then one more time before I emptied myself into her and we drifted off to sleep, enraptured with each other as only new lovers can be.
The blank places on her stomach and chest, on the intimate places that she showed only to me, were filled over the years. Over her heart went our initials and a date when we were married. Other spots were filled with the names of our children. As she aged, and as she bore my sons and daughter, her body changed, adding texture and wrinkles to the art, remaking it anew. I watched as the tapestry of our lives together took shape on her skin.
When she would sleep, I would gaze in wonder at her beauty, both her art and just her. And sometimes she would wake as I stared, and she would invite me into her arms, and we would renew the love that had started to form when we were just kids, stumbling in the dark towards ourselves.
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"We will shock the world by the depth of our ingratitude." -- Prince Felix of Schwarzberg
------------------------------------------
I've found that it's usually the little things that are our undoing, the small details that go unnoticed or uncommented upon: the ruinous fine print; the subtle, seductive glance between a spouse and an admirer; the vows that seem so easy to keep that they are included almost as an afterthought.
We all understand why the "for worse" is in there, the "for poorer" and "in sickness." I think "for better" and "for richer" take a little bit more to understand, but we've all read of lottery winners destroyed by their sudden windfall, or by a successful couple finding the temptations of their new status tearing them apart.
But "in health?" I never saw that one coming.
I've always been the type of person that believes in preparation. It was ingrained in me by my mother; my father was a good man, one of the kindest and best I've ever met, but he could be flighty. I learned my arguably overdeveloped sense of compassion from him. "Kindness doesn't cost a thing, Nate," he'd say as we helped at a soup kitchen or to organize a clothing drive for our church.
From my mother, though, from the woman that always made sure that our household ran like clockwork, that everyone got to where they were supposed to be on time, that there was never a doubt about our family's solvency or safety, I received a deep appreciation for preparation. I've always been grateful to my parents for the gifts that they gave me, those twin virtues of preparation and compassion. Until a very dark time in my life, they stood me in good stead.
Before we were married, Chloe and I talked about the things that could happen in our marriage. We discussed what our vows would mean to us. We planned for how we would deal with a sudden turn in fortunes, for good or ill, about how we would deal with a need to move and leave our families behind, about how many children we wanted to have and when. We talked, especially, about infidelity and whether our marriage could survive it.
It's not that I mistrusted my wife, nor did she mistrust me. But she was an attractive woman, and I knew that she had many admirers. When we met in college, she was a runner; a star athlete, in fact. She had set a state record in the 5K in high school, and she was still an elite athlete. She wasn't the greatest beauty at the school; her face was more striking than anything else, and she spent her time worrying about race times rather than makeup or hair. But she more than made up for that with a long, lean, tanned and toned body, lovely green eyes, and naturally curly auburn hair.
I had no illusions about the kind of chances I had with her, but we became friends in our sophomore year. I know some guys are pointing and screaming, "friend zone," but I never thought of it that way. I had a number of female friends, and because I treated them as friends first, I also had no trouble in my dating life. Women seemed to appreciate that I comported myself as though they were actual human beings instead of potential conquests, and there's no marketing network quite like a group of female friends pulling for their single male buddy.
The transition that Chloe and I made from "just friends" to "friends with benefits" to "oh, I guess we're dating now" was pretty standard for college life. We were both dating someone else, we both broke up about the same time, and in commiserating, we started to look at each other in ways that we hadn't before. It wasn't some great romance, but it was good for us.
Great for us, actually. Despite our differences, or perhaps because of them, we quickly fell in love. Her drive inspired me to knuckle down in class; my compassion taught her how to be a more magnanimous winner and more gracious loser.
She wasn't as big of a believer in preparation as I was, focusing mostly on what she absolutely needed to do, but that was usually enough; you don't get up at four in the morning every morning to train without being willing to plan ahead. I joined her, albeit way, way, way behind her, and my fitness improved as a result.
The conversations that we had as we edged towards marriage, the ones about fidelity and vows and plans, were made easy once I demonstrated the importance of them to her. They fell into the "important enough to take seriously" domain then, like her training regimen. By the time we were married, a year out of college, everyone thought we'd be the couple that lasted to our golden anniversary and beyond.
What's the saying? Man plans, and God laughs?
Our marriage was excellent, for the most part. Our early friendship gave us an easy rapport, and the sex was great, due in no small part to her athleticism and my new stamina. We were experimental and passionate, and my tendency to plan ahead actually enhanced that; one or the other of us would pick something out we wanted to try, and then I'd figure out everything that needed to be done and, if needed, procured. She was quite enthusiastic about the little surprises I'd arrange for her.
There were problems, of course. She expected a lot of herself, and sometimes it bothered her that I didn't as much. I was happy with my life and with her, and I didn't feel the need to burn myself out at work or in my hobbies for some relatively trivial improvement of my skills or wealth.
Chloe, though, was drive incarnate; not competitive, not with other people, which wasn't immediately obvious. She competed only against the Chloe that was in her own mind, the one that could always be better. I respected that, but it meant that she could sometimes be mercurial in mood, disappointed in herself when she failed to attain a goal. At times, I thought she was disappointed in me, as well.
Those times were rare, though. We had a good life together, and good times. She was ambitious and energetic, but we enjoyed quiet times together, too, in the evenings after we got home from our jobs, after dinner and dishes.
I worked as a software developer, and she was a salesperson, occupations well-aligned with our personalities. We'd cuddle on the couch and relax, see movies together, occasionally even just laze around in bed on a Sunday morning when I could convince her. But more often, she wanted to go for hikes on the weekends.
It was during one of these hikes that I first really noticed a problem. Since they were supposed to be a form of relaxation, we'd go at an easy pace and enjoy the scenery. I rarely had trouble keeping up, and she never did, until that fateful day. Chloe found herself short of breath. By the time we made it back to the car, she was complaining that her legs felt tired.
It turned out that she'd been having these occasional spells for a while but never thought much of them, ascribing the fatigue to being older and not having as much time for training. It wasn't important enough to bring up yet, according to her, but I was immediately concerned.
After talking about it, I had her make an appointment the following Monday with our family doctor. He referred us to a specialist, who referred us to another specialist, and that's when we got what was, to that point, the worst news of my life: Chloe had a rare form of muscular dystrophy.
Muscular dystrophy isn't a single disease. Much like cancer, what we call "muscular dystrophy" is a number of different diseases and disorders that share the same symptoms. This means the treatments, onset ages, life expectancy, and quality of life vary wildly between specific disorders. And when we narrowed down exactly what Chloe had, the prognosis wasn't good.
Her life expectancy was probably about twenty years, and only a handful of those were likely to be good. She'd see her physical capabilities decay at a rapid pace, first requiring a cane and then a wheelchair to get around. She would get weaker and tire more easily, until finally her body wouldn't be able to support its own functioning anymore. My wife would pass away from lung or heart failure before she was forty-five.
Any chance of us having kids went right out the window. Her disease was genetic, and while she had two copies of the gene, even a recessive version would mean our children could potentially be affected by it. Her parents had been lucky enough to not suffer any noticeable ill effects, but the notion of passing it on was simply unthinkable.
Even if we had been willing to take the risk, however, it wasn't clear whether her body would be strong enough to bear and deliver a child unless we almost immediately got to it. And then I'd have to take care of a child almost entirely by myself while also taking care of my wife's failing health. It just wasn't worth the risk, and we decided to focus on improving her quality of life for as long as we could. No, there would be no children for us, and we would never see our golden anniversary.
It's the little things that are often our undoing; a submicroscopic sequence of proteins, a small weakness that grew over time, a seed of fear planted by an inexorable end.
Chloe tried to face it bravely; we both did. She wasn't dead, and we were going to live the time that we had together to the fullest. We were young, but I had planned for our financial needs already. We siphoned a little bit of that off to travel for a few months, hitting some of the places she'd always wanted to visit while she could still walk. They were a wonderful respite from the dread, those journeys to exotic locations, trying to fit a lifetime's experiences into that brief slice of the time she had left.
We made love with a frequency and intensity that rivaled our honeymoon, knowing that soon fatigue and weakness would steal this fevered intimacy from us. We never spoke of that directly, but the fear of losing that part of us long before the rest hovered in the backs of both of our minds.
I held her as she sobbed the first time she was unable to stand without a cane, when those long, lean runner's legs faltered as she tried to get out of bed on a cold winter morning. She slid helplessly to the floor, a fearful noise torn from her throat by the knowledge that she was losing control of her body and that it would only get worse. She had been diagnosed barely three years before.
"Please, Nate, please, please don't leave me! I can't do this alone!" She held tightly to me, as tightly as she could, but her arms were already weaker. The terrified sound of her voice broke my heart.
I smoothed her hair and kissed the top of her head. "Shh, love. Shh, it's okay. Never. In sickness and in health, til death do us part. I promise, Chloe."
This brought about a new wave of sobs from her, and I could only hold her until they passed. Then, I helped her up and onto her feet, shackled to her new, hated companion: the cane
Six years after her diagnosis, she was no longer able to work outside the home, and barely able to inside. She had changed from sales to marketing, because she simply couldn't sustain the level of intensity she needed for the former. For a darker reason, too: she found that no one wanted to buy from a woman using a cane. Image matters, and hers became associated with illness, subconsciously turning off her potential customers.
I had transitioned to a new job, still in software development, but in the healthcare sector. I figured that being medical-adjacent gave me a better chance at getting her into any new clinical trials, and health insurance coverage tended to be more complete inside the industry. It made for less money overall, not because the industry wasn't flush with cash, but because I lacked the ability to simply move to a new industry when a better financial opportunity became available.
Our lovemaking dwindled to nothing within eight years of her diagnosis, and had been on life support years before that. It wasn't, at first, that she was physically incapable. We could still technically have sex, but as we became more and more limited in our repertoire, Chloe's ego took a hit. As her body changed, she felt more unattractive, furthering the damage. I did what I could to tell her I still loved her and thought her beautiful, but it wasn't enough.
Ultimately, I took care of myself manually and tried to not be down about it. One night, while we lay in bed together, Chloe said, "Do you... do you want to see someone else? Take..." She made a little miserable sound. "Take another lover?"
I'd be lying if I said that it hadn't occurred to me. But even if my attitude on infidelity had changed, which it hadn't, there were logistical hurdles that made it all but impossible. I could have hired a prostitute, I suppose, but that was fraught with its own dangers; the last thing either of us needed was me getting arrested.
And trying to date, or even just hook up, would have been a no-go if I was at all honest about my situation. What woman worth anything is going to want to take up with a guy that's just looking for a side piece while his wife is dying at home?
Hell, even ignoring all of that, I wasn't exactly much of a catch physically any longer; my muscles were a little bigger from having to help Chloe, but that didn't translate to being fit and trim. I had strong but not showy muscles covered with a layer of fat from my inability to get out and get any aerobic work in. This weight gain was exacerbated by the need to make simple, cheap, and fast calorically-dense meals so that I could get back to either working or taking care of Chloe as quickly as possible.
"No, sweetheart. No. I'm not going to do that to you."
"But--"
"No, Chloe. I love you, and I promised to forsake all others. That's what I'll do." She hugged me tightly and cried. I'd like to think it was gratitude, but looking back now, I wonder if it was instead guilt. Who knows? Maybe it was both.
Twelve years into her death sentence, Chloe was in a wheelchair full time, an expensive motorized one. Our house had to be modified to accommodate it. We needed a van with special machinery. There are programs to help with those things, but they're inadequate, at best. Her illness was draining us financially, and we were mortgaged to the hilt trying to keep up with the costs.
I had resigned myself to watching my wife slowly wither and die and then either declaring bankruptcy or struggling the rest of my life with a mountain of debt; I'd like to say that I bore this stoically, that I'd pay anything to have just one more day with her, but I can't. That kind of slow trudge towards doom, of looking at a future with no hope and a present with little happiness wore on my soul. I did my best to hide it from her, to be as upbeat as possible when it was us together, but at night I'd sometimes drive to a secluded parking lot where I'd sit by myself and cry.
This was not how I'd envisioned my future. Our future, when we'd been young and hopeful and deeply, madly in love. I still loved Chloe, but there was so much of a sense of duty mixed up in it now that it was hard to draw the line between where one started and the other ended.
I knew that part of why I stayed with her was our vows. Because it was the right thing to do. I had a sneaking, shameful suspicion that it was that, more than my love for her, that truly kept me by her side. I didn't want to be one of those assholes that abandons their wife when she's sick; I'd lost so much to this fucking disease, and I refused to lose my self-esteem, too.
I know that this sounds like a pity party for myself, and it was. I had to be strong around Chloe, had to try to be positive for her. Her body was decaying at an accelerated rate, and the end point of that was an early, painful death. I tried to keep that in mind, to recognize that my suffering was bad, but that hers was worse.
Chloe had gone from a vibrant, attractive, athletic woman, to, in her eyes, a wheelchair-bound burden to the people that loved her. She was on antidepressants along with a whole rainbow of medication that helped to deal with her symptoms. She was seeing a therapist. My wife was going through more than any person should be asked to handle, and I needed to compartmentalize so I could have my breakdowns on my time. But I still had them. Yes, her suffering was worse, but that didn't invalidate mine.
We started attending support groups around the time she had to go into a wheelchair, one for her and one for me. Hers was about connecting with other people with muscular dystrophy; mine was for their caregivers. We made friends there, some of the first friendships we'd been able to maintain in years.
In particular, we got close to Dale and Katrina; Dale suffered from the same type of muscular dystrophy that Chloe did. He and Katrina had been married a little longer than us, and they were a little older, but they got, on a level that almost no one else did, what we were going through.
Dale and I became fast friends; he was a software developer like me, still active despite his disease. "Hey, I sat around on my ass all day only using my fingers for years. What's changed?" He had a wry, self-deprecating sense of humor. I knew he hid behind it, using it as a shield against the fear and pain of the disease, but we all had our coping mechanisms. His seemed to work pretty well for him. Within a few years, he was one of my closest friends, and the closest that I saw regularly, something more akin to a brother than just a friend.
His relationship with Chloe was different than mine, but arguably more important. She had all but given into her despair, despair at ever being the person she'd once dreamed of being. He helped her see a different route, to redirect her misery towards good.
She turned her marketing acumen toward charitable work, helping various muscular dystrophy organizations as a way to both have something to do and as a way to reclaim herself. More than any of my attempts to stay positive, her friendship with Dale and his inspiration to her was the main reason Chloe didn't give into despair in the later days of her illness.
Katrina and Chloe were friends, but not close in the way that Dale and Chloe were. They were the ones with the least connection: Dale and I were both software developers with nerdy interests; Dale and Chloe were both suffering from the same disease; Katrina and I were both the spouses and the primary-- often only-- caregivers for our dying spouses. Katrina and Chloe were just friends with little in common outside of what had pushed us together in the first place.
We each brought something to our new friendships: Dale's sense of humor that buoyed mine and Chloe's spirits; my talent for preparation that helped Katrina and Dale find places in their routine that could be simplified and streamlined; Chloe's drive that, once unleashed again, inspired even Dale. Katrina was kind and soft spoken, which was welcome, but it was her profession that helped Chloe and I the most initially. She was a massage therapist, and I was desperately in need of one.
As previously mentioned, I was more muscular from helping Chloe than when we had first met. She weighed a little over 130 when she was healthy, but her weight had gone up to 160 due to her enforced sedentary lifestyle. It wasn't entirely dead weight, but there was only so much she could do to help, and moving that kind of load over and over, often wrongly before I learned the correct techniques, had wreaked havoc on my back.
Katrina helped to repair that damage with long, sometimes painful massage sessions that worked the knots out of my muscles, leaving me feeling like jelly afterwards. She taught me how to administer some of the same techniques, and through those skills Chloe and I were able to regain some of the physical aspect of the relationship that we'd lost; not sex, per se, but the intimate touch that she and I had both been starved of. We were both intensely grateful to our friend for that.



Kat helped me in ways even more personal than that, albeit not physical ones. She and I would stay up late through the night talking, either in person or on the phone. We became very close; other than Chloe, I don't think I had ever had the kind of connection that I did with her. We were two soldiers in a foxhole, facing an enemy we could never beat, trying to stave off the depression of fighting an unwinnable war together.
I have no illusions about the extent of our closeness: within a few years, we were having an emotional affair. We shared things we never could with our spouses, not only because we had no one else to share them with, but because we understood both each other and our struggles on a level that no one, even Chloe and Dale, could ever comprehend.
Many times we shared things about our spouses, the pain that they were going through, and the mortifying guilt we felt for our resentment of them and their pain. The selfish anger at never having lives of our own, offset by the impotent rage that our spouses would soon have no life at all. The voices in our heads that told us "no one would blame you if you walked away," while also knowing that we could never live with ourselves if we did. The fact that even contemplating such a betrayal only made us more miserable.
We spoke of the things that could never be said to Chloe and Dale, and we trusted each other to keep these shared, shameful secrets. We were, in our own way, as intricately and completely linked to each other as we had ever been to our spouses, and this was a source of both strength and yet more guilt for both of us.
It was an emotional affair that our spouses knew existed, even though none of us called it that. This was a kindness they did for us, their long-suffering partners. It was one of the few that they could, a small gift of hope to ease our despair. In the back of all of our minds was the possibility of what would come when Chloe and Dale could no longer fight, and they encouraged our closeness so that we would have someone to turn to in those dark days.
It was during one of our late night talks over coffee that Katrina brought up a possibility I'd long since decided against.
"If Chloe has said you can find comfort elsewhere, then why not?"
I sighed. "Because I'm just not built that way. I need to feel... close to someone. Hookups have never done it for me."
She chuckled, those sapphire eyes mocking me slightly. "Are you saying we don't have a connection? I'm hurt."
"You know that's not what I'm saying. I..." Taking a sip, I collected my thoughts; then, taking her hand, I explained them. "You're lovely, Katrina. Wonderful. Yes, we have a connection. If things were different, I'd love to explore it. But I'm just not... I can't let go of my vows." She started to speak, but I pushed through. "Yes, even if Chloe says I can. I didn't just make the vows to her, I made them to myself."
Katrina smiled sadly, tilting her head to one side. "She's so lucky to have you, Nate. I wish... I wish things could be different. I'm wired the same way. Needing a connection, I mean; Dale offered this to me years ago, but I could never find someone I wanted to be with. And now you're here, and..." She shook her head and lifted my hand to her lips. "Another life, maybe."
We were entering the endgame of our spouses' disease, fifteen years since their prognoses, and we both knew it. Another life could come sooner than we thought, but it felt ghoulish to openly admit. I'm not saying that we bided our time, waiting for this unseen monster to claim our spouses; we were just friends and always acted with propriety around each other. But we also both knew that, right or wrong, our lives would change very quickly some short time in the future.
And then they did change, but not in a way any of us could anticipate.
A miracle happened. The technology called "CRISPR" had shown great promise in treating a number of diseases with a genetic basis; it allowed for direct editing of the genes that caused the problems, in essence patching the source code of the body.
It had successfully been used to treat other forms of muscular dystrophy, but we didn't hold out hope that a treatment would reach even experimental trial stages for Chloe and Dale's type before it was too late. Theirs was one of the rarer types and far down the list of priorities.
But, as often happens in modern medicine, a confluence of money and power changed the priorities: a wunderkind researcher's wife was diagnosed with it; a prominent venture capitalist's son; a powerful senator's granddaughter. With these personal tragedies came funding and visibility, and a breakthrough followed far faster than any of us could have anticipated. Experimental trials were started. My time in the healthcare field and all the attendant connections paid off; I was able to get both Chloe and Dale in.
When I say it was a miracle, I don't just mean that the treatment came about so quickly. I mean that it was unbelievably effective. Within a month of beginning treatment, Chloe was working with a physical therapist to get back to her cane. Within three months, she was working to walk unassisted. And within six months, she set foot on a track again for the first time in almost fifteen years.
Dale's recovery was similarly swift, and we all celebrated our triumph against this specter that had plagued our lives for a decade and a half. Our friendships grew even closer as we slowly reentered the world in a way none of us had been able to in years, dining and drinking and dancing, something none of us ever thought we'd do again.
Katrina and I were both slightly embarrassed by our notions of what might have been, seeing them as a disappointing lapse during a time of weakness when we were both at the end of our tethers. Nothing had happened, but that we had even talked about it as a possibility felt disloyal.
When I made love to Chloe for the first time in nearly a decade, it was tentative and halting. I had gotten so used to the notion that I might hurt her, manipulating a limb the wrong way when she was too weak to push against me, that I still hadn't entirely internalized that she was strong again. But once we got past those first fumbling touches, we dove headfirst into the physical love that had been denied both of us for too long.
When we finished that first time, there were tears in her eyes as she clung to me. "I missed this, missed you so much, Nate. I never thought--" She wept openly. "-- Never even dreamed we'd be able to do this again. That I could be the wife you deserved. You..." She stroked my face lovingly. "... I never would have made it through this without you. You have been... God, baby, I don't know how you were able to be so strong. I love you, Nathan. I'll love you forever."
I wish I could say that we made love every night and fucked every morning. I would have liked to, but the realities of my sexual abilities on the wrong side of forty, the back injuries I'd sustained caring for her, and a body that had been neglected through bad diet and insufficient exercise meant that I simply couldn't sustain the level of sexual abandon that both of us craved.
As Chloe's recovery continued, she ran. That was when we learned exactly how much the disease had taken from her, and for how long it had. She was fast, and over long distances she was every bit as fast as she had been in college. The disease had probably affected her since she was a teenager without anyone realizing it; we both suspected she could have been an Olympian if treatment had been available then.
The knowledge that the disease had stolen not just the previous sixteen years from her but also the person she could have been before was a staggering blow. For someone who had been so driven, learning that she'd had that kind of possibility taken from her for so long only made her push herself harder. I didn't realize, when it started, that she was also beginning to push me away.
Chloe began to train for marathons. I tried to join her, but I couldn't even vaguely keep up. Even before my back injury, I was far slower than her, and while the exercise helped with my injury, it still slowed me down. She switched to training with a group. Making new friends. Seeing how male eyes looked at her in the way they hadn't since we were newlyweds; perhaps even more covetously, given her body and stamina compared to other women over forty.
Able to finally re-enter the job market, she went back into marketing. The time away hurt her somewhat, but it was an industry that shifted much more slowly than my own. Technologies changed a little, and techniques did, too, but the core skills hadn't changed enough in a decade to invalidate her knowledge. Within a year of first receiving treatments, Chloe was a rising star at her firm.
She was a rising star elsewhere, as well. In the muscular dystrophy community, she was seen as a shining exemplar of what could be accomplished post-treatment. She was the light at the end of the tunnel for those awaiting regulatory approval for the experimental treatment that she had received.
We regularly received letters from other sufferers of muscular dystrophy relating how her story helped them hold out hope that their suffering would soon come to an end, that they'd be able to be the people that had been stolen from them. It touched us both deeply, and I would sometimes find Chloe crying at our kitchen table with a letter from one of her admirers clutched in her hand.
I was a lesser star, the stalwart and inspiring husband who had carried her through the darkness, but we both knew that I was the supporting cast member in the public's version of her life. It rankled me, just a touch, that I was seen as almost an afterthought. When she was interviewed, I would warrant a few paragraphs, mostly focused on how I supported her or fought for her to receive treatment.
If my suffering was mentioned, it was always cast in a light that made Chloe look better; or, if a writer was particularly clever, as a parallel between how my health had suffered as hers had. Occasionally what I had to go through or what I had to give up would be mentioned, but only as a way to sell the overall pathos of Chloe's story.
It sounds petty; it was. But I had suffered, too, and I had suffered knowing that I could have left at any time, but didn't. I knew that they were mostly feel-good pieces and meant for either the general public or fellow sufferers. I understood why the focus was what it was, an attempt to give hope. Detailing the realities of her husband's struggle took away from that. It wasn't about me.
So little was.
She traveled as part of her job. She traveled to speak. She traveled for marathons. All but the last of these was paid for by her work or a charitable organization. Her friends in her marathon groups would cover those trips, wanting to bring their lucky charm along; the men seemed to contribute the most. Our massive debt meant there was no way to swing me joining her on any of these excursions.
When Chloe was home, she was attentive, but that rarely translated into happiness. Now that she was back to 100 percent-- no, 110 percent, the version of her that she could have been if she had never been ill, that she hadn't been able to be even when she was young-- she had little sympathy for my aches and pains.
Never mind that they were gained in service to her. Never mind that not all of us had the genetics-- outside of one rogue allele-- or the drive to be a star athlete. She wanted to be up and about and moving, either literally out and hiking again, or metaphorically trying to make up for the time lost to her disease with late nights spent carousing like a twentysomething.
I understood that, but it wasn't what I wanted. She had her miraculous recovery, but there would be none for me, no experimental treatment that would undo the slow degradation of time and stress and physical labor and sleepless nights. Nothing could undo the wear and tear that supporting her had put on my body.
I craved respite after nearly two decades of struggle and strain that saw me sacrifice the best years of my life for her, sacrifice my chance at children and a happy home in exchange for... what? A wife who was never home? A life that would never be about me, still and always and only about her? I had earned some happiness, dammit, and if her happiness wasn't mine, she should bend to my needs for once!
She tried sometimes. She couldn't stop moving, couldn't stop indulging that restless urge to try to make up for a decade and a half locked in a cage of flesh. When trying to make me happy, she channeled it into our bedroom. The pleasures of her body had been denied to me for so long, and that was where she tried to show me that there was a place for me in her new life, a joy that she would share with me and me alone.
Chloe was athletic and inventive; there were things we'd never gotten to before the disease claimed her health that she'd been wanting to try for a long time. But even that widened the gap between us. Her health was good. Mine wasn't, and that translated to disappointment for her, which made me question my own manhood.
That disparity was exacerbated as her sex drive heightened, due both to our age and her improving strength and stamina. She wanted more than I could give, and frustrating nights spent listening to Chloe's battery operated friend guiding her to orgasm in the guest bedroom after I had failed to meet her needs were intensely demoralizing. I had at least tended to my own when she couldn't quietly and in the shower, doing my best to not make her feel the pain of my disappointment in our lack of a sex life. She didn't even give me that small bit of discretion. I don't know if it even occurred to her to try.
On the night of our twentieth anniversary, she had just returned from two weeks of travel. A pair of work trips with a marathon in between had been capped by a weekend being an inspiration for the people suffering from muscular dystrophy in... wherever. I had long since lost interest in the particulars, because she didn't seem particularly interested in sharing them with me.
But that night, Chloe was home. She was beautiful. It was a huge milestone, one we hadn't been sure we'd see, and we both went all out: gifts that we could still ill-afford; a night spent dining and dancing as she preferred; making up for two weeks apart with slow lovemaking and vigorous fucking.
Nothing was off the table for me sexually that night; it rarely was, but she made sure I knew it and availed myself of it. Every hole, every desire, every fantasy we'd indulged in and a few we'd never found time for: she gave her body to me in any way I chose, enthusiastically engaging with all requests. For the first time in a long time, my wife seemed truly sated after our lovemaking. She laid in bed with me afterwards, the sounds of our breathing filling the room. Mine was more ragged than hers; it always was by then.
"I love you, Chloe."
She pressed her face into my side without initially replying. I thought she might have fallen asleep, but she finally said, "You're such a good husband, Nate. I hope you know that. I need you to know that. I'm so grateful for... for everything. I never could have..." My wife looked up at me, tears in her eyes. "You deserve to be happy, Nate. More than anyone." Then she settled in, hugged me tightly, and began to lightly snore before I could respond.
Chloe hadn't said she loved me. She'd said more, but also less. It bothered me, but I was so tired and blissed out that I let the worry fade from my mind as sleep took me.
My wife was gone in the morning.
There was a letter on the kitchen table. Her rings rested on top of it; beneath were a pair of folders. With shaking hand, I picked up the letter, letting the rings slide off and roll away, lost somewhere in the early morning gloom.
My dearest Nate,
I'm so sorry. I will never have the words to express how deeply disappointed I am in myself. You have been everything a reasonable woman could ask for. More than that. Much more. You saw me through the worst thing that could ever happen to a person, and I know that I would not have made it without you. I will be forever grateful for that.
That all makes what I have to do now even more monstrous. I need to go and live my life again, just for myself. I can't explain the depths of this need to you, Nate. I thought I was going to die. No, I was going to die, if you hadn't gotten me into that trial. Another thing I can never thank you enough for.
But now I have my life back, and my health. I know that we've drifted as that's happened. I also know that most of that is my fault. But I see now the possibilities that exist for me out there, and I just can't spend another two decades with you simply because of gratitude and a memory of what we once were.
I do love you, Nate. I always have, and I always will. But I don't love you as a wife should love her husband anymore, and I find myself resenting you more and more as time goes by. I know that's awful of me to say or even to feel. But it's the truth. It's not fair to you, but neither is what happened to me. And I need to leave our marriage before the resentment twists that love into hate.
I don't say this to hurt you, but I have to tell you to make it easier to let me go: before my diagnosis, I had already been considering leaving our marriage. I loved you, but I could see that the goals I had for myself didn't align with what you really wanted out of life. When we learned about my disease, I was so afraid of being alone that I never said anything. It was cowardly. I am cowardly. I know that; this letter goes even further towards proving it. I couldn't even say these things to you in person.
You are the perfect husband for someone, Nathan. For a time, you were the perfect husband for me. And somewhere out there, you will find a woman that is your forever love, that will fit you perfectly and care for you in all the ways that you deserve. I am sorry that it's not me, both for myself and for you. I hope you believe that, because it's the truth.
I know you will probably hate me. I don't blame you for that; I hate myself for doing this. But in time, I hope that hate will pass for both of us. You deserve to be happy. We both do. But neither of us was going to be if I had stayed.
I do want you to know that I have never cheated on you. I am not leaving you for another man. I have been tempted, and that temptation is one of the things that led me to reevaluate both who I was as a person and what I wanted out of my life. It also made me think about what I could honestly offer you. But of all the vows to you that I am breaking right now, that is not one. I was loyal in this way, if few others.
Please do not look for me. You're so, so smart, and I know you could easily find me. I don't plan to hide away. But I've taken a new job in California, and by the time you read this, I'll already be on my way. I've taken only some clothes, a handful of personal belongings, and a few mementoes of our time together. I could never forget you, but I want to keep them with me as a reminder both of the wonderful man I was once married to and to remind myself of the cost of my selfishness. I deserve that.
I know also that my illness has left us in dire financial straits. I'm unsure of the full extent; you've always handled those details. I leave it in your hands what to do with the assets we have left. I've taken two thousand dollars from our savings to get started on my new life. Everything else is yours. I know you've talked about bankruptcy in the past; if that is what you deem best, please proceed.
With this letter, you'll find both an initial divorce settlement proposal and a power of attorney; my lawyer has been advised to give you anything that you want, and to follow your lead on how to proceed financially. He's working pro bono, so his time is limited, but he'll help however he can.



I know that I am hurting you right now. I wish there had been another way. I hope that with time you will think fondly of me. I will always think that way of you. You were always the rock that I could count on. I only wish that I could have been the same for you.
With gratitude and sadness,
Chloe
"Forever" didn't even last two years.
I sat there for I don't know how long. The sun was high in the sky when I could process the world around me again. There were tears on my face, and my palms bled from the deep cuts my nails had scratched in them.
"You fucking bitch!" I roared with anger as I stood, flipping the table over. Like a wild, injured beast, I careened from room to room, breaking anything I could, smashing our wedding china, overturning tables and chairs, causing more wounds on my hands as I shattered picture frames with barehanded punches. When my energy deserted me, long before my rage had, I sat in the wreckage of our home, the wreckage of my life, and sobbed.
I was bleeding heavily by then. Not life-threateningly, I didn't think, but enough that I knew I needed treatment. I called the only people left that I could depend on. "Katrina?" My voice was almost too weak to hear.
"Nate? What's wrong?"
"Help. Please, Kat. Help." And then I passed out.
I woke in the hospital; she and Dale had gotten me there. The damage wasn't too extensive, but I would need stitches. My friends thought, at first, that I had been the victim of a home invasion. They believed that Chloe was on a business trip, and someone had broken in and ransacked the place. But when I could speak, I told them the truth.
They couldn't believe it at first. It was such a shocking betrayal, and completely out of tune with what they knew of her. But once they had me back home, I was able to find the letter and the envelopes in the debris scattered around my kitchen. Katrina shouted, "That cunt! How could she?!"
As Katrina ranted and raved, Dale just sat with me, quietly supporting me with his presence. It was a reversal of their usual personalities, adding a little bit of surreality to the proceedings. When Kat finally calmed down, she went and packed a bag for me; there was no way they were going to leave me alone in the shape that either I or the house was in.
Dale drove me in my car back to their home while Kat stayed behind to straighten up. She told me later that she had tried to call Chloe's cell to give her a very large and exceedingly angry piece of her mind, but my soon-to-be ex-wife had already canceled her service.
I stayed with them for a few months, only occasionally going back to the house to salvage a few personal items: my clothing, computers, and a few other necessities. Chloe had understated the severity of our financial distress; I had planned to talk with her about declaring bankruptcy a few weeks after our anniversary, not wanting to taint the celebration with bad news. That had worked out wonderfully for me.
When the dust finally settled, we were left destitute and with completely wrecked credit. Chloe already had her new rented apartment and company car out in LA, and the bankruptcy touched neither. She could just carry on her life out there away from me.
I was so lost when she left that I hadn't even started trying to get an apartment before proceeding with the bankruptcy; getting a new place was going to cost me far more than just first and last month's rent and a security deposit. I kept the wheelchair accessible van in the bankruptcy; it went to a family that needed it in a straight trade for their slightly newer sedan, and they cried with joy. I had saved them tens of thousands of dollars. It felt good to do something for people that actually appreciated it.
Katrina and Dale were both worried about me; I would have been, too, but I couldn't even summon up the energy for that. I spiraled into a deep, dark depression. None of it had mattered. None of my life had mattered, my compassion, my preparation or sacrifice. My wife had lived, I had kept her alive and gotten her into treatment and stayed by her side through everything, and all I got in exchange was the equivalent of an attaboy followed by a cosmic-level "fuck you."
Being around my friends hurt. I tried to not think about what could have been; not what could have been with Chloe, because it was quite clear now that that never could have been. She was too much of a narcissistic bitch. But when I saw Katrina and Dale exchange little kisses and winks, the tiny affections between two people grateful for the second chance that fate had granted them, I'm ashamed to admit that I wished it was me with Kat instead.
That had been the plan. That's what I had prepared for, even if only subconsciously. One day, Dale and Chloe would be gone, and Kat and I would be together. Maybe. Possibly. But that wasn't going to happen now. I watched the second woman that I'd ever loved in the arms of another man, of my best friend, and I couldn't decide which hurt worse: that I was alone, or that she was not.
I tried to hide it; I was so grateful to them for how they'd picked me up and helped me at the worst time in my life. "The worst time in my life;" funny how new ones of those kept coming along. But they were my dearest friends, and they knew my moods. There was no way I could hide the pain from them. I just tried to pretend that it was about Chloe. It didn't work.
One night, Dale and I were sitting around. He was trying to keep my mind off my things, playing videogames; now that he had his strength and motor control back, he was trying to catch up on years of classics that he never got to play. It was a good way to distract myself, so I went along. But on this night, as with most nights in the recent few weeks, it just wasn't working.
He tentatively said, "I know that you and Katrina... you had plans for what was going to happen after."
"After?"
"If... when Chloe and I didn't get better. Before CRISPR."
Ah. "Not plans, really. Just... We didn't think that far ahead. Just trying to put one foot in front of the other."
He chuckled. "Katrina did. She and I talked about it, and I gave my blessing." He looked away. "And I can't imagine you, the king of preparation, didn't at least think about it."
Slowly, I said. "I'm glad that... that as bad as things turned out for me, I'm glad you two are together. That they've worked out for you." I was. It hurt, but Kat was happy, and Dale was happy. Even if I was left holding the bag, I still couldn't wish them anything but well.
He smiled. "They have. But..." Dale still wouldn't look at me. "But the offer still stands. Not... not... I couldn't have Kat leave me, but if she and you..." He finally looked at me. "Without you, we wouldn't be together. Without your support, we might not have even made it as far as CRISPR. She was dying inside before you came into her life. I don't know if she would have been able to stay with me until the end. If... if that offer would be of comfort to you now, if being with her, physically, would..." He swallowed. "It's okay."
I couldn't believe what I was hearing. "What?"
Dale nodded. "I... She loves you as much as she loves me. I know that. And I know that... that we both owe you so much. I love you, too, man. You're like the brother I never had. And every good thing you've done has made you less happy, and I just... neither of us can stand that."
"Dale, I can't--"
Shaking his head, he continued. "I don't want to know. When it happens, I mean. I've already talked to Kat; she knows you have my blessing. But I just... don't tell me about it, okay? I know you won't try to take her from me, that..." He stopped, finding it difficult to finish the sentence. "It's okay. If something happens with you two, it does. We wouldn't have each other without you. It won't hurt us, not really. I promise."
My friend left the room, pain and resolve warring on his face. I sat there, mind whirling, until I finally stood, turned off the lights, and went to bed.
Nothing happened for a few weeks. It wasn't discussed again, either between Dale and me or Katrina and me. I tried to treat it as a blip, a heartfelt outpouring of love and gratitude that I would never actually follow up on. He loved me enough to offer it; I loved him enough to not pursue it.
But that détente was broken unexpectedly early one Saturday afternoon. My back was bothering me again; it had never entirely stopped. Dale was out of the house, off with his cycling group, probably until dinnertime. Katrina saw me favoring one side.
"Need a massage?" I opened my mouth to respond, but Dale's offer made me pause. Kat hadn't given me one since Dale and I had spoken that night. She chuckled. "It's just a massage, Nate. It doesn't have to be anything more than that." I blushed, which made her laugh. "Come on, you know the drill."
I disrobed in private, wrapping a towel around my waist before climbing up onto the massage bench. She entered afterwards. I was face down and couldn't see her, but I knew she had changed, too. That wasn't out of the ordinary; she often changed to avoid getting massage oil on her clothes.
I was sleepy before she even began; there was a Pavlovian association between laying there and the relaxation I knew would soon come. As she rubbed the oil into my back, I could smell the aroma, a pleasant floral scent with a hint of lilacs. "God, your hands are amazing, Kat."
She chuckled, "Just relax and enjoy." And so I did. She worked at the muscles of my back, kneading the knots and loosening them. I knew that I was carrying a lot of stress; it would be hard not to, given everything that had happened to me. Kat had been giving me massages for years now, and she knew where my rough spots would be. I think that by the end she knew my body better than Chloe; all the parts of me save one.
Katrina knelt on my legs, and I knew something was different. I couldn't place it immediately, as relaxed and untethered from my body as I was, but then it struck me: her legs were bare. Not wearing shorts, not in yoga pants or sweats, but bare. There was the thinnest, narrowest piece of cloth separating her from me, and I could feel the heat radiating from it. "Kat..."
"Shh, Nate. Just relax." She kept working at my back and then my arms as if nothing was different. I tried to relax again, tried to convince myself that it was nothing more than her having grown more comfortable with me as we had lived together. Yeah. It didn't ring true to me, either.
But it wasn't until she told me to turn over that I knew, for certain, that she wasn't just trying to give me one of the innocent therapeutic massages that she had before. She was wearing barely anything at all; nothing but panties below the waist, as I knew, but only a short, thin robe above it. It was closed with a loose tie, but her ample breasts were still almost spilling out of it.
"Kat, we can't."
She smiled down at me, raven hair spilling down over her shoulders, blue eyes sparkling with moisture. Her manner was kind but insistent. "We can, Nate. It's okay. I love you. Let me show you, please." Her hand hovered over my towel; I didn't stop her.
When it came away, she chuckled. "I was worried that you just weren't attracted to me; guess not."
My hand reached for her face, stroked her cheek. "No, Kat. You're beautiful. And... god, so sexy." The woman that I loved, that I shouldn't but did, blushed at this, at the wonder in my voice, the yearning in my eyes. I wanted her so badly.
Katrina kissed my hand, then leaned low over me. Her slender fingers gripped my cock, and a voice in my head started to shout in warning. She licked her ruby lips, then opened them wide and moved her head to take me someplace I'd longed to go for the better part of a decade. My breath shuddered from my body with a deep and heartfelt need. She would bring me to the heights of ecstasy, I was certain.
I closed my eyes, trying to quiet the voices in my head. It had the opposite effect. I loved Kat. I wanted her so much, to take her and claim her as mine. But she wasn't mine, and she never would be. She was Dale's, and I knew that this would destroy them, no matter what they'd each said.
If things had gone as we'd expected, before the treatments, I would have loved her for the rest of our days. I knew that now, as sure as I'd ever known anything. But they didn't. And because I loved her, and I loved him, and I loved them--
"No." It was the hardest thing I'd ever say, that single, solitary word.
She stopped. "Nate?"
"No, Kat. We can't. I won't." Sitting up, I pushed her upright as well. "I want to, Kat. I want this so badly it hurts. I want you. I love you, too, as much... no, more than I've ever loved anyone. If... if things were different, yes, I'd..." I chuckled. "Well, best to not be too specific. But I'd love you forever." Her eyes, already moist, began to shed tears, a glittering trickle of grief on that loveliest of faces. I gently wiped them away.
The word came out hoarse with sadness and frustrated desire. "Why?"
I smiled sadly. "You know why."
Kat shook her head. "He said it was okay. We talked about it. We love you, we both do. It doesn't have to be..."
I kissed her softly and lovingly, a dream fulfilled, then pulled back. "What did you feel?" The woman I loved looked away, her face etched with shame. "There's no way this would work; we both know that."
She closed her eyes and unhappily nodded. It was too much. We would be too much. Too much to restrict to the merely physical. Too much for her marriage to survive. She didn't love me more than him; I had to cling to that belief in order to stay strong. And I loved them both. I wanted them both to be happy. Which meant, once more, that I had to suffer alone.
We talked with Dale before I left. I made it clear to him that it was a mutual decision, that we had gone no further than the briefest of temptations. The relief on his face and hers showed me I'd made the right decision. They helped me pack my car and hugged me closely, all of us barely suppressing tears as we said goodbye. I cursed the lessons of my father, the asinine notion that kindness cost nothing, as I left behind the last people that I loved.
A new city. A new job. A new life that I hoped against hope would be better than my old one. A new future, with nothing remaining from my past but misery: the betrayal of the woman I married; the heartbreaking disappointment that I could never be with the one I loved.
With any other comfort denied to me, I wallowed in dark places. I spent the first year after my move obsessing over my ex-wife, trying to find ways to cause her pain and derail her life the way she had mine, with some limited success.
There was a rumor that she was going to be one of the faces of the marketing campaign for the treatment that had saved her life and ruined mine. The letter she had left me was disseminated far and wide; I paid a search engine optimisation firm to make sure that it would show up in the first ten results when searching for her name. That spokesperson job never happened, and her public speaking gigs seemed to dry up, too.
Outside of that, though, there was little I could do. I kept an eye out for news of her, occasionally checking her social media. When she announced her engagement to a venture capitalist, I made sure he got a copy of the letter. They were married regardless, so it didn't have the intended effect. I did note with glee that they divorced within a couple of years, and that he had cheated on her.
There was some cruel comfort in later years that what happened to me was by no means rare. The wags called us "CRISPR Widows," a group of longsuffering spouses, mostly women, that were abandoned by their partners when the treatments returned the strength that they'd lost years or decades before.
The typical scenario, the one that made up the majority of cases, was much like Chloe's, sort of a midlife crisis on steroids. Men who had missed out on the vigor of youth and suddenly had a facsimile of it given to them years after the fact decided en masse to abandon the women that had given their youth and health to take care of them.
As with many things, however, there was more nuance than this simple scenario. Sometimes the dissolution of the relationship was more like that which many empty nesters suffered; without the common foe of the disease to hold them together, they found themselves drifting apart. Or sometimes it was the caregiver-- long unhappy in their relationship but staying out of a sense of duty-- that decided they had fully discharged it and left.
It became so bad that a more clinical name was given to the phenomena, and part of the protocol for administering the various CRISPR cures was mandatory family counseling. It was much too late to help me, but I was glad to know that what had befallen my marriage might be averted in others.
It was a dozen years before I saw Chloe in person again and for the last time. In one of my increasingly infrequent scans of her social media pages, I learned that she had terminal and inoperable cancer. I reached out to her, finally taking myself off of the radio silence I'd held since our divorce. Her response was immediate, a plea that I come visit at her expense.
The little things had gotten her again: a quickly glossed over warning about increased cancer risk from CRISPR; a persistent cough ignored; the tiniest black spot on an X-ray that grew and spread before it was found. If she had never left me, I would have kept on her to make sure she got the additional screenings that she needed. Now, she would die alone and unloved.
It was a thousand mile journey to the final meeting that she, in her cowardice, had denied me when she left. I ignored her offer to pay, choosing to do this on my own terms. Upon reaching the correct floor at the hospice, I stopped, took a few deep breaths to steady myself, and knocked on her door.
Chloe was almost unrecognizable. Even in the worst days of her fight with muscular dystrophy, she hadn't looked this weakened or pained. Death hovered over her, a companion that I was certain would take her to journey with him not long after I left.
"Nate." A feeble smile lit up her face. "Thank you. Thank you--" She coughed. "-- for coming to see me. I..." She wheezed a bit more, reaching toward a small cup next to her bed.
I limped over to her on a cane, a cheap, scratched up hollow rod of metal with tape on the handle. My clothes, out of date, stained, and threadbare, hung loosely off my frame, and she looked at me with sadness and alarm as I came closer.
There were ice chips in her cup; I took one out and placed it at her lips. My ex-wife took it into her mouth with a grateful sigh. We had never reached this stage before the treatments cured her, but I knew the rhythms and patterns of end of life care from the friends that passed before the miracle could save them.
There was a chair next to her bed, and I sat, taking the strain off my back with a soft groan. She spoke again. "I... Nate, I owe you..." A soft, wheezing chuckle that turned into a coughing fit. "I owe you more than I could ever say. But most of all, I owe you an apology."
I shook my head. "No. No, Chloe, you owe me twenty years of my life back. But I guess I'll never get that, will I?" I didn't bother to disguise my rancor; I think that surprised her. The very ill are so rarely subjected to the venom of others, even when they so richly deserve it.
Slowly speaking once more, Chloe continued, "I know. If things... if they could be different, if I could make them different, I would. Please, believe me, I would."
"Easy to say now."
She sniffled. "Please, Nathan. You've always been so kind. I need--"
"I don't give a flying fuck what you need." My ex-wife recoiled slightly. "I'm not kind or compassionate. I can't be anymore. You took my compassion, Chloe, you took it and you killed it. You killed me with it."



Her eyes grew moist. "No, Nate, please, no."
My voice was scarcely stronger than hers, but my rage gave it menace. "Yes. What did you think would happen, Chloe? You told me that I wasn't good enough, that I'd never been good enough, that you had played me for a fool and abused my love and trust."
I laughed bitterly. "I used to think that when you begged me to stay, it was just a fear of death. But I realized later, it was because you would have left me if our positions were reversed, wasn't it?"
She couldn't meet my gaze. "I was never as strong as you, Nate."
"No! No, you weren't! You stupid, selfish bitch!" I took a couple of deep breaths. "When you left me like that, when you... god, I hated you. Hate you. But it was more than that, more than just hatred."
She withered away from me. "You destroyed everything good about me, Chloe. My compassion? Gone. What's the point? There's no justice, no true kindness in the world, or at least none that I could ever believe in. How could I ever trust another woman when my wife lied to me for twenty years and then--"
A feeble retort slipped from her lips, "I did love--"
"Shut up, you treacherous, worthless, cancerous whore!" I was worried that someone would come in and stop this, my final moment of retribution on this demon in the flesh lying in her deathbed, and tried to modulate my voice again.
"My preparation? None of it mattered. Not a bit of it. I married someone I was sure was loyal and loving; she wasn't. I planned for a happy family we could raise together; the disease destroyed those plans. I did everything I could to maintain our finances through your illness; we went bankrupt. I tried to surround us with friends who knew what we were going through; I lost them because it hurt too much to be around them after you left. I even..."
Through gritted teeth I hissed, "I even planned for the future, planned for the possibility of another love after you were gone. And even that-- even that!-- was ripped from me because of that damned cure. The cure that I found for you, that I moved heaven and earth to make available to you! You lived and betrayed me. Her husband lived, and I... I couldn't do that to him. And so the woman that I fell in love with, the woman I loved far more than I ever loved you, is forever out of reach!"
She was openly weeping now. This was not how she had meant for things to go; she expected, I was sure, to find the years had dulled my pain. That I'd be the meek and kind man that had taken care of her for the better part of two decades, not this lunatic ranting at her bedside.
I leaned back, easing up slightly. Not out of kindness, but for fear that her heart might give out before I could finish. "I left the city that we lived in together not long after you did. I had nothing because of you. Not a goddamned thing. You stole everything from me with your selfishness and cowardice." I spat out, "I wish you had died."
Chloe could barely get out, between painful gasps, "Please, Nate, p- please don't say that, I--"
"If you had, I could at least believe that my suffering meant something. That it was worth something! I wouldn't have known that you lied to me for two fucking decades! But instead..." I looked away. "Instead, I've just been marking off time until I die."
She rasped, "You... you didn't find someone? I was sure you would, that you'd find someone that deserved you. You were so loving. So handsome. You could have--"
"Of course I didn't! How could I build love without trust? Hell, how could I build friendship without trust? And how could I trust anyone after what you did to me? No, Chloe. The only intimate time I've spent since then has been with whores. Whores just like you. But at least I knew that I was paying for their time, and they never disappointed me when they left."
"Oh, Nate. Oh god, I'm so sorry, baby, I--"
My gaze snapped back to her. "Don't! You don't ever get to call me something like that again. You don't get to pretend to love me. You don't get to act all sorry and sad, like you had no idea what you would do to me. You're selfish, Chloe, and you're a monster, but you aren't stupid."
She looked at her frail, withered hands. "I thought... You were so good. So sweet. I thought, sincerely thought, that you'd..." Her jaundiced eyes tentatively drifted back towards mine. "You were always the strong one. I thought--"
"You. Broke. Me. No one is that strong, Chloe. No one." I painfully pushed myself to standing, sneering at her as I did. "I wish I had never met you, Chloe. That we never married. That I'd left you when you were diagnosed."
"Nate, I--"
The sneer turned to a snarl. "I wished for the longest time that I had left you crying on the floor when you fell the first time, that I had pushed your wheelchair down the stairs, that I smothered you with a pillow when you were too weak to resist. It's what I thought you deserved, Chloe." I chuckled as she wept. "But now I'm glad I didn't. I was wrong. You deserve to suffer like this for what you've done to me."
I turned to leave, hobbling and shuffling to the door. Just before I opened it, I half-turned back towards her. "I hope you make it a while longer, Chloe. I hope it's agonizing, the pain you feel as you count down the hours. If you want me to be happy? Survive as long as you can just like this." She wailed as I opened the door and left. A nurse jostled me as she ran past, towards my ex-wife's room.
When I reached the street, I stood straight and upright. My back was killing me; my own damned fault for that stunt with the cane. It rarely bothered me anymore unless I did something dumb like pretend that I was crippled to drive my ex-wife mad with guilt. Well, I wouldn't make that mistake again.
I'd drop the clothes at a donation center before I headed back home. They were an ancient casual outfit of mine that I'd taken to wearing when gardening. Marion had been on me for years to get rid of them; it wasn't like we were struggling for money. The cane would be donated, too. It had been my wife's ex-husband's, but he didn't need it anymore.
I met Marion at a support group for CRISPR Widows; she had separated peacefully from her husband when they grew apart after the fight was through. They were still friendly, but the spark had gone; he had attended our wedding six years back and was still in our lives as a great coparent.
I had some notoriety among the Widows, being one of the few men whose wife had abandoned him that way, and also being one of the few that so spectacularly aired my grievances in public. They had all dealt with their anger and bitterness in their own way, and it was through their support that I found the help I needed. Foremost among those who helped me was Marion; we became friends first, then fell in love as I learned to trust people again.
Dale and Katrina were at our wedding. I wasn't able to keep in touch early on; it was just too hard. But as I made a new life for myself, I reached out to them. Dale and I still played games online together, and Katrina and I talked from time to time. Marion knew about our past, but she also knew that she was my future. There was no jealousy there, only gratitude for a woman who had been my beacon at the darkest times of my life and for a man that would have risked his happiness for mine.
Marion and her ex-husband had kids before they knew he had the disease; his version was the recessive one, and they were lucky enough that it wasn't passed on. Thad and Terry were wonderful kids, almost in college now, and I had to resist the urge to spoil them rotten. I didn't resist often, if I'm honest.
What I had told Chloe, in case it wasn't clear, was a mix of truth, misdirection, and straight out bullshit. I did feel all those things towards her, that rage and hatred and wish for her suffering. After I left town, I tried to find a psychologist to help me deal with the pain, but all of them seemed to want me to forgive her.
It seemed like nonsense; how could I forgive a betrayal of that magnitude? This wasn't a spouse that had cheated during a time of weakness, or who let their alcoholism or depression turn them into something terrible for a time. This was a narcissistic monster that had stolen half of my life.
No. Eventually, with the help of friends from my support group, I found a psychologist that understood that different people needed to deal with massive betrayal in different ways. I couldn't let myself be consumed by hatred; that was my first goal, once I stopped isolating myself from others.
I wanted to find love again eventually, even if that seemed an insurmountable task. I was lonely, lonelier than I'd ever been, and I was going to do something about that. So, with my shrink, I planned, and I prepared, and I talked, and I worked.
The tool that I found, one I forged for myself with his help, was simple. I had heard the adage, "Holding onto hatred is like swallowing poison and expecting it to kill your enemy." I couldn't let go of the hate; I just couldn't figure out how to, and I wasn't sure I even wanted to.
Instead, I used a mental image of a vial, a noxious green stoppered bottle of poison that I'd store my angry thoughts about Chloe in. In the beginning, it was hard to keep them there, to store that toxin safely away from my everyday life. But this simple mental exercise made it easier and easier over time, until the only occasions that the hatred ever leaked out were when I intended for it to.
And now, finally, I had taken that vial and shoved it down the bitch's throat.
I whistled happily as I walked down the street, basking in the bright sunshine of the mid afternoon. Soon, I'd be back on a plane to my love and my stepchildren, and I felt lighter than I had in years. The hate was no longer simply contained. It had left me finally, and the future was all laid out before me. I took time to be thankful for all the many small joys in my life. Sometimes, it really is the little things.
-------------------------------------------------
For those that are curious, CRISPR is a real technology that's being used experimentally to treat all kinds of genetic diseases, as well as to improve chances for cancer patients. Small-scale studies done in 2022 found that it could successfully be used to treat muscular dystrophy in a way that could allow for complete eradication of symptoms. And, yes, it does carry an enhanced risk of cancer for those that are treated with it.
This is one of those stories that seems like it should be in sci-fi, but it could easily happen within five years. I based a lot of the details about CRISPR Widows on real-life examples of couples whose relationships break apart after long but ultimately successful battles with diseases like cancer. As we see more long-term diseases that were once thought incurable treated successfully, I expect we'll hear a few stories not unlike Nate and Chloe's. Hopefully more of them will be like Dale and Katrina's, though.
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—----------------------------------------
As I opened the door to my office, the couple inside were still wiping tears away. The tears were happy ones, thankfully; their fertility problems hadn't been insurmountable. They were going to be proud parents in eight months, if everything went according to plan. The outcomes weren't always so joyous, but these were the moments that I loved, the ones that made all my time in medical school worthwhile.
My wife was sitting at the reception desk as I led the happy couple to the door; this wasn't too out of the ordinary, as Tae, our receptionist, sometimes needed to help elsewhere in the clinic, especially at the end of the day. Cora waved happily to me and to my patients, exchanging pleasantries with them before they paid and left. Then she smiled up at me. "Hey, handsome."
"Hey, gorgeous. You about ready to lock up?"
Her smile faltered just a bit as I said that. "Sure, uh, yeah. Just need to get things wrapped up a little before the audit and inventory this weekend."
"Mmm hmmm." I leaned over the desk and kissed her. She sighed happily at the little show of affection. Then, I decided to play with her, just a bit. "Say, where's Tae?"
What remained of her smile turned brittle and tight. "She's in the back room."
"Ah, must be getting ready for later. Are you, Cora? Ready, I mean?" My manner was pleasant, but there was an undercurrent to it. And, like any undercurrent, it held a hint of danger. It could pull someone out and away from the safety of shore, leaving them helpless and lost at sea. Leaving them alone.
"Y-- yes."
"Good!" I straightened and stood upright. "I'm going to go check on Tae. See if she needs anything. You good by yourself?"
She nodded, that brittle smile finally breaking into a small grimace as my normally strong, confident wife's façade really began to crumble. It was almost time for us to begin, and this little bit of pre-game was just what I needed to get in the right headspace. It made what would come later all so much easier, the way she squirmed now.
I walked away, chuckling to myself, headed down the hallway to the back room of the clinic. But before I could knock, Tae opened the door, exiting the room with Meg, a nurse that had recently joined my team. Tae smiled demurely at me. "Hey, doc. Everything okay?"
I nodded, keeping a respectful distance from both girls. "Seems like. We're all done for the day." I turned as they followed me to the front of the clinic, near the reception desk. "Any plans for the weekend, Meg?"
"Nothing I couldn't change if you need me." She turned to my wife. "You sure you don't want the extra hands this weekend, Cora?" The new girl was keen to prove her worth. I appreciated that, but my wife stiffened slightly at the suggestion before quickly relaxing— or at least seeming to.
"No, no. We've got it. Andrew, Tae and I have done this enough times that we've got it down to a science. We'll be out of here in a few hours."
Meg smiled as she opened the door, the last of the staff to leave the clinic before we began. "Okay, maybe next time!"
As the door closed behind her and I locked it, Tae leaned over the reception desk with a predatory grin and said, "Yeah, Cora. Maybe next time Meg can join us, too." She glanced over her shoulder, long black ponytail falling over one shoulder as she purred, "I know the doc would like that, wouldn't you, Daddy?"
Cora frowned unhappily, almost cowering from her tormentor. I chuckled as I pulled the shade down, then moved to stand behind the younger woman, running my hands over my receptionist's shapely ass. "I don't know, Tae. Do you think you'd share me with her?" A sinful smile was her only reply; we both knew the answer already.
This decision, like so many now, wasn't up to my wife; we all knew that. It was up to my appetites and Tae's willingness to watch others play with me. Tae was jealous, but she liked to watch me fuck other women, as long as that's all it was: fucking. And as for Cora? Well, she had gotten herself into this. She had no say. Not anymore.
It was a cruel joke that fate had played on my hopelessly devoted spouse. A truly beautiful woman, even at thirty-four she could still give Tae or Meg a run for their money. Cora's regular-- arguably excessive-- workout regimen gave her a tight, athletic body, even if it was a bit softer now than when we were in our twenties.
Her blonde hair was cut in a fashionable bob, and those gorgeous green eyes were still as entrancing as they were on the day we'd met. She was a brilliant businesswoman. Funny. Compassionate. Sexy. A giving, enthusiastic, and creative lover. Everything a woman could want to be and everything a husband could desire.
Almost.
—----------------------------------------
When we met in college, I was a med student, and she was a business major. Our attraction was instantaneous and overwhelming. Within three dates, I had no question as to whom I'd be spending the rest of my life with. We meshed in every way: emotionally, sexually, physically, our dreams for the future, our love for each other.
I wanted to serve my community through medicine, helping people that had struggled to conceive, like my parents had. Their stories of the expense and heartbreak of multiple failed rounds of IVF, making me an only child, were one of the things that drove me towards medicine. Cora had grown up poor and wanted to use her business skills to give back, too; she would help me run the clinic in a way that would let us assist as many people as possible while still turning a modest profit.
And, of course, we both wanted lots and lots of kids. We came at that from different directions: me the only child wishing I'd had brothers and sisters; her the middle child of five, remembering what it was like to be surrounded by love while struggling through poverty. We married as soon as I was out of med school. She supported me through my residency, and we bided our time until we could start our family.
—----------------------------------------
"Get up, bitch!" Tae's irritated voice pulled me from my reminiscence. It was showtime.
Cora stood, towering over Tae's slender, tiny frame by a full head, but that didn't matter. Anyone looking at them right then could see exactly where the power lay. Tae was self-assured, with a vicious, taunting grin; Cora was nervous, agitated, and resigned all at once. This had played out many times before and would again; it wasn't a question of whether Cora would do her bidding, only how much pain Tae-- and therefore I-- would put her through before we were done.
Tae turned towards me, standing on tiptoes as I swept her into my arms. Cora's eyes wouldn't meet mine as my mouth descended on our receptionist's. My wife had selected her and hired her, not just for her office skills but for the other, more intimate task we required of her. But like all good employees, she proved herself quite capable of new responsibilities, and soon she had taken over some of Cora's other duties as well.
My lover gazed up at me adoringly as she broke our kiss. "Go get ready, Daddy. We'll be in soon." With a gentle squeeze of my groin and a quick, playful lick along my lips, she pivoted away to walk towards the ladies' room. Cora shuffled along behind, not even sparing a glance towards me; she knew there was no point. There would be no mercy from that quarter.
I double checked all of the exterior doors before heading for the back of the clinic, to the room that we used only sparingly. It was spartan, with just a couple of tall-backed chairs, a bed, and a side table, but still more at home in a house or apartment than a typical clinic. Ostensibly, it was a room to be used by prospective parents that were unwilling, either for religious or personal reasons, to use solo masturbation to provide samples. In truth, this room was almost only ever used by myself, my lover, and my wife.
Tae could be unpredictable at times, but I knew from experience that being undressed when she came in would always prompt a certain ego-boosting level of appreciation. I was older than her by over a decade, but I tried my best to stay in shape, and it paid off. While the days of me having a six pack were gone, I was still fit and muscular, and she regularly enjoyed the benefits of my health regimen. Cora did, too, but her desire for my body was inconsequential by then.
I made myself comfortable after I stripped; my dick was semi-hard, but I resisted any temptation to make myself more ready. It wasn't that my lover would mind, but I wanted to last as long as I could, both for her pleasure and mine. The notion of what I would do with her when she came in, and what we would subject Cora to, was more than enough to excite me without resorting to any manual stimulation, and I was fully erect by the time they arrived.
The door opened, and there they were. Tae was as naked as the day she was born except for a pair of fishnet stockings and a garter belt. The hard brown nipples on her tiny beesting tits practically begged to be suckled upon as I had so many times before, and her waxed pussy was already slick with anticipation. The silvery, almost invisible lines that adorned her stomach were a reminder of why we were there and a herald of what she would soon give me again.
Behind her was Cora, standing at attention. She was buxom and curvy where Tae was slender, and her large breasts were thrust forward, prominently on display. The thick pink nipples were pierced with stainless steel bars, and the older woman's bush was manicured, not shaved or waxed. I preferred the manicured look, but Tae loved the contrast between the two women that shared my life, the way it highlighted my tiny Asian lover's youth against my wife's maturity. I couldn't help but indulge my mistress on such a small thing.
But the more visible differences were those that truly put my wife in her place: subordinate to Tae, far subordinate to me, and existing only as a toy for us to punish for her inadequacies, real or imagined.
The first was a shield over her clit, held in place by piercings. She had worn it for a week by then, cruelly denying her any kind of relief. Cora couldn't orgasm easily from vaginal penetration alone, requiring clitoral stimulation for release. The steel covering prevented this. I could and did use her as I wished, leaving her in a teary, frustrated sexual limbo. I fondly remembered when Tae suggested it months before, how the anguish on Cora's face fought with the longing that my wife was ashamed to feel.
The second was a series of words written in black marker on her tanned body: BITCH, FUCKTOY, FREE USE, WORTHLESS, ANAL WHORE, and many more besides. But there, on her belly, the most important, most painful descriptor to the woman I had married. The word that had brought us all together in the first place.
BARREN.
—----------------------------------------
Cora was devastated when we learned she couldn't have children. I'm not a luminary in my field, but even a first year med student could have read the test results, and they left no doubts at all. My wife went into a deep depression, and nothing seemed to help.
I felt worse than useless. Years in school, further years spent in a specialty that should be able to treat her, and I was helpless to give her what she wanted. No one could. At the core of her distress were a pair of delusions that I simply could not convince her to let go: that she had let me down because she could not have my children, and that I deserved a better wife.
I loved Cora dearly, and I did everything I could to dissuade her of both of these things. We talked about adopting, about fostering, about living an intentionally childfree lifestyle. None of these made her feel any better. "You should be able to have children that are biologically your own. You're handsome and loving and brilliant and strong. The world needs more people like you in it."
I argued that nurture was more important than nature, that they would be wonderful people because they were loved by the two of us, but none of it mattered to her. She became almost monomaniacal about her "failures" as my wife.
We tried therapy for her, medication, support groups. I had her take time away from the clinic, as seeing successful pregnancies sent her into a new spiral each time. I showed her how much I loved her in every way I could think of, lavishing attention, gifts, and affection upon her. I might as well have been bailing the ocean out with a bucket.
And then Taeyeon Yi came into our lives.
—----------------------------------------
"Inspection, bitch." My young lover beckoned me closer, so that I could examine my wife. Cora looked beautiful, of course, even with the trembling lip and haunted look in her eyes. She stood with her legs slightly apart; I saw as I moved behind that Tae had chosen a jeweled buttplug for her. Cora jumped as I tapped it with one finger, drawing a giggle from Tae.
"Nicely done, beautiful. Is she prepared for later?"
Tae laughed. "Who cares? She'll take whatever you give her, however you want to give it to her. Isn't that right, bitch?" Cora was silent, and the smaller woman savagely twisted one of the bars that pierced my wife's nipples as punishment. "I said, 'Isn't. That. Right. BITCH!'"
"Yes!" Cora gasped out the word in a voice as much pleasure as pain.
"Yes what?" She twisted again.
My wife whined, "Yes, Mistress! I'm sorry, Mistress!"
Tae leaned down and delicately licked at Cora's abused nipple, then sucked ever so slightly at it, drawing a low, needful moan from her. "Better." She stroked my wife's face lovingly. "Isn't it better when you know your place, bitch? Aren't I kind when you deserve it?"
"Y- Yes, Mistress. Thank you for correcting me."
A beaming, triumphant smile on my lover's face. "Good bitch. Now, spread your legs."
I watched as Tae knelt down and began to unscrew the caps keeping Cora's clit shield in place. It would only take a few seconds, a minute at most, but Cora's breath stopped as she tried to restrain her excitement. She had been denied for so long, and my smile seemed to bolster her spirits almost as much as Tae's actions.
But then I said, "Don't get too excited, Cora. You still have to earn it," and her face fell. The putative love of my life almost said something then, but the objection died before it reached her lips; she knew we could just as easily put her back into denial as give her release.
This was her lot, to be toyed with as we chose.
—----------------------------------------
Tae had originally come into the clinic looking for work; as business manager, it was Cora's job to interview her first. But that initial meeting put the seeds of an idea in my wife's head: what if she could still give me a child of my own?
Cora invited me in to meet with Tae; she had already gotten the job, but my wife wanted to see how I reacted to the remarkable twenty year old. I was struck by her beauty immediately but remained professional. We talked about her goals, her plans, and what had brought her to us. She was an intelligent and inquisitive woman; charming, even, underneath her initial shyness. Cora could tell I was impressed.
Tae was reluctant to open up at first, but I learned that she had been a psychology student with a bright future before her parents had pulled their support. They were first generation immigrants, and very conservative ones. When her parents learned first that their daughter wanted to specialize in human sexuality and then of her reasons, that Tae had been struggling to come to terms with her own bisexuality, they were incensed. She was completely disowned and pushed out into the world to fend for herself.
We gave her the job. And then, once she was comfortable with us, Cora suggested a way that Tae could finish her studies: acting as her surrogate.
—----------------------------------------
I patted Tae's head, and she turned her face towards me with a devilish smile. "I'm sorry, Daddy. I didn't mean to ignore you." She kissed the head of my cock, then took it into her mouth, sucking on it with eyes closed and an enraptured expression. Her hands slowed at removing the metal impediment to my wife's pleasure, but Cora said nothing, not even daring to move for fear of Tae interpreting it as complaint.
"That's good, baby girl. Suck it. Daddy's going to give you a nice treat soon." Tae made a happy little humming sound around my shaft as her tongue tickled at my frenulum. Grasping her ponytail in my fist, I forced myself deep into her hot, teasing mouth, until my pubic hair tickled her nose.
The sudden gagging noise told me I'd caught her by surprise, but it didn't matter; she grabbed my ass and pulled, as though she wished she could devour me whole, even as I knew she was starting to run short of air. Tae might dominate my wife, but we both knew what the pecking order was in our relationship, and she was possessed of a deep need to submit to me. I certainly couldn't complain about that.
Finally, as her grip changed to a frantic pawing, I released my hold on her. Tae slid my length from her throat, then her lips, gasping for air with tears in her eyes and an oxygen-starved, blissed-out smile on her face. "Such a brute!" Then, with a throaty chuckle, "Fucking love it." After planting a final tiny kiss on the tip of my cock, she returned her focus to my wife's confinement.
"There we go..." The small piece of metal came away, exposing my wife fully. Tae leaned in close and blew on Cora's newly exposed, hypersensitive clit, causing her to shiver involuntarily. With a growl, Tae warned, "Don't you fucking dare cum without permission, bitch, or I'll lock you up for a year." It might have been hyperbole. It might not. Cora froze, terrified, but then Tae rose to her feet and took Cora's hand, leading her to the chair where the next phase of her torture would begin.
It was where this had all begun, really begun, almost three years before: in this room, with my wife watching as I fucked Tae for the first time.
—----------------------------------------
She had been reluctant at first when Cora came to her with the offer. As logical and mutually beneficial as my wife had tried to make it sound, even I saw it for what it was: a young woman trading both her body and her firstborn child for a chance at a better future.
It felt like we were the villains in a fairytale, my wife Rumpelstiltskin to the terrified hopeful princess. What did that make me in this scenario? I tried to talk Cora out of this course of action, but she simply became more adamant: she was going to give me a child, one biologically mine, come hell or high water.
We would pay for tuition, books, and all medical expenses, provide her a room in our home, give her a small stipend, and continue to keep her on as an employee with as flexible a schedule as she required. Tae would be taken care of all the way through her undergraduate studies. And all she had to do was give us a child, her child that she would carry for nine months, and allow us to adopt it. She could even be a part of the child's life if she wanted. Just not as its mother.
There was one final stipulation that Cora insisted upon: we wouldn't use IVF. Tae and I would conceive naturally. Even though the risks were minimal, even though the differences in outcomes miniscule, Cora insisted. I would have sex with Tae. Not fuck her. Certainly not make love to her. We would have sex. A biological process, pure and simple. And we would do it as often as we needed to make a child. No more and no less.



I thought that would blow the deal. I half-hoped it would. Instead, I saw a glimmer in Tae's eye. I should have stopped this then, but I didn't. I wanted to make my wife happy. I wanted to give her a child. I wanted to see the smile I remembered, the one from before, when a perfect future awaited us.
And I wanted to fuck Tae.
It was hard to admit that to myself at first. But I'm a man, one with the same biological imperatives that all men have. I wanted to spread my seed, to claim this beautiful young woman and be the first, perhaps the only, to breed her. I had never cheated on my wife, and I couldn't have imagined that I ever would. But was this cheating, if she asked for it? Was it disloyalty if it was in service to our marriage?
Was it an affair if my wife watched me replace her? If she urged on her doom?
That first time, we tried to be clinical. No candlelight or rose petals; nothing of the sort. Barely even the simplest creature comforts. The bed, the chair, the table. My wife still dressed for work. Dressing gowns as mine and Tae's only clothing, as if we were preparing to undergo surgery. They were shed quickly, with no teasing or playfulness.
But then Tae's eyes, those beautiful, dark, soulful eyes stared at me with lust, and the swell of her small breasts rose and fell with excitement at our nakedness.
I was hard in moments, my wife nearly forgotten as I laid the future mother of my child on the sheets, entering her slowly and gently. Tae wasn't a virgin, but she had been a shy girl raised by a conservative family. Her first stumbling steps towards recognizing herself as a sexual being were more theoretical than practical: some fumbling with nervous boys, a bit more with confident girls. Tae had yearning, but little experience. Need, without understanding. Desire, without fulfillment.
Until then. Until me. Until us.
I heard a noise, close and yet somehow distant, the sound of a woman's gasp; Cora's, watching me claim Tae's young, wet, fertile cunt for the first time. Knowing that she had been supplanted, even if only, for now, in this one way. Seeing that, all pretenses to the contrary, her husband was making love to another woman. Hearing Tae moan as she writhed underneath me, her exquisitely tight pussy gripping my cock, her soft, yearning voice begging me to fuck her, then her gasps and cries as she came, as I came, as she was filled to overflowing with my semen.
I looked up at Cora then, and saw that her hand had slipped, almost unbidden, between her legs to press against the fabric concealing her womanhood. My wife's eyes were wild with lust and rage and shame. I would see that anguished expression again many times in the future.
—----------------------------------------
In the past, Tae had whipped Cora, slapped her, spat on her and pissed on her. She had berated, insulted, humiliated, and degraded her. She had mocked my wife's inability to bear my children, to keep me sexually satisfied, to control her household and her life. But this, which she did next, was the cruelest stroke of all.
My mistress, her Mistress, simply ignored Cora.
After pushing her into the chair, Tae turned her back on my despondent spouse and pulled me into a tender embrace. We kissed gently, as lovers do; not in a fiery passion, but at an easy, languid pace. We had all the time in the world. We had a whole life ahead of us together.
I heard a muted, pathetic sound from Cora's corner but ignored it. This was what Tae wanted. This was what I wanted. What my longsuffering spouse wanted was irrelevant. Tae sat on the edge of the bed, legs spread wide, her smile sweet and demure. "Please, Andrew? I've missed your tongue." It was all I needed to hear.
Tae lay back on the bed, sighing happily as I kissed at her thighs. They were delicate butterfly kisses, meant to tease and hint more than anything else. I felt her tug at my hair, a small impatient gesture that was rewarded by me reaching up to pinch her nipple. She squealed and laughed, but the sound turned to a low, loud moan as I started to greedily suck and lick at her delectable quim. "Oh, oh god Daddy! Fffffuck, it's s- so good! Oh ah ah ah oh--!"
I thrilled at the taste of her, marveled at the way my lover's juices flowed so freely with her arousal. Loved that I was the source of that arousal. Her struggles beneath me, as if she simultaneously needed to both get away from and draw herself closer to the heaven that lay between her legs, made me desire her all the more. Her thrashing, writhing ecstasy drove me mad with the need to dominate her.
With steady hands, I gripped her ass and pulled her to my mouth, preventing any movement that I didn't sanction. There would be bruises from my fingertips; she would wear them with pride.This was when she truly went wild, when my tongue had unrestricted access and could probe as deeply into her cunt as I wished, when her clit became a plaything between my lips. She was my plaything, and at that moment, it was all she ever wanted to be.
The first orgasm took her, and I refused to relent, driving her forward through the peaks and valleys of her pleasure over and over again until she begged and pleaded and screamed. Then, with lips and chin wet with her juices, I ascended Tae's body and kissed her possessively, staking my claim once more on the seductive young woman— scarcely more than a girl— who had already given me a son. Who would give me as many children as I desired, begging to be bred and kept by the man she desperately wanted to grow old with.
She gasped as I pulled away from her, "I love you so much, Andrew!"
"I love you, too, Tae. Forever."
There was a little sob behind me, but we both treated it as mere background noise.
—----------------------------------------
Tae didn't get pregnant that first time, nor even in the first month. We tried nightly for the week around when she should have been most fertile, and as each night ticked past, we gave up more and more on even pretending that there wasn't a connection between the two of us; the three of us, if we were being honest. Cora might have been upset at herself for the way her body responded, but respond it did.
My wife and I didn't have sex at all during that week. She wanted to, and I wanted to, but we agreed that I should focus solely on conceiving a child with Tae during that time. The first night after that week was up, Cora was insatiable-- manic, even-- as she attempted to reclaim me.
I was a relatively young and very healthy man, and I had a lot of fun in those two weeks. First a new lover, one that went from hesitant and shy to eager and playful over the time that we were together, and then an older, more experienced one that was desperate to show me exactly how much she still had to give. It was fantastic for both my ego and my mood.
But by the end of that first month, things were already starting to shift. Tae, of course, could have no other lovers, and wouldn't be allowed to even after she'd conceived. She was increasingly sexually frustrated and unhappy. Cora was worried that the stress would make it harder for her surrogate to get pregnant, or, worse, that she'd decide to back out of the deal.
Cora didn't outright tell me to take care of it, but she also made it clear that she wouldn't consider a liaison from time to time with Tae to be infidelity, as long as she could be there. And so, on some nights, the three of us would close up and retire to the back room of the clinic, where I would relieve some of Tae's tension. It seemed almost normal; we'd already had sex multiple times, and Cora had watched us together before.
But then, one night when Tae was riding my cock, moaning and gasping, I heard Cora's voice join hers. Looking over, I could see that she had stopped trying to hide her lust; her panties were on the floor, slender fingers strumming her clit as she watched us with that same furious, humiliated desire. When her gaze found mine, I mouthed "I love you." Cora's eyes closed and she called my name with a choking wail as she shuddered with orgasm.
Tae's cunt fluttered on my cock as her own climax approached, and I looked up at the beautiful girl that was so enthusiastically fucking me. But she wasn't watching me. She was watching Cora with a predatory grin.
—----------------------------------------
Tae ran her fingers through my hair as we kissed and cuddled for a few minutes. Then, she looked past me. "Isn't his tongue the best, Cora?"
It was a trap. We all knew it was. She hadn't called my wife "bitch," instead pretending to treat her as an equal. Not answering would bring a punishment. Answering wrong might bring a worse one. And there might be no right answer at all. "Y- yes, Mistress."
There was a brief flash of triumph on my lover's face, then a fiendish smile. Cora tensed; that had been the wrong answer. "So you prefer his tongue to mine? His is better?"
"N- no, Mistress!"
"So you lied to me."
"No, Mistress!"
Tae stood and slowly walked toward her. "And now you're arguing with me." She sighed, reaching out to stroke Cora's cheek. "I don't know what to do with you, Cora. I've tried. I really have." A light slap, not even a real impact, just a sudden touch of palm to cheek. Tae turned to me. "What do you think, lover? What should we do with her?"
I shrugged. "I don't know. She's so stupid, but it feels unfair to punish her for what she can't help." Cora's eyes drifted away from mine, her lips frozen in a thin, unhappy line.
"Mmm." Tae leaned over at the waist, face level with Cora's. "He's a good man, isn't he, Cora? So kind. Such a wonderful husband." My wife nodded cautiously. "I'm so glad he's mine now." The smaller woman planted a light kiss on Cora's lips as she stroked up and down her belly with a single long, red fingernail. "Why don't you say it, Cora? Just so we all know that we're on the same page."
"He's-- he's a good man, Mistress."
A little scrape of nails on skin caused Cora to hiss. "And?"
"And he's yours."
"Why?"
Her head hung low. "... Because I'm worthless, Mistress."
—----------------------------------------
It was another two months before Tae was carrying my child. Such a short amount of time for so much to change.
There were little things at first. Tae was living with us, and the separation between what she and I did in the clinic and what we did at home seemed silly; that slowly stopped, and while we did still find the time to use the clinic back room, sometimes, especially on the weekends, we fucked in her room at the house. Then in our room, mine and Cora's. Then, one time, separate from Cora when she was out; it was so natural that it didn't seem like a betrayal.
She was initially unhappy, but soon Tae argued her around to the logic of it; there was no point in disrupting my wife's schedule just because Tae had needs that I could attend to, right? After all, this had all been Cora's idea, so why would that one change really matter that much?
But we did still use the back room sometimes, especially on the days when we were trying to conceive. And it was one of those days when things really turned in a new direction.
The basic plan hadn't changed, even as the specifics did. Our sessions in the back room became more casual and friendlier as we all got closer. I know that as merciless as Tae could be later, it might be hard to envision, but she and Cora did become very close. There was a real warmth between them, even across the chasm that had been put in place by Cora's jealousy and Tae's lingering resentment at having to trade her body and child for her degree. That warmth had translated to a certain amount of playfulness on the days I was supposed to purposefully inseminate Tae.
It followed us into the back room where Cora was sitting as I was about to enter Tae. That was when the expression came back on Cora's face, the angry, ashamed, jealous one. She had started to undress with us, no longer bothering to hide her masturbation as I inseminated Tae. It was the only pleasure that she got during that week. I had offered to help her with fingers and tongue and toys, but that had only left her feeling more frustrated.
On the third night of the third month we tried to conceive, I was fucking Tae wth vigor, enjoying her grunts and gasps as she responded to the thick, hard cock inside her young cunt. My eyes were on hers, and she breathed out, "Oh, god, Andrew, I love-- love the way you feel! Love you!" We heard a little noise from Cora's chair, a frustrated, indignant tone, and both of us looked at her. She was frantically playing with herself, trying to reach an orgasm that seemed just out of reach, tears on her face for the first time since we had started all of this.
My thrusting slowed, but didn't stop. Tae's face softened, "Oh, Cora. Oh, I didn't mean-- I love you both, Cora." She held one hand out to my wife. "Please, Cor, please. Come here." My wife shook her head 'no,' tears of frustration in still welling up. Tae pushed at me, and I stopped entirely and pulled away.
Tae got up off the bed and moved to kneel before Cora. My wife looked away. "Shh, baby. It's okay. It's so hard, I know. But you're so good to him. And to me. This is for him, remember?" Cora nodded reluctantly. Tae tipped Cora's head back to look at her with a finger. "It's okay, Cor. It's okay." That finger trailed down Cora's naked torso, between her full breasts and further, to her navel, and then to the hand desperately and futilely working at her pussy. "I can help you, too, baby."
Tae leaned in and kissed my wife then. I realized I was holding my breath; Cora had experimented in college, as many people do, but she had said it ultimately wasn't for her. You wouldn't have known that by the way that she responded to Tae's kiss. You sure as hell wouldn't have believed it by the way her body arched and started to thrash as Tae's fingers replaced hers, moving inside of her, thumb playing across my wife's clit. There was a loud groan from Cora, then almost a wail as she finally found release.
I like to think I'm a good lover, and an even better fuck. But I'd never seen Cora come like this before. She was unhinged, grasping onto Tae's shoulders and begging for more. Tae sucked at Cora's nipples, biting and pulling on them; this made her whimper, but it also made her orgasm reach a new, previously unseen peak. "Please, Tae! Oh god, please!"
I was ready to burst, sincerely worried that I would come without touching myself. I had been almost there when Tae had gone to Cora, and now she was kneeling, her engorged cunt fully presented to me as she fingered my wife to orgasm. She was mine. They both were, but right then, I only cared about filling that tiny, tight pussy with my cum.
When I knelt behind Tae and put a hand on her hip, she cooed and wiggled her ass at me. Her ass. I knew that I had to have it eventually, but not yet. We were still here for a reason, the reason male and female had come together since before there was anything that even vaguely resembled "man" and "woman." As I thrust into her, she released my wife's tit from her mouth with a whimper; I was not gentle. When she looked over he shoulder at me, the wanton grin on her face told me she didn't want me to be.
It was fast, that time. She came, but I didn't care. It wasn't her orgasm I was chasing, it was mine. But that seemed to be exactly what she needed to climax, that primal claiming of her as nothing but a hole to be used for my pleasure, a womb to be filled with my child. I was gentler than this with Cora; she was my wife. But Tae? Tae was the girl I'd fuck like my own personal whore, the one who sold her body to us to be used as needed.
We had pretended it had only been about making a baby for us. But now, as Cora writhed under her ministrations, and I rammed myself into Tae over and over, and our lover took and gave with everything she had, we all could see the truth just a little bit closer: I was always going to fuck her; Cora was always going to beg me to; Tae needed this to become something more than just the shy girl who had turned up at our clinic for a job.
When it was over, when I had flooded her with my semen, and she was slumped, face down on my wife's lap, we all knew things had changed. But the fear on Cora's face told me she had seen more than either of us had; she needed more than just this. I had no idea then how much more.
—----------------------------------------
Tae laughed. "Come on, Cora. That's not true. You're a decent business manager. And you've made a fine nanny for our son." Then she tilted Cora's head up to look at her. "But there is something else that I do need from you, bitch."
Cora's brows furrowed; what else could she take? Tae had her husband. She had her child. She had her devotion and her submission. My wife was broken; but just because something's broken doesn't mean it can't be crushed just a little more. Break them enough, and some things can never be made whole again.
She knelt next to my spouse, then took Cora's hand in hers and kissed the fingertips gently. Another mocking gesture of faux kindness. "I think you know what, Cora."
"N- no, Mistress. I'm sorry. I don't."
"Tch." She looked back at me. "She really is quite dumb, isn't she?" I nodded, but I was looking straight at Cora; she withered under my impassive gaze. Turning back, Tae said, "If he's my husband, what does that mean? What does a wife need from her husband?"
Cora's eyes darted frantically, trying to decipher the intent. Tae already slept in my bed. She went on dates with me, made love to me, had a child with me and would soon have another. What was left? What could she possibly--?
And then it dawned on her. Cora looked queasy, almost starting to shake her head and mouth 'No.' But something in Tae's face said, 'Don't. It can always get worse.'
Meekly, Cora raised her left hand. With trembling fingers, she began to tug at the two loops on its fourth finger, the two rings that I'd put there to signify my commitment to her, first as a promise to marry her and later as a promise to be with her for the rest of my life. They were symbols of my fidelity to her. And, as with many symbols, they no longer meant what they once had.
They were an empty gesture, but they had still been hers. And, as she dropped them into Tae's outstretched palm, as her usurper put the too-large bands on her too-small finger, she no longer even had that.
—----------------------------------------
When we learned that Tae was pregnant, we all celebrated. Nothing was said to the girls at the office at first, because we were afraid to jinx it. They knew Tae was our surrogate, but none of the more intimate details. Our employees just assumed that we were using the services of another clinic for ethical reasons.
But some of them, I'm sure, suspected that Tae and I were lovers. There was a closeness there that was hard to hide. Cora might have been embarrassed by their whispers, but she also didn't say anything; whether because of embarrassment or because it only made the shame more thrilling for her, I don't think even she knew.
Cora and Tae were closer now, though, closer than they'd ever been. Tae shared our bed many nights, and something about her presence there energized Cora. It wasn't about a woman's touch; on the nights when Tae would only watch and I'd make love to Cora-- or as more frequently happened as time went on, as I'd fuck her-- she still reacted in ways she never had before. It was Tae's presence, the other woman's threatening presence, that seemed to inflame her passions.
And when I looked at my lover as I fucked my wife, when I murmured, "I love you," and neither could be sure who it was directed at? That was when Cora came hardest, as her barren womb was filled with spend that could never find purchase, put there by a man whose allegiances she was no longer entirely certain of.



As the pregnancy went on, our roles shifted even further from what they had been. I was still the doting and devoted husband in public, as she was the adoring wife. Tae was the wonderful young woman that had fulfilled our dreams, a dear friend that had given of herself for us. Cora was deferential to her, purportedly out of gratitude for this sacrifice. My wife ran errands for her, helped her around the office, even gave her foot massages during her breaks if no one else was around.
At home, she was even more servile. Cora cooked and cleaned. She waited on Tae hand and foot. In bed, she would wait until after Tae was satisfied before even thinking to ask for relief. Some nights she went without entirely. On other nights, my wife would crawl between her legs and eat my cum from my lover's well-used cunt, face burning with shame at her submission while her traitorous pussy dripped with arousal. When she did this, submitting to both of us, I would take her as I pleased; that always seemed to please her best, as well.
Cora had always been willing to give me almost anything I had ever wanted sexually; there was little territory left unexplored there. But now, it wasn't a question of what she would give. It was a matter of what I would take, and when. Her ass became a new favorite of mine, the little pained sounds she made as I ravaged it like music to my ears. I had always been somewhat dominant with her; it had been a game we'd enjoyed many times before. But now, as our time with Tae changed her more and more, I found myself drawn even more to that role. It was less and less a game, instead becoming our new normal.
That didn't apply only to Cora. As the new order of our household was established, it became clear that while Tae and I were closer to equals than she and Cora, she was still subservient to me. It wasn't only her sexuality that was fluid; she clearly loved being with both me and Cora, the bisexuality she'd been forced to suppress coming into full bloom. It was also her attitude towards power and how it was shared and exchanged between her lovers.
Tae grew to thoroughly enjoy the way Cora was submissive to her, becoming ever so slightly more cruel, in a mostly playful way. But my younger lover also enjoyed the way I would use and abuse her body. I always took care to never do anything that could harm the child that was growing inside of her, but otherwise I extracted pleasure from her as I wished, from ass or cunt or mouth, or from watching her and my wife together before choosing one or the other or both to fill with my cock and my cum.
It was a strange dynamic, and one that I certainly had never dreamed I'd ever be part of. But Cora was happier than she'd been in a long time: our son was on the way; there were new facets of her sexuality to explore; and she had two people that truly loved her, even if it sometimes came out in strange ways. It was, in a lot of ways, a golden age for us.
It couldn't last.
—----------------------------------------
Cora's Mistress beamed, "Good bitch! You figured it out!" Tae leaned in to kiss her; the older woman flinched away, but that didn't matter. She couldn't stop Tae. She'd never been able to stop her. These days, she barely even tried.
My lover came to me proudly holding her hand out. "What do you think, Daddy?"
"Hrm. They're a little big."
She regarded them again. "Yeah, I suppose so. We could get them resized." Cora frowned deeply.
"No, I don't think so." A slightly brighter expression on my wife's face as I took the rings from Tae's finger and dropped them onto the side table. Then, as I pulled Tae onto my lap and kissed her, Cora's expression froze. "You deserve better."
Tae grinned like a shark as she half-turned towards Cora. "Better?"
"Better rings for a better woman." She laughed happily. Viciously. It was the sound of a faerie queen tormenting the foolish supplicant that had bargained poorly. Then it changed to a gasp as I pulled her onto my cock, turned to face Cora as she rode my lap.
"Aaah Daddy!" She squealed with delight as I hilted in her, velvet heat encasing my shaft, then giggled, "B- Better, hmm?"
I sucked at her neck, and she melted against my chest. As my hands found her tits and began to pinch and tug her nipples, I said, loud enough for both women to hear, "Yes, baby girl. Much better."
There was a little pout in her soft, breathy voice as her hips started to move back and forth. "Better how, Daddy?"
I chuckled, "Greedy little thing. You know how."
"But, Daddy, Cora needs to hear it again, I think. Look what a sourpuss she's being."
She was. The tears had started to slowly roll again. There was less rage in her eyes these days, but the shame burned brighter than ever. The lust did, too. Cora's fingers flexed, making and unmaking fists, but not because she wanted to do violence. Because we hadn't restrained her, but we also hadn't given her permission to touch herself.
The fear that Tae would lock her back up without release was stronger than any chain we could bind Cora with.
—----------------------------------------
Our son came. A healthy seven pounds and two ounces, Gavin was born early on a Friday afternoon. We had named him after Cora's dear, departed father. She cried and cried as she held her son for the first time, as I held the two of them in my arms, tears of joy at the son that she had given me.
Then, when I handed Tae the baby to nurse, Cora excused herself to find a quiet place she could cry by herself and for herself.
She hid it from us at first, that deep well of sadness. She had gotten good at hiding how she felt: the way she was starting to feel like the third wheel in her own marriage; the shame of hearing the girls at the clinic whispering her name and abruptly ending conversations when she entered the room; the growing fear that I'd toss her away once I realized I already had a superior woman in our house, one whose love for me was the equal of hers.
Tae changed, too, but more visibly. Physically, her body had changed, of course, with thin stretch marks adorning her skin, with a little additional weight that was mostly reduced as she got back to working out, with breasts that swelled with milk for my son and, at times, for me. But emotionally, she was more volatile. Not notably so towards me or Gavin; she doted on both of us. But there were times I'd find her crying in her room, and she couldn't or wouldn't tell me why, pretending it was only stress or tiredness.
But towards Cora, her behavior shifted more and more from playful cruelty to actual cruelty. She became more demanding at home, and Cora took it as she had trained herself to do during the pregnancy. I tried to intervene, but it became apparent very quickly that this was between the two of them; my attempts to bridge the divide only made things worse.
Then, after dinner one night, Tae did something I never could have anticipated: she sent Cora to go sleep in the guest room by herself. And Cora, after the slightest of frowns, put on a fake smile and did so. I started to object, but the look on my wife's face stopped me. She wasn't just accepting of this dismissal; she was resigned to it. This was how things needed to be. Not for me, and not for Tae, but for her. She needed this humiliation, even if she didn't understand why.
—----------------------------------------
As Tae slid up and down my cock, her lithe, light body rubbing against mine, I smiled sweetly at Cora. "I'm a little busy, dear. Why don't you tell her?" Tae shivered; I'd definitely said the right thing.
Cora's eyes went wide. "I, ah, she..." She sighed, "Smarter. Tae's smarter."
Tae growled, "More, bitch."
"Prettier. Younger. Sexier."
My hips began to move of their own volition, changing the rhythm of our coupling. Tae's body responded to my aggression, pussy fluttering around my dick as she approached orgasm. She gasped, "What else?"
Cora mewled, "A b- better lover."
I slammed up into Tae, grunting, "Tighter pussy."
Tae laughed, an unkind, manic sound. "More!" She might have been talking to either of us.
"She's... Tae's..."
My wife's nemesis started to go rigid, climax coming on like a freight train. "More!" cried her voice. I did what I could, punishing her greedy cunt with hard, fast strokes. She wanted that-- she always did-- but there was something else she desired even more.
Voice almost a whisper, my wife said, "Fertile. She can give you children." Cora's head hung low, the tears dripping down onto her naked thighs as I came inside my lover, filling her womb with my seed. I gave her everything I had, so that she could give me something Cora couldn't.
Tae howled, "Fuck, fuck, breed me Daddy! Fucking knock me up!" as she came, her voice as jubilant as Cora's was mournful. My lover had gotten everything she wanted, and she had taken it all from my wife.
—----------------------------------------
Cora's mood improved at first. Tae's show of dominance had removed some doubt from Cora's mind, I think. It clarified how things were going to be in the house. Cora wasn't banished from my bed every night, nor was Tae a permanent resident of it. But Tae could and did send her away when she chose, and Cora would simply put her head down and take it.
We still showed her affection. She was still my wife. But she wasn't number one in the pecking order, nor even number two. She was a distant third, and somehow this seemed to make her happier. It even seemed to improve their friendship, which surprised me at first; when the two of them were out and about, they were like two old friends that had known each other since childhood. When all three of us were out together socially, Tae was propriety incarnate; there was never any doubt that Cora was my wife and Tae our friend. And the gossiping at work stopped, too; I'm certain that was Tae's doing.
But at home, when we crossed the threshold, things changed immediately. To say that Tae bossed Cora around would have been inaccurate; it was more that Cora came to anticipate Tae's needs and wants, perhaps as well as she could mine. There was a connection there that I didn't entirely understand, but I knew that, even if it might look sadistic to outsiders, it was instead symbiotic. Submission to Tae helped Cora cope with the feelings that she had, the feelings of inferiority and unworthiness, better than any therapist we could find for her.
But as time went on, simple submission wasn't enough. Cora needed something more extreme.
—----------------------------------------
Tae shuddered in ecstasy, held close in my arms. Cora shuddered as she wept, alone in her chair.
"Sooo fucking good." My lover stood when she regained control of her body, slipping off my softening dick. "Bitch! Get over here and get my man hard again." My wife started to stand, but then Tae hissed, "On your knees!"
My wife did as instructed, sliding off the chair and onto the floor. Cora crawled the short distance to us, eyes on my cock the whole way. As she reached me, kneeling between my legs, her hand reached up for it. Tae's voice was like a whipcrack. "No hands!"
Cora's arms went behind her back. With a small, hesitant smile, she looked up at me; it went away as soon as she saw the scowl on my face. "Well?" Her head went down, mouth enveloping me in moist warmth. Those luscious red lips slid up and down the shaft as her tongue tickled at the underside, and I began to grow hard again. It was a great blowjob; she'd always had a talented mouth. But it wasn't good enough. Nothing she did could have been.
Tae grabbed Cora's short hair and forced her face down. My pubic hair tickled Cora's nose as she gagged, struggling to take the full length, but Tae simply held her there. She tried to adjust, swallowing as best she could, and her panicked efforts felt amazing. When she could take no more, Tae pulled her off, gave her time for a quick breath, then forced her back on. She repeated this treatment over and over until Cora's mascara was running down her face, then laughed and pushed her aside. "Jesus, Cora. What was that?"
Coughing and choking, Cora rasped, "I'm sorry, Mistress."
Tae rolled her eyes. "Whatever." She sat on the bed, back to the headboard, and spread her legs. "Shut up and do something useful with your mouth."
—----------------------------------------
She was Tae's friend from college, the first woman she brought for me to play with. Cora knew it was going to happen; the pain of foreknowledge was part of the game that they played. She had surprised Cora before, as when she slapped her the first time, but that didn't let Cora really dwell on the pain; it was just something that happened and could happen again. It had dividends in the future, the knowledge that this was a barrier Tae was willing to cross and that I wouldn't stop her, but it wasn't what Cora needed.
The anticipation was key. The feeling of being trapped, of knowing the torment was coming and that begging would only make it worse. If Cora had tried to stand up to Tae on this, who knew what my lover would have done? This was only an incremental change, after all. It was "just" another woman, and Cora had been watching me fuck Tae for over a year at that point, sometimes joining in and sometimes not.
But it was a little dig at Cora, too, another way Tae was better than her. Cora had brought Tae to this room so that she could bear me a child. Tae was bringing a new one to show that she loved me and wanted me to enjoy whatever I desired, as long as it was just for pleasure. There was nothing in it for Tae except to watch me enjoy another woman and to join me in that exploration. No ulterior motive except carnal delights.
Well, one motive: to watch Cora squirm. To see her reduced just a little bit more. Just like my wife wanted; no, like she needed. When Tae's friend did join us, Cora didn't. She wasn't even invited, instead being told to wait outside the door and listen as two young, beautiful, energetic women fucked her husband in ways that Cora would find almost impossible to manage.
It drove Tae wild, knowing she was out there, listening and crying and furiously masturbating as she'd been allowed on this occasion. The circle was complete; Cora had brought Tae to this room after hours, hiding from the world the fact that my wife was letting her husband breed another woman while she watched. No one else had been allowed into that secret world she had made for us.
And now, the mother of my child had brought another woman here for me to enjoy, and Cora wasn't even allowed to watch. She was on the outside, and it wasn't up to her if she'd ever be let back in. My lover had supplanted my wife in almost every way, and Tae came over and over again, almost endlessly, watching me with her friend while Cora's piteous wailing and ashamed sobs of ecstasy echoed in the empty halls of the clinic.
But what it did for Cora, afterwards, was even more remarkable: it freed her.
—----------------------------------------
The light in Cora's eyes was almost frightening. She climbed into bed without hesitation. This was her path to relief, if only she would do what Tae said. If only she would give what she was told to. If only she'd let us take what we wanted without complaint.
She almost dove between Tae's legs, licking and sucking at her well-used cunt as it oozed with my jism. Her enthusiasm was almost inspirational; it was part of the game, the humiliation and heartlessness, but her hunger both for Tae and for my seed was utterly real and all-consuming. Our young lover murmured and moaned as she pressed Cora's face into place, feeding my eager wife the thick, white spend she so desired.
Cora moaned, too, and moaned all the louder as I pulled the plug achingly slowly out of her ass. I let it slip back in when it was almost out, and she groaned in frustration; I could have chided her, but we were past that now. With a sudden yank, I removed it, and she yipped, the high-pitched noise muffled by her Mistress's body.
From the side table, I pulled a small bottle and lubed my throbbing, steel-hard dick. Cora's ass was ready; Tae had seen to that. When the head of my cock was at her wrinkled hole, I stopped, teasing her with little nudges; not enough to enter her, but enough to show that I soon would, and nothing she could do would stop me. First, though, she needed to do one more thing for me.
"What do you want, Cora?"
She groaned, raising her head just slightly. "You... your cock! Please, Andrew. Please!"
More teasing pressure on that tight hole. "Where?"
"My ass! God, please, Andrew! Fuck it, fuck my aaaah-!" I pushed in, hard, taking her ass the way that she needed me to. The elastic ring gave way to my glans, then to the full length of my shaft. She gasped in pain and pleasure as I impaled her, then moaned, "Oooh, ffffuck!"
Tae's hand pushed her head back into place. "You better not fucking cum until we both get off, bitch." Then she watched me, Cheshire cat grin on her face. She had told me before that this was her favorite part, the way I'd fuck Cora with abandon, the way I used her body for my own needs. The way I still needed her, even as we pretended it wasn't so.
My wife lapped and sucked desperately at Tae's cunt, trying her best to bring her Mistress to orgasm. At the same time, Cora's ass slammed backwards as my hips thrust forward. She finally had me in her ass, and she was so, so painfully close to getting what we'd denied her for over a week. She would have done anything then. But she'd done enough, and we'd done enough to her.
Tae came first, a soft, low sound of contented pleasure shifting and changing into loud, plaintive cries as her fingers tangled into Cora's hair. "Oh, oh god, Cora! Oh, fuck, baby, your mouth, it's so good! Oh, baby, touch yourself! I love you, Cora! Cum! Please, baby, cum with us!" Watching her get off, and more, watching the way her face shifted from being my wife's ruthless tormentor to her adoring lover, drove me towards my own orgasm. Cora's hand flew between her legs, fingers pinching and stroking her engorged clit now that she had permission from her Mistress.
My strokes had become urgent, almost punishingly forceful as I neared my own finish. "Fuck, Cora, fuck! Cumming, baby, I'm cumming, cum with me, cum with us! Love you, Cora, love you so much-- Fuck! Fuck, I--!" I lost the use of words as I emptied myself into her guts, and as her tight, hot ass clamped down on me, as she loudly wailed, as she finally had the release she had craved for too long, I lost even the ability to move. This moment was so perfect. She was perfect. We, all of us together, were perfect.
When it ended and we were all spent, I fell to one side and pulled my wife with me, spooned behind the woman I'd always loved and would always love. Kissing her neck and shoulders and whispering words of adoration in her ear, I did everything I could to put my devotion to her on full display. She fearfully cried and whimpered, "Please, please don't ever leave me, please, I'll be whatever you need me to, I can't lose you!"
Tae slid down the bed and took Cora's face in her hands, quick, delicate kisses wiping away the tears. "Shh, baby, shh. He loves you. We both do. He's yours. He'll always be yours. I could never take him away from you, and I'd never try." She kissed Tae softly and lovingly, all thoughts of hurting her gone then. That wasn't what the woman we loved needed. She needed reassurance. She needed to know she was important to us. Vital. Irreplaceable.
Cora half-turned her head to me, and I kissed her as Tae had, with the same love and gentleness. In Cora's eyes were why we did all of this. Beneath the submission, beneath the need for humiliation, beneath the fear of losing me to Tae, it was there: that deep need to feel the terror and push through it. To have us tell her it wasn't real, that none of it was real, that her nightmarish dark fantasies were just that: fantasies.



That was what this room was now, more than anything else. It was a place where she was free to indulge, to truly immerse herself in this fear. It was a place where we were free to embrace all of our dark fantasies together.
In this room, Cora became the worthless, useless, redundant spouse she was terrified she might become, the other woman to the other woman. She took her punishments and her pain, her humiliation and degradation, and she wallowed in them. And she did that because she knew it wasn't real; or rather, it was, but only here. Only ever here.
Tae could be the sadistic bitch that she was afraid she truly was, the sexual deviant that her family condemned her as. She could punish this evil fairytale queen that had stolen her child, taking the king from her in return. She could let out the frustration and anger at the parents that had put her in this situation, both her own and the couple that took her in and used her body for their needs. She could shame the wife and claim the husband, even if only here and now.
And I was free to take out my frustration on Cora: at her lunacy that brought us to this; at her need for submission and humiliation that this madness had allowed into our life; at the tiny part of me that whispered that I could take Tae and turn my back on Cora as the larger part screamed at me that I was a monster for even the hint of that awful, intrusive, untrue thought. I could use Tae as my fantasy lover, fucking her tight little pussy and filling it full of cum, inseminating her regardless of any consequences, giving into the breeding kink that Tae and I shared, the one that my wife could never truly fulfill, through no fault of her own.
They were all nightmares in their own way; small parts of who we are, but not the sum total. The time in the back room let us hold these illusions up to the light and burn the falsehoods away until the truth was revealed: that we weren't just these things, even as we acknowledged they were part of us.
Then, we would leave them behind until it was time to indulge again, with only the smallest hints of them in our everyday lives: Cora's mild and happy subservience at home; Tae's occasional playful teasing of Cora when we were all alone together; my gentle domination in the bedroom of the two women I adored.
When we left this room, we would be who we really were, the greatest and brightest parts of us. Cora was a devoted and loving wife, a doting mother, a dear friend and lover to Tae. Tae was a grateful young woman who had been given a chance at the education she'd always wanted, and found something else as well: a pair of people that loved her and accepted her for who she was and would support her in all the endeavors of her life, far past the deal that had initially drawn us together. And I was a husband that loved his wife, that would do anything for her, including letting her completely change the dynamics of our home life and our relationship; a change that brought a new love to me as well.
We had all gotten everything that we knew we wanted, and some things we didn't even have an inkling of before this started. It was a strange life, and a circuitous route to get here, but we were all content with it.
Almost.
—----------------------------------------
"What do you think about her suggestion?" It was a rare weekend when Tae hadn't joined us for inventory, instead spending time at home studying and watching our son.
I chuckled, "We did want two kids."
Cora grinned. "At least." Then her smile turned to a slight frown. "But she seemed... I dunno, almost sad when she offered. Not exactly, but something like it."
I had noticed this as well. "Yeah. I think... I know that she's grateful that we're going to pay for her Master's and doctorate, if she decides to go that route. And I think that part of the offer was because she wanted to thank us, even though we made it clear that it was a gift and nothing more."
"Yeah. But..." She paused, then pushed forward, a look of resolve on her face. "I love you so much, Andrew. And I know you love me, too."
I took her hand. "Of course I do."
Cora slowly asked, "Do you love Tae as much as you love me?"
This wasn't a part of the game; that had mostly been confined to the back room for a year, other than the necessary run-up like putting Cora in denial as we got closer to playing. This was a sincere question, and I had to answer honestly. "It's different, but yes. I do."
She breathed a sigh of relief. "Good. Good. I feel the same way." We smiled broadly at each other; it had been a thing we hadn't really discussed directly. It wasn't that we were ashamed or afraid; I had long suspected that Tae had as much a place in Cora's heart as I did, and that actually made me happy. It was another way that my wife and I were, as usual, so perfectly in sync with each other. Then she said, "Do you think she knows that, though?"
—----------------------------------------
Tae and I praised and cuddled Cora, kissing her and loving on her. Not in a sexual way, although that would come again later, when we spent the next few nights in bed worshiping her and giving her pleasure in any and all ways she wanted. But for now, we were just letting her know that she was the strong center of our unconventional family, the one that brought us together and kept us together.
We each slid one band onto her finger, Tae the engagement ring and I the wedding ring. Those symbols still meant what they always had, and my commitment to her was stronger than ever.
It was starting to get late, and we needed to get going soon. Tae slipped out of the bed and stretched, then said, "I'll go ahead and relieve the babysitter. You guys want to bring some takeout home?" She smiled as she said this, trying to be the sweet, affectionate woman she usually was. But there was a little of that unhappiness that we had seen before. And that wouldn't do. Not anymore.
"Wait." Cora stood and embraced her, then led Tae to the same chair she had previously consigned my wife to. There was confusion on Tae's face, and apprehension. Was the game not over? Did Cora or I need to indulge some new fantasy with her?
We did. Of a sort.
I reached into the bedside table and retrieved something that Cora had secreted there earlier in the day, when she had been cleaning the room and preparing it for us. Then, I moved next to her side, and we knelt in front of our lover.
"Tae, we love you. You're such an important part of our life." Tae smiled as I spoke, but the sadness seemed somehow even more pronounced.
"Yes! I..." Cora kissed my cheek. "I would have been happy my whole life with Andrew if we had never met you, but I know that I-- that we both feel like our life would be emptier without you in it."
Tae started to say something, but Cora put a finger to her lips. "Shh, love. Wait." Tae slowly nodded. Then she gasped as I displayed the item that had been hidden behind my back.
"Tae, we want you with us forever. We want you to part of our marriage and our home. We want you to be our wife."
Tae's eyes flooded with tears as she silently mouthed 'Yes,' then shouted it loudly, "Yes! Yes!" as the ring went on her finger. Her arms encircled our necks, pulling us in closer to her as she sobbed. When we pulled away after a time, I could see that the sadness had been replaced with a transcendent, all-encompassing joy.
There would be details to hash out, wills and insurance and legal documents to amend, but none of that mattered then. She had found her family, now and forever. Not with the parents that had hard-heartedly abandoned her, but with Cora and me, and baby Gavin. Baby Marie, too, although we didn't know that yet.
When she rode me that night as Cora watched and Tae begged for more, I had given her our second child. Or perhaps it was later, when we were all at home and in bed together, exchanging proclamations of undying love interspersed with tender, languorous displays of it that I impregnated Tae once again.
But I'd like to think it was there, in that room where we let our fantasies loose; mostly dark, but sometimes as bright as the noonday sun. This was Tae's fantasy, and ours, and we had made it as real as the bands on all of our fingers: symbols of a commitment both old and new, one forged and reforged in the love we had for each other.
—----------------------------------------
Special thanks to oneagainst for reading and giving some very useful story criticism. If you enjoyed this story, his series Oxygen Games is also a story about people dealing with the stress of failed infertility treatments in unexpected ways. If you like Loving Wives stories, it could very easily have fit in there, and it's part of a whole shared universe of interesting and compelling characters. You might not like everything in that universe, but if you look, you'll probably find a lot to enjoy!
And Oxygen Games has a WIP sequel, A Place Beyond the Horizon, being written by SamYork. It's his first story being released here on Literotica, so give him a warm welcome.
In the near future, I'm going to be recommending more writers here that I think you'd enjoy, mostly but not entirely folks that don't currently have any/many works in Loving Wives. They're writers whose work that I personally enjoy and don't think have the attention they deserve. If you can think of any hidden gems here on Literotica, go ahead and send me feedback!
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As a rule, I didn't mess with married women. Well, the ones wearing their rings, that is, the ones that were obviously married and didn't even try to hide it. If a woman is in a hotel bar with her ring on, one of four things is probably going on: she wants to have a drink in peace; she's waiting for her husband, either to go somewhere else or as part of some weird sex game I don't want to be involved in; she's too dumb to hide her ring, and therefore there's a chance her husband is going to show up with a shotgun while I'm on top of her; or she's looking to attract the kind of guy that's actively looking to fuck married women, i.e., not me.
I say "rule," but it was more of a guideline. It used to be a hard and fast moral imperative: I wouldn't fuck married women because it's Not Right. Even before I was married, I wouldn't have, and certainly not when I was still with Anya. But afterwards... well, then it was more a method of self-preservation than anything even vaguely noble.
So, while I preferred to spend the evenings with single women when I was on the road, the woman who had the presence of mind to at least attempt to hide her infidelity was still fair game, because she probably wasn't going to get me in trouble. And married pussy is as good as any other kind; better sometimes.
Maybe even "guideline" is going too far. What's below that? "General inclination?" Whatever. Because when Marlene Sanders approached me in the bar of my hotel on a Tuesday night, wedding ring fully on display, I was given only the slightest pause.
As she entered the bar with that diamond warning beacon on her finger, I'll admit I was disappointed. Marlene was an absolute knockout: slim, great tits, an ass I wanted to bury my face in, long legs and long blonde hair, and absolutely breathtaking sky blue eyes. She was wearing a black minidress and pumps, along with tastefully minimalistic makeup. I pegged her at early thirties, about my age.
I was tempted to ignore my misgivings as she leaned on the bar and ordered her drink. The pickings were slim, too, increasing the pressure I felt to take my shot, general inclination or no. But I still held fast, at least until she came over and sat down next to me, glass full of something dark in one hand.
"Marlene."
"Jack. What are you drinking?"
She smiled. "Coke. I didn't come here to get drunk."
The next question to ask, 'what did you come here for,' was too obvious, so I skipped ahead. "Conversation and company?"
Marlene chuckled. Even her chuckle was sexy, a low, throaty thing that made me wonder what other kinds of noises she made when she was having a particularly good time. "Something like that. Is that what you're here for?"
"Something like that. Seems I'm in luck; I can scarcely imagine more pleasant company."
She smiled and took the next step in the dance. "Are you here on business?"
With a nod, I answered, "Sales. You?"
"No, no. Just a bit of a diversion for me." She took a sip. "How long are you in town?"
"I'll be gone tomorrow, I'm afraid."
"Pity." Her hand, I'm sure quite unintentionally, came to rest on my knee. "I would have liked to show you the sights."
I snorted slightly. I didn't mean to, but her advances were just so blatant. "Well, there's still tonight. Anything fun to do here in the evenings?"
My amusement seemed infectious; Marlene grinned like the cat that got the cream. "I'm sure I could think of a few things."
We were upstairs within minutes, her nibbling on my ear and breathing absolutely filthy inducements into it, and me fumbling with the key to my room while fighting off the urge to take her right there on the hallway carpet. I'm pretty sure she'd have let me, too, by the suggestions she was making.
The door finally-- finally!-- opened, and we fell into the room together, Marlene pushing me against a wall, and frantically tugging on my belt while I pawed at her delightfully firm ass. We lost clothes left and right: a belt to one side, high heels kicked in another direction, my shirt on the floor, her dress-- and my god, what a view beneath it-- tossed over her head and onto a lamp.
Then her bra came off, and the tits I had thought merely great when she was fully dressed were upgraded in my estimation to magnificent, with long, hard dark pink nipples that I had to immediately latch my mouth to. Hers was a body that deserved to be worshiped; I might not be the first to prostrate myself at that altar, but I sure as hell would endeavor to be the most zealous. My supplication was rewarded with a chorus of moans and gasps from her.
My hands found that incredible ass again, and I picked her up; a giggle slipped in amongst the other sounds coming from Marlene's blood red lips. She held tight to me, legs wrapped around my waist, one hand tangled in my hair and the other gripping onto my shoulders, as I carried her from the entryway, through the suite, and to the bed. She didn't release her grip as I laid her down on it, nor did my mouth leave her lovely breasts.
At first, I tried not to be too rough; I wanted to fuck her, but I didn't want to fuck her life by sending her home with marks. But then she growled, "More!" and gently raked her fingernails down my back, and I stopped worrying. By the time I was done with her, she'd need a truckload of concealer to hide the aftermath of our passion. My suckling turned first to light nips, and then to harder ones, and Marlene loudly moaned, "Harder! I want him to know I've been fucked by a real man! Fuck me like a whore!".
I pulled away from her, a little sneer on my face. "Do you now? Wanna be my little married whore tonight?" Her eyes danced with a wild desire as she surged upwards to pull me back down, kissing me fiercely, then moved her hands to unbutton my pants. There was a little excited squeal then as I took her hands and pinned them to the bed. "Say it."
"Yes! Fuck, yes, split me open with your cock! I want you to make sure my husband knows I've had another man inside me!"
Okay, it was still a weird sex game, but he wasn't there, and we were. Even "general inclination" seemed to be well in the rearview now.
I didn't mean to, but I frowned. I didn't used to be this person. Marlene saw the hesitancy there, briefly, but seemed reassured when my mouth latched onto her throat, biting and sucking at it. "Yessss. Fucking take what you want!"
I chuckled into her neck. "I don't have to." A querulous little noise escaped her lips. "You're going to give it to me aren't you, slut?"
Marlene giggled at that, wrapping her legs around me and rubbing her panty-clad snatch against the throbbing erection straining at my zipper. I pressed myself hard against her, and she whined, "I need it! Please? Don't tease me anymore."
Reluctantly, I disentangled myself from her. I'd blown through any moral qualms I had, at least temporarily, but common sense dictated that I still be careful. I absolutely planned to fuck her until she told me to stop-- and possibly past that, depending on how she liked to play-- but there was no way in hell I was going to do it without a rubber.
She pouted as I stood up, but then grinned broadly with the realization this was merely a brief intermission for practicalities. One of Marlene's hands squeezed her breasts and pinched their lovely, perfect nipples, while the other slid into her soaking panties to pleasure herself until I could better assist with that task.
I smiled at her wantonness. "You're so beautiful, Marlene." Now, finally and for the first time, she was shy. It made her all the more lovely, that sudden and unexpected vulnerability. Marlene hesitated for just a moment; perhaps she was as nervous as I was, and perhaps for similar reasons. Maybe this wasn't who she used to be either.
"Don't stop, gorgeous. I want the sight of you seared into my memory just like this." The words sounded rehearsed as I said them, but they weren't. They were just a heartfelt outpouring of affectionate lust for the lovely woman that would share my bed for the next little while.
Her hands began to move again; the expression she bore was still a little abashed, but that lasted only as long as it took for me to begin unfastening my slacks. My gorgeous married whore bit her bottom lip as my dick came into view, and that little change in her expression made me feel like I was ten feet tall. The most primal parts of my brain screamed, "She's here and she's yours! Pin her down, take her, and make her bear your child!" But the more sensible bits of gray matter made me reach in the dresser drawer and pull out a pack of condoms. Sorry, caveman, not tonight.
As I rolled the thin latex sleeve onto my cock, Marlene's fingers moved to pull down her panties. My voice growled, "Don't," and she froze. I grinned evilly while grasping the last impediment to her ravishment, and she raised her hips eagerly, the twin of my smile on her face. The flimsy fabric came away with a ripping sound, and she laughed.
"A trophy?" Her voice was something tantalizingly between challenge and submission. The caveman in me still screamed at me to claim her, but she and I both knew who had claimed who in that bar. Marlene was helpless to my strength now, but I had been equally helpless to hers when she sat down next to me with a drink and a come hither smile.
Her eyes flashed with mixed concern and desire as I pushed the damp cloth to her lips, between her lips, into her mouth. "A trophy later, yes." Marlene's reply was a low, needful, wanton moan. "But for now, they belong here, don't they?" A vigorous nod of her head. There was no hesitation on her part; she wanted-- no, needed-- to be debased. Degraded. Used. And I'd do that for her. For me, too, if I was honest. One of the most beautiful women I'd ever seen laid before me, naked, gagged with her own underwear, and pleading with her eyes for me to take her. How could I refuse?
As I knelt on the bed between her splayed, toned legs, she held them open, giving me access to her in any way I chose. I'm sure I could have taken her ass then, and she'd have been just as pleased. But for now, for this first time, I knew what my target was. Until she had entered this room, until she had been stripped, until she made herself vulnerable to my strength, she had been another man's. And for just a moment longer, she would be. But only for a moment.
I slid the latex-clad head up and down her labia, pushing forward just the tiniest bit, pulling back a bit more as she tried to meet me. She made a little frustrated noise, and I chuckled. "Did you need something?" She whined around the cloth in her mouth, nodding again. "But you can't tell me, can you? Tch. Such a shame." Another whine, accompanied by a more frantic movement in her hips.
And then I impaled her, my cock taking Marlene from her husband, at least for now. But in truth, Marlene was giving herself to me, letting a stranger use her for his pleasure instead of the man she'd vowed her eternal fidelity to, and we both knew it. She was ready for me, and I slid easily into that hot, tight hole. The sensations around my dick were muted by the rubber, but others weren't: the smell of her arousal, the frantic clawing at my back as I laid atop her, her legs squeezing me as I plunged inside, the loud gasp of a need fulfilled echoing in my ear.
"Did I find it, my beautiful married whore? Did I find what you needed?" That drove my new lover almost to the edge by itself, and my words were rewarded with her motion; Marlene's beautiful, athletic body undulated under me, writhing with pleasure and shame as she climaxed. Her mouth was gagged, but that didn't prevent all sound from escaping her lips, and the muffled moans and whines were as much an inducement as her whispered words had been earlier, when she had so distracted me as I tried to open the door. More, even; her whispers were seductive, but her raw, greedy, animal sounds were primal.
We coupled passionately, my body pinning hers to the bed as I thrusted into her with gusto. It had been a month since I'd last been with a woman, but I made up for that lost time. And I'd never been with one as wild with abandon nor as sexy as Marlene; I felt a pang of regret that this couldn't be more, but we both knew what it was. And I knew I never wanted to be with another unfaithful wife; at least not one that was married to me.
Marlene screamed into her gag as she came the second time, and I honestly worried she might choke on it. But I wanted more of her ardor, and I grunted, "That's right, you fucking married whore! Come on another man's cock! Cheating fucking slut!" If I had thought she was manic before, I learned then that I had no idea. Her nails drew blood from my shoulders, and the way she spasmed around my dick almost did me in right there. But I wanted something different.
I plucked the cloth from her mouth, and she gasped for air. "Oh god! Oh, oh god, Jack! It's so fucking-- oh god, more, please!"
"I'm close! I want-- fuck, Marlene!"
"Anything!"
I took her at her word. My sweet married slut whimpered as I slid from her tight pussy, but when I clambered up the bed and knelt astride her belly she laughed with glee. Her fingers pulled the condom free. Her hands grasped at my shaft, sliding up and down it. And her wild laughter, her pleas for my cum, the almost worshipful look in her eyes: these finished what her exquisite cunt had started.
"Fffuck Marlene!" I grunted as streams of pearlescent white splattered across her breasts, onto her neck, up to her face. She squealed, delighted, as I marked her with my seed; the caveman in my brain might have been unhappy that I had not finished inside her, but the teenaged Jack that had watched far too many hours of porn was quite pleased with his handiwork.
It wasn't just her body that was coated, but her fingers, too. Her rings. My jism dripped from the empty symbols of her fidelity, and I wondered, fleetingly, if Anya had done this with her paramour. I frowned again without meaning to, but if Marlene noticed, she didn't say anything about it. Instead, her eyes stayed laser-focused on my cock as she kept stroking until I was fully emptied, til even the last, dribbling bits of my spend were gone from it.
Then she moaned, "Ooooh my god. That was... Mmmm." Her cum-covered lips smiled up at me. "Do me a favor?"
Out of breath, I panted, "Anything. Who do I have to kill?"
She just laughed again. "Take a picture of me? I" I raised an eyebrow. "You have your trophy. Now I want mine." Leaning over her to the bedside table, I grabbed my phone. She posed for several photos: arching her back to show her painted tits; her left hand, wedding ring covered in my jizz next to her slightly parted lips, tongue extended; kneeling on the ground, looking up, mouth wide with my cock just about to enter.
Once I'd texted them to her, she stretched and yawned. "Got one more in you tonight, sexy?"
I pointed at my cock, already stiffening again. "What do you think?"
Such a sweetly coy expression could only come from a truly filthy mind. "A lady never wants to presume."
"Is that what you are?" It was meant to be friendly and playful, not cruel, but I'd missed the mark.
A tiny grimace, quickly concealed. "Sometimes." She rallied gamely, trying to hide the bruise I'd left on her ego. "But not with you!" There was a sudden pain in my heart at the idea that I'd hurt her, that I'd accidentally gone out of bounds of the game we'd been playing.
I pulled her to me and kissed her softly and sweetly. "You're still a lady, even when you're being my whore." My beautiful lover's features softened, and I saw a glimpse of the real Marlene for the first time. Not the seductress that lured a stranger upstairs with hints of carnal delights, not the married whore that begged me to take her, not even the brief vulnerability when I told her she was beautiful as I undressed: the melancholy woman underneath who hadn't always been like this. She kissed me, another sweet, lingering kiss, then rested her head against my chest.
After a time, she murmured, "We need to get cleaned up. Do you mind if I go first?"
"Not at all."
I sat on the edge of the bed, thinking about what had happened. What we had done, of course; it had been a stellar sexual encounter, easily one of my top ten. Top five, probably. But also how I'd shifted to be what she wanted, even as far back as the bar. About how much I had wanted to be that person, the kind of cad that would take an obviously married woman to bed as long as there were no repercussions.
Who had I become that I would so easily do that? To have gone, in only two years, from someone who detested adultery to an active, eager participant in the cuckolding of another man?
"Your turn." Marlene's voice startled me from my thoughts, and after another brief kiss, I went into the restroom and took care of my business. I could hear her voice in the bedroom as I finished. It sounded like half of a conversation. Talking on the phone to someone?
When the bathroom door opened, it became very clear that the person on the other end of the phone was exceedingly angry. His voice was almost as loud through the phone-- not on speaker-- as hers was where she sat on the bed only a few feet from me. She waited for him to stop shouting, then said, "I'll be in room 218." Not my room number; not even the same floor. "See you soon." And then, to the sound of more enraged yelling, she hung up. With a wan smile, Marlene said, "We've got a few hours before he gets here. Still up for another go?"
If this was a weird sex game, it was none I'd ever heard of. There are cuckolds out there, ones who are humiliated and revel in it; there are others that are humiliated and hate it but are too ashamed or afraid to do anything about it; and there were husbands who enjoyed reclaiming their wives after they'd been allowed to be with another man. But Marlene's husband didn't sound like any of those. He sounded like he wanted to kill her.
"Marlene?"
She tried to put on a brave smile. "It's okay. I know what I'm doing. I've done this before. He's over a hundred miles away--" She held up her phone and showed the locator app on it. "-- and this'll give an alarm when he gets within twenty-five. Plenty of time for us." That wicked grin was back, but it was clearly a mask this time, and one only barely held in place.
I sat on the bed and took her hands. "Marlene, what's going on?"
A hesitant smile then, a real one, a hopeful one, quickly replaced by the mask once more. "Oh, Jack, that's not your concern. Come on. We're here to have some fun together." She leaned in to kiss me, and I let her, but I also pulled her into my arms and held her. I embraced her like a lover; not like a man she was just there to fuck, but as someone who was concerned for her and cared for her.
Yeah, I had brought her up here to fuck the hell out of a wayward wife looking for a good time. But I had found myself genuinely liking Marlene. And there was something else there, behind her seductive bravado: a sadness that I couldn't ignore. I knew that I was broken, and I'd suspected she was, too, but I ignored it because I was getting what I wanted. What I thought I wanted, anyways; but what I wanted now was... well, yes, I wanted to fuck her again. My body was leaving no doubt about that.
But the same urge I'd had near the beginning had returned. It was the impulse that had me initially try to not mark her, to protect her from the consequences that would befall her outside this room due to what happened inside it. That protectiveness had come back full force with the understanding that this was neither simply an unhappy wife cheating with an anonymous stranger nor a game between her and her husband. This felt like something with deadly consequences.
"Jack, please, I..." The tears started to fall. "Don't-- I can't... You don't know me. That was... that was the point of you, of picking you. Please, I--" I kissed her again, and she melted against me. As she broke away and pressed her head to my shoulder, hiding her face, the shuddering sobs began.



I let Marlene cry for as long as she needed. When she had calmed a little, I laid down and pulled her with me. Marlene curled up in my arms, sniffling. As soothingly as possible, I told her, "It's okay, hon. I'm here. We can talk, or we can just be together like this for now." She nodded, and we laid together in silence for a while longer.
"I'm sorry." Her voice was small. Frail. She hugged me tightly to her body like I was the only solid thing in the world. Such a change from the confident woman of only a few minutes before.
"Shhh, it's okay." I asked again, "What's going on?"
"It's..." She chuckled. "It's a long story." Her hand was on my cock, starting to slowly stroke it. "You sure you'd rather hear that than--"
I kissed her head as I moved her hand away. "Yes. I would."
Marlene sighed. "Okay." Then a little laugh. "Why couldn't you just be an asshole?"
"I saw you turn down two guys at the bar, Marlene, that were clearly assholes."
She nuzzled into my side. "Point." A little kiss on my chest. "I guess... I guess I wanted this. Or, not this, but... but something besides just being called a whore and fucked like one." She looked up suddenly as I flinched. "Oh no! No, I wanted that, too! That was... Jesus, Jack. That was soooo damned great. You were incredible, and I hope we have the time for you to be incredible at least once more." With a little happy noise, she nestled in again. "But this is nice, too. Better than nice, even."
"But?"
She sighed. "But it's got to end soon, and I wish it didn't. I wish I'd waited until tomorrow to call my husband. But I didn't want to worry him."
"Why... What?" I didn't even know how to ask all the questions I had.
"Why I don't want to worry him? Because I love him." It was said so matter-of-factly even as she laid in the arms of the near-stranger that had fucked her, the man that wasn't her husband but had usurped his place. "I know that sounds crazy, but it's true, Jack." She sighed again. "I've loved him since we were in high school."
"Then why are you here?"
"I'm here because I do love him." Marlene looked up at me and could tell this created more questions than it had answered, then laughed. "I know, I know." Her head dropped down onto my chest, and she scooted closer, throwing one leg over mine. With a deep breath, she began to tell me her story.
"I've known Alan since we were children. He was my first everything: first kiss, first boyfriend, first... well, everything, like I said. Everyone knew we'd be together forever." Another small sigh. "Maybe that's why we ended up here.
"We got married just after college, and things were great. But then... I don't know. Something changed. Lots of small problems. First, he couldn't have kids; some accident with a dirtbike when we were teenagers. He didn't want to adopt or do IVF or anything like that, and that was fine; or I thought it was, at least. I didn't know... didn't realize at the time what a hit that could be to a guy's ego. I was a little disappointed, but I wanted to be with him, so I just sucked it up.
"And then his career tanked suddenly; it was through no fault of his own, but we ended up getting married in the middle of a downturn in his field, and he couldn't find a job. So I had to be the breadwinner. He felt... emasculated, I guess. We'd both grown up in a small town, and his family was more conservative than mine, which was already pretty conservative. And... well, anyways. That was another wedge.
"And Alan... I love him. I do. But he's a fairly ordinary looking man, if I'm honest. In my eyes, he was the most handsome man in the world, but I knew, even then, that that was through the filter of my love, and not how the rest of the world assessed him. It didn't bother me, but it made him insecure. Jealous. He started to wonder if I was cheating on him, then he became obsessed with it. I wasn't, of course. I never would have..." She chuckled mirthlessly. "Well, back then I never would have." I squeezed her, and she pressed her face against my side.
"The long and the short of it is that there was a rift, and I couldn't find a way to close it. He got more paranoid, more jealous, more insecure. I loved him so much, but he interpreted it as guilt, like it was proof I was cheating on him. And then..." I heard her swallow. "And then he cheated on me."
"What?" Who would be stupid enough to cheat on this gorgeous creature? But then, Anya had cheated on me. By all accounts, by everything my friends and family told me, hell, even by what Anya herself told me as she tearfully said goodbye in our last meeting, I was everything she should have needed. And it still hadn't been enough to keep her from another man's bed.
"Alan had found a job. It wasn't in his field, but it was something he could do, at least. It bolstered his confidence; not enough to give up on his paranoia, but enough to make him wonder if he still 'had it.' He ended up banging one of the secretaries there.
"I didn't find out about it immediately, but when I did, I went ballistic. I finally managed to convince him that I hadn't cheated. Alan realized he had been taking revenge on me for something I didn't do, and he seemed so remorseful. We went to counseling, and I hoped that would be that. It wasn't." I shifted uncomfortably. "You too? Cheated on, I mean?"
My voice was tight. "Anya. My wife. We weren't like you and Alan, we just... we met after college. Hit it off. Fell in love. And then, five years into our marriage, it turned out she'd been fucking a friend of ours for six months. And when I asked her why..."
I scoffed. "No real answer. She had no excuse for why, no actual complaint about me. 'I wasn't trying to hurt you. It was just sex. I didn't intend for it to happen. It doesn't mean anything.' Buncha other bullshit. She wanted to stay together, but that wasn't happening. If it had been... I dunno, if she was drunk and slipped up once, maybe. Maybe not. But, like, is it really remorse if you can't even say why you did it? If you don't know why you did it? I had loved her, but I just... No. It was over."
Marlene hugged me. "I get it. I'm so sorry; she was an idiot. Christ, even just giving up this sex makes her an idiot, and you're cute, too. And kind, even after someone did that to you. What a fucking moron." She leaned up on one arm and kissed me lovingly. "I'm so sorry, Jack."
"Not your fault."
"Yeah, but it still sucks to get cheated on. And it shouldn't have happened to either of us."
"So what happened?"
She sighed, laying back down next to me. She felt so warm there. So right. "I loved him with all my heart. We were supposed to be together, you know? That's what everybody said. It's what I believed, really believed: that he was my one true love. I wanted to get past it and move on.
"And we did, for a year. Then I learned he was cheating again. Something was... different in him, I guess, after he cheated that first time. It gave him back the confidence that he had lost, that he could still be desirable to other women. Never mind that they were skanks and tramps. Never mind...." She shook her head and sighed.
"I confronted him again. He apologized again. Said it would be the last time. But when the fallout wasn't worse, when I didn't leave him, I think that some switch flipped in his brain, and he decided he could do it and get away with it. And the next time he did, less than six months later, I showed him that he couldn't."
Marlene was quiet for a time. When she spoke again, it was with a voice that was haunted. Regretful. "That was the first time I cheated. I was so nervous. It was... honestly, it was disastrous. I cried afterwards, and the guy kind of wandered off and left me there. The sex was fine, I guess; maybe if I had been more into it... well, it doesn't matter. I wasn't there for the sex, except as a means to an end.
"I went home and told Alan straight away that I knew that he was cheating. He wouldn't believe me at first when I told him that I had as well, that there were consequences to his actions. Then I stripped for him and showed him where the other man had marked me. Then... then..."
Her voice went quieter still. "... It was painful. He reclaimed me, and he didn't care how much it hurt." My fists clenched. Hell, my whole body tensed. I wanted to pound that son of a bitch until he stopped moving. How fucking dare he hurt-- "No! No. Not like...he didn't smack me around or anything. It was just... he had always been so gentle when we made love before, and he wasn't then. It wasn't about... it had always been about our connection, even when I was hurt by how he had cheated. But that time, it was about him showing me that I was his.
"He didn't cheat again for a while. I think I'd shaken his confidence. He focused on us and on his career. But then, there was a little setback. Something at work, a promotion he didn't get. " She chuckled darkly. "A 'reason' that wasn't really a reason. I tried to be supportive, but it wasn't enough. And he cheated again. Alan was more careful this time, but I still found out.
"He'd been with at least two women that time, so I upped the ante and found three different men. And those times... those times, I enjoyed myself. Let myself go with them. Be... be the married whore that I had told myself I was the first time, when I had cried afterwards.
"I embraced her wholeheartedly, both because she was fun and as a way to shield myself from..." Marlene's face pressed softly into my side. "From something like this. From sharing myself too much." She kissed me again, then whispered, "I'm glad I can share this with you. That you care."
"I do, Marlene. I really do." I sighed, "Why didn't you just divorce him? Christ, you're gorgeous and funny and... god, you seem great. You could have any man you wanted!"
She laughed a little at this. "I did. Have any man I wanted, that is. Never married men; I wasn't going to be the other woman. But what I wanted was for Alan to be faithful, and this... well, I couldn't make him do it. But I could remind him of the consequences. And each time, he took a little longer to stray. It'd been almost two years before... before what led to this. To us being here together.
"And as to why I didn't leave? I... I love him. I still do, even after everything. I cheat because I love him, because if I didn't cheat, I'd grow to hate him. If I let it go and showed that I was willing to live with the contempt of him running around on me... No. No, that wouldn't work. This way, he's reminded that I won't."
I sat with that for a long minute as she traced lazy patterns on my chest with her finger. This wasn't right. What he did to her wasn't right. "Christ, what an asshole. You deserve better, Marlene."
That little wan smile again as she glanced up at me. "God preserve us from getting what we deserve."
"I'm serious, Marlene. I don't know how you could be that... patient. Accepting. Whatever. I know you're doing this because you're not really accepting it, but..." A bitter memory pushed its way forward. "When Anya cheated, I couldn't stand it. Couldn't stand to be around her, to be reminded of how I hadn't... I guess how I hadn't been enough for her. Somehow. In some way she couldn't or wouldn't tell me. And I just..." I looked away from her. "I'm not... I'm not the person I used to be. He wouldn't like me very much, I don't think. He wouldn't have done this."
"This?"
Marlene was looking up at me with sadness in her eyes when my gaze returned to her. "Yeah. The old me, before Anya cheated on me... he would never have gone anywhere near a married woman." She pulled away, almost imperceptibly. "I don't mean... This is lovely, Marlene. You're lovely. But if you had approached me two years ago, I wouldn't have even thought..." I chuckled, and she relaxed.
"Okay, I would have thought about going with you, because-- well, I mean, look at you." Marlene smiled and even blushed slightly; it was heartbreaking, really, to think of how her husband had mistreated someone that seemed so wonderful. "I wouldn't have, though. But once... I dunno, once it became clear that I had been the only one playing by the rules, actually giving a shit about my vows, I just couldn't care."
She moved back closer; her warmth was invigorating and comforting at the same time. "No honor among thieves, hmm?"
"Yeah, pretty much. I didn't... I still don't approach married women. Obviously married ones, that is, the ones wearing rings and showing they're taken. But if they've taken them off and I don't see anyone else available... The me from two years ago, even the one before I was married, would have steered clear. Now, I don't. And I've realized, after being here with you, that I don't like who I've become. And I don't like that I let her... No, that I let myself become something because of what she did to me. That I was too weak to stick to my--"
Marlene silenced me with a kiss. "Hush." I opened my mouth, but she interrupted. "You got hurt, Jack. Badly hurt. I know how painful it is. I... this was never where I saw my life going. I know what it's like to change in ways you didn't expect, to look at everything you've done and wonder how you got there. To not like that journey or the person at the end of it.
"But you're a good guy, Jack, even if... well, even if you haven't acted like one as much as you used to. You're sweet and sexy and great in bed. You're funny and kind, too. Unless there's some kind of deep dark secret you're not telling me, there's nothing so wrong with you that it would make sense for any woman to cheat on you.
"And it sounds like there wasn't anything wrong with your marriage, either. Or at least nothing your ex could point to. Did you have any kind of warning, or was there anything afterwards that you could point to and say, 'this led to it?'"
"No. I've thought long and hard about it. The closest thing was that I traveled for work, but even that was only a couple of times a month for a day or two. I've never been able to think of a single, solid reason why she'd want to go outside of our marriage."
Another kiss, a longer one, loving and filled with promise neither of us could keep. Marlene put her chin on my chest and gazed at me with dazzling blue eyes. "People cheat for a lot of reasons, but it almost always comes down to one of three things: there's something wrong with their marriage, with their spouse, or with them. And there's nothing wrong with you, Jack. There was nothing wrong with your marriage, as far as you could tell, and she gave no indication otherwise. So that means she cheated because there was something wrong with her."
I knew this. All of it. I'd had two years, almost three with the time the divorce took after Anya got the judge to make us go to counseling. My friends had told me. My family had. Even Anya had. But it's one thing to know it, and it's another to have someone else, someone that's nearly a stranger, look at your life and tell you, "You did nothing wrong." There's knowing something, and then there's understanding it. Believing it. And now, finally, I did.
It made me feel better to hear it. It also made me feel worse; Marlene could see it on my face.
"Hey. Hey. It's okay. You got hurt, and you went a little crazy." She chuckled. "Trust me, I know how that can happen. But... look, this time since you've been divorced, it's a blip. You haven't acted like you thought you should. You can change that." An evil little grin. "Well, after I'm done with you, that is."
I laughed, but then I thought about what she said some more. "Marlene... Why don't you just leave him?"
Maybe I wasn't the only person who needed to hear something they already knew. Her eyes went wide for just a moment, then she looked to the side. "It's not the same, Jack. I love him. I do."
Running my fingers through her hair, I softly said, "I understand that, Marlene. But do you think... do you really, honestly think that he loves you?" She looked at me again, nostrils flaring with anger. "No, wait. I'm not saying he never did. And I think... maybe he does, in his way. But this... God, Marlene, is this really love? Is this a love you want to live with for the rest of your life?"
She opened her mouth to speak, but I continued. "No one deserves what he's done to you, Marlene. And you sure as hell don't. You deserve a man that loves you as much as you love him, who wouldn't... who wouldn't put you through all of this for his ego. Who wouldn't make you..."
I sighed. "You said that people cheat for one of three reasons. Well, he cheated because there was something wrong with him. But... God, Marlene, now you're cheating because there's something wrong with him. And I understand why; you desperately wanted to make it work, and this seemed to do it at first. And then you kept doing it because you had already started down the path and couldn't see another way forward but through.
"But now there's something wrong with your marriage, too. Probably irreparably wrong, by the sound of it. And, if you don't stop... I mean..."
I didn't want to say it, not with those beautiful sapphire eyes welling up with tears again. Not with the way her lip quivered and her face fell as the weight of her reality came crashing down on her. For the first time a stranger had put her problems into perspective, just like she'd done with his, and it crushed her.
If she didn't stop, what was wrong with her husband and what was wrong with her marriage would become something wrong with her, too. Maybe it already had. Maybe it was like a cancer that had metastasized and taken not only the love two young people had once had for each other, but the love she had for herself as well.
I didn't want to believe that; she was so... good. Not just beautiful, but funny and insightful and loyal and sweet. She had been driven mad, but so had I, both of us driven to be people we weren't by the ones that had promised to love us forever. I was sure I could find my way back. I needed to believe she could, too. And, more importantly, she needed to believe it. And if she couldn't do it on her own, I had to convince her.
I patted her as she cried, whispering to her and shushing her softly, like one would comfort a child. "It's going to be okay, Marlene. It's going to be okay. You'll get through it. I promise."
And then, as she was finally reaching the point where she could talk again, when the fear of her new reality had finally started to become manageable, it happened: the proximity alarm on her phone went off. Her husband would be at the hotel soon.
Marlene began to panic: frantically trying to dress, babbling about how she needed to get ready to greet him, how she was sure, absolutely sure that this time would fix it. She was fracturing right in front of me.
"Marlene. Marlene!" She slowed, but didn't stop. "Wait. Wait, Marlene. You have half an hour. Wait and think. Please." The tormented, fearful look in her eyes almost killed me, but she did finally stop and sit back on the bed.
"I... I have to go. He's my husband." There was a hollowness there, in both her words and her voice. Like her spirit had been carved out. I recognized it, and while it hurt to see, it meant progress. That hollow feeling was the same way I'd felt years before, when I realized there was no way back with Anya.
And then, once again, I was sitting on the bed with her, holding her hands. She was still half naked, her dress barely on and completely out of kilter, but any thought of the passion we'd shared before was gone for the moment. "You do have to go, Marlene. But not to him."
She laughed mirthlessly. "With you? We're going to have a whirlwind romance, find our happily ever after together?"
My hands squeezed hers. "Maybe. Maybe not. Hell, probably not. You don't know me from Adam, not really. But... look, Marlene, maybe there's nothing more for you and me than tonight. But even if that's the case..." I cupped her cheek with one hand, and she dipped her head towards it. "Even if it is the case, I know that there's a future for me. And there's got to be one for you, too." Tears started to form, and I said, "Ah ah, don't start that again. We're on a clock here, woman." That made her laugh, an honest, deep laugh, and that laughter felt like a fever breaking.



"How... What do I do, Jack? My whole life is back there with him. I can't just walk away from it." Now we were down to logistics. This was good. This was yet more progress, and it was something else I recognized from my own experience.
"You don't have to. I mean, maybe you'll want to, but you don't have to." I stood up and started to move about the room, gathering my own clothes, quickly dressing. She started to follow suit as I spoke. "Tonight, I'm going to check out of this hotel. You're going to send a text to Alan that you're not coming home, and that you're going to be seeing a lawyer tomorrow. And then you're going to turn off your phone, and we're going to drive to the other side of town, or to the next one, and we're going to find a hotel to stay at."
"Jack, I don't--"
I held my hands up placating. "We'll get two rooms. This isn't about... whatever happens from here, this is about you and you alone, Marlene. You're young; you have a whole life ahead of you. Is this how you want to live it? Really?"
She looked hesitant again, so I gently added, "I'll be there for you if you need it. As your friend. As-- as more if you want. If we want to try. But no matter what, I'll be your friend, Marlene. I'll stand with you through this, even if it means I have to travel back here every week."
That was enough, at least for now. She had a new set to her features, a new and determined one. We didn't really speak again for a while, as I quickly tried to shove all of my clothes back into my suitcase while she grabbed my toiletries out of the restroom and tossed them to me. As we left the room and headed to the elevator, there was an air of paranoia; her husband's phone was getting closer and closer by the minute.
A quick stop in her room to grab her overnight bag. Four miles out. Into the hallway again, then to the torturously slow elevator and down to the ground floor. Three miles. My room card went onto the front desk, and I all but shouted as I ran past that I'd check out online. Two. Bags into the trunk, Marlene into the back seat, shutting off her phone and laying down. Me clambering into the driver's seat and cranking the ignition; a sputter, then a slow start.
A car fishtailed into the parking lot, taking the turn much, much faster than was safe. A man-- a very large one-- was behind the steering wheel, head on a swivel as he looked around the parking lot. His eyes were filled with rage and grief as he glared at me and pulled into the spot next to mine. A nod to him, one man to another, as I tried to not piss myself. Then I broke eye contact and backed out of my space and turned out onto the road.
And then we were away; down the road, to the next town, to a new hotel. To the beginning of a new life for each of us.
Marlene did stay with me that night; we both felt a little silly getting separate rooms after what we'd already done. But I just held her as we talked and as she mourned something that had been dead for far longer than she'd wanted to admit.
It dawned on me then, even if I already knew it intellectually: Marlene had never been with anyone else, not in any relationship but that one incredibly toxic marriage. She'd only ever been in love with him. She hadn't known how it felt when you fell out of love with someone but still loved them. The way they still held a place in your heart, even as you had to find a way to move forward.
She'd never had that high school breakup, or the guy in college that was great but just not quite right for her. The relationship that broke up because of career goals, or the relationship that just slowly fizzled and died. All of these touchstones of modern romantic life had been denied to her, and with it, the experience to know how to deal with this greater anguish. That night, not to mention the following weeks, brought a series of new and painful lessons for her.
I was by her side through all of it; Marlene decided that she did want to leave her old life behind after all: the parents and in-laws that did everything they could to keep her and Alan together and keep the peace between their two families; the friends who insisted that theirs was a true love even as they knew that he'd cheated on her and even as some cheated with him; the job that she was never really happy in, but which she took to provide for herself and her husband.
Marlene moved in with me for a little bit until she could get on her feet. There was an easy rapport between us; we transitioned pretty easily from friends to friends with benefits, which wasn't surprising, given where we'd started. We knew we were good together sexually, and it turned out that, while we didn't have a lot in common at first, we had enough for a friendship that went beyond that one shared night that had changed so much for us.
Once she had moved out, we mutually decided to cool things off; we were still available for some late night fun if one or the other of us was in the middle of a dry spell, or, as sometimes happened, if one of us was going through a breakup. We both dated other folks, too. Our fondness for each other grew over time, but she needed to get out there and find out who she was outside of a relationship, and I needed to see if I could get back to who I'd been before Anya.
Marlene blossomed as a single, independent woman. I tried to not dislike the first boyfriend that she introduced me to, several months after her divorce. I failed, but I think I hid it pretty well. I did a little better at not disliking the second one. But the third one? That one was a great guy. Perfect for her. And she was exactly what he needed, too. They jumped into bed too early, probably, and they had kind of a weird history together, but that turned out to be a strength instead of a weakness.
Okay, yeah. It was me. Three years after that night in the hotel, we moved back in together, this time as an engaged couple. In our vows later that year, we both made sure to emphasize "and forsaking all others." It's turned out to be pretty easy, even a couple decades later, even after kids and the empty nest phase and all of the other ups and downs of life. Marlene made it easy to stay faithful, and I never gave her any reason to doubt me. She does still enjoy being my sweet little married whore from time to time when we're alone together, though. Some habits are hard to break, and it's not like I pushed real hard to get rid of that one.
------------------------------------------
If you enjoyed this, I have a recommendation: go check out the short story Fragile by EmilyMiller. Like this one, it's about the kindness of strangers and how sometimes meeting the right person at the right time can be the best way to let go of past pain.
Emily also writes just absolutely stupidly hot sex scenes, if that's of interest to you, and her stories can switch seamlessly between funny, heartfelt, raunchy, and contemplative. Her work is mostly in Fetish, but she's dabbled in a number of other categories. Most recently, she's put in a couple of really great Sci-Fi submissions, Coleoidphilia and its sequel Determination. The stories are centered around an alien, but they're still wonderfully human. Emily's never posted in LW, so play nice in the comments, y'all.
In the near future, I'm going to be recommending more writers here that I think you'd enjoy, mostly but not entirely folks that don't currently have any/many works in Loving Wives. They're authors that I enjoy and think deserve more attention. If you can suggest anyone that you believe fits the bill, go ahead and send me feedback!
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It was a letter that upended my world. Not one of the "Dear John" variety; that would have been less painful. Nor was it a "We Regret To Inform," but the sense of loss, while not as acute, was even more all-encompassing.
No, it wasn't a letter of the paper-and-ink kind at all. Instead, it was one of the many small sigils that make up those and many other missives, the second of the twenty-six characters that comprise the English alphabet.
The letter that irrevocably changed my life was a simple "B" where it did not belong: in a small field on a medical chart, the one that denoted the blood type of my fifteen year old son, Travis. His mother's blood type was "O." Mine is "A." High school biology was a long time ago, but I recalled enough to quietly ask the nurse in the emergency room whether I had remembered correctly. The pained look on her face told me that I had even before her words confirmed it.
Something so small, and yet it made me question everything.
What had brought Travis to the emergency room was a typical childhood accident: a skateboard trick gone wrong. Even as they were putting the cast on his arm, he was laughing and talking about how "epic" it would have been if he had landed the stunt. I just chuckled and advised him to be more careful, tousling his hair. I was proud of his bravery and athleticism, even if I didn't always understand its impetus.
That was our relationship in a nutshell. I loved him, and he loved me, I knew. But we were so different from each other. Not physically; until that errant character I barely glimpsed on the nurse's screen, I would never have doubted he was my biological son. He was tall like me, filling out into a stocky young man like I'd been. I had thought his dark brown eyes and hair were inherited from me, as well. But they weren't mine; they were my doppelgänger's. They were the features of the cuckoo that had left its egg in my nest.
I always thought that our differences, psychological and emotional, were due to his mother's influence. Allison had been impulsive-- even impetuous-- when we were younger. Our meeting in college had gone almost exactly against the planned events of the day. Her older brother, Jake, had introduced her to my older brother, Evan. They were best friends, both of them on the football team of our small college. Both juniors. Both star players with a chance at the big time after graduation.
Allison was a beautiful, delicate-featured, blonde and blue-eyed freshman that Jake was sure would be perfectly matched with Evan. She threw a monkeywrench into her brother's plans when she instead took to me, the studious and introverted younger brother.
Jake took it goodnaturedly, only wanting his sister's happiness. Evan did not; he had stolen more than one girl from me, and it was intolerable that Luke, his nerdy kid brother, would return the favor. Never mind that I hadn't tried to steal her; she had come to me on her own. It still rankled him, and my amusement at his irritation didn't help, either.
Why did she pick me? "Because you're you." It was as simple as that. She loved me for who I was, a sweet-natured, soft-spoken young man. I could be emotional, especially when surprised; my temper when my brother had stolen a girl from me the first time led to us getting into one of the few serious physical altercations we'd ever had. Evan's athleticism might have won the day, but my rage let me get my licks in, and he was careful not to gloat the next time. His ego combined with the fact that he was my parents' favorite, and therefore almost immune to consequences from them, meant there was a next time. Several next times, in fact.
Alli and I were well-suited to each other in so many ways. She was adventurous and outgoing, even if she often thought before she acted. I was a bit stodgy at times, making sure she kept her feet on the ground. I tried so many things in my college years that I never would have if it hadn't been for her.
I wasn't her first, but she was mine. Even if I hadn't been smitten before that, I certainly would have been afterwards. But that affection was mutual; as we laid together afterwards, Alli held me close and told me over and over again how much she loved me, and how she wanted us to never part.
I had wanted that too, then.
"Dad?"
I was shaken from my reverie by Travis's voice. "Sorry, buddy. What did you say?"
"Um... How mad was Mom?"
Still dazed by the revelation, it took a moment to understand what he was asking. "Oh, um, she was fine, Trav. She was mad at first, but when I told her what happened, that you were wearing your helmet and pads, and it was just bad luck, she calmed down. She's just glad you're okay."
Thank God I had talked to her before I saw that "B." I hadn't been the young man with the quick temper in quite some time, but I could feel his influence on me. I wasn't angry at Travis; what his mother had done wasn't his fault. But I was furious with her, and I don't know that I'd have been able to hide it at all if I could hear her voice.
Trying to keep up the charade, I changed the subject. "What do you feel like having for dinner tonight?"
He wasn't fooled, I don't think. Trav was so insightful. So empathetic, like his mother. Even with a broken arm, he was more concerned about me than himself. But he played along with a half-smile and said, "How about Thai?"
Travis was my only son; he was bookended in age by his older sister, Julie, at seventeen, and his younger, Megan, at eleven. As we sat at the dinner table that night, I looked between my three children and... Three? No, two, at most. I had raised him as my son, but did that make him my son? He was the son of my wife, but not mine. That made him my stepson, didn't it? He had a father, but I had no son.
Did I have daughters? Did I have any children at all?
They looked like me just as much as Travis did. And where Travis was now so much more like his mother, they had always been similar to me. I was the primary caregiver in a lot of ways, and therefore the biggest and most constant direct influence on all three kids. Alli had traveled for her work since the kids were young, first in sales and then as a mediator, and my job hours as a contract programmer were flexible. It just made sense for me to handle the bulk of the child rearing.
The fact that the girls were so much like me didn't come as a surprise. All the kids hand bonded with me when they were younger. We were inseparable. Megan, especially, was still that way, not yet pulling away as the tween years began. She was very much Daddy's girl. But even Julie never split from me the way that Travis did.
I didn't think much of it before, because that's what teenage boys do, right? They try to find the men they want to be by pushing against and away from their dads. But Travis hadn't even really done that. There was no rebellion; we just weren't close, and he was so different.
Travis had never been as interested in the things that I liked as the girls were. Videogames and programming and puzzles were a passion for the three of us, but they had never been more than a pastime to him, and they were barely even that now. That distance had now been cast into a new light, one that illuminated nothing but more questions.
Everything. Everything upended.
Alli was away for a week. I wondered if I would still be sane when she returned. I wondered how much more madness was still to come.
I laid in bed that night softly crying so the kids wouldn't hear. It was all too much. So many questions with only one certain answer: at some point in the past, my wife had fucked another man and let me raise his child. Who? Why? How could she hurt me like that? Was it still happening? Was I a father at all, or just a caretaker for another man's children? Did she love me? Had she ever loved me, or was it all some kind of cruel ruse?
I barely slept, and when I did, indistinct nightmare images haunted me. Taunted me, with my wife's infidelity and my foolishness. Their specifics were forgotten in the morning, but not the dread that I felt.
The kids were sent on their way to school, and I sat at my kitchen table, trying to think. It was too big. Too many different possibilities, all of them clashing together in my mind and drowning out any kind of logic I could apply with pure noise. Finally, a moment of clarity came as I remembered my training.
When a programmer can't figure out a problem and we have no one else to talk to, we're supposed to still discuss it out loud. The technique is sometimes called "rubber duck programming" from the typical prop that many of us use, but anything can work: an action figure, a stuffed animal, or, if nothing else is available, thin air. It was the act of talking about the problem that made us slow down and collect our thoughts. Explaining it to someone else, even an inanimate object, made us go through the issue in as logical an order as we could.
So, I talked to myself.
"Stop, Luke. Stop. It's a problem. Just another problem. Debug it. Break it into steps." After taking a deep breath, I began to do what I did best.
"What do I know, and know for sure?" I sighed. "That Travis isn't my son. He looks like me, but he's not. So what does that mean?"
After mulling that over for a few moments, I continued. "He looks like me, at least superficially. Is that useful?" Not really; I looked like a bog standard European mutt with brown hair and eyes. But then a spark ignited, albeit only a small one. "Brown hair and eyes. Dominant traits. His father didn't have blonde hair, and he didn't have blue or green eyes, since those are recessive traits." High school bio to the rescue again. I was looking for someone with brown hair and brown eyes.
"What else? Allison cheated on me at least once, roughly nine months before Travis's birth. Things weren't great between us back then, so maybe that was the only time? No. No. Focus on what you know for now, not supposition."
I cast my mind back; that had been a hectic time in our lives. Allison had struggled with postpartum depression for a while after Julie was born. That plus her travel and my stress and Julie being a light sleeper and a colicky little thing meant we were not at our best during that period.
Our sex lives certainly suffered. There were months during that first year after Julie was born where nothing happened in the bedroom, and others where we just got off as fast as we could. Biological needs were barely getting met, and emotional ones weren't doing much better.
All of that got worse when her brother got ill and Alli had to split time between her work, taking care of Jake, and our home. In fact, I had been certain, until that "B," that Travis had been conceived on a blessed weekend when the stars aligned and my parents were able to take care of Julie while Alli was in town for three days straight, when we were finally able to reconnect as a husband and wife should.
"Okay, so something in the week or two before or after that weekend. What? Anything you can think of that might help explain... oh, shit."
Evan left town.
It was a couple months after Travis was conceived. My brother never made it to the NFL, only ever making a semi-pro team. Then he got injured, and even that last piece of his dream was taken from him. His dead end job and the way he'd fucked up his love life made him an even more miserable SOB than he'd been before. It only got worse when he looked at his nerdy younger brother and saw him with a happy life, a job he enjoyed, and a loving family.
A sudden memory of his last visit to our house before he left chilled me. Alli had been there alone, and I came home just as he was leaving. The way he acted, which felt strange even at the time, now seemed sinister with the knowledge of my wife's infidelity: the awkward body language; the way he lit out almost as soon as I got home, like he didn't want to be around me, even as he was supposedly dropping by to say goodbye; and most of all, the strange look on his face when he thought I wasn't looking, a mixture of pity, smugness, and disdain.
Oh God. Had he gotten what he wanted all along? Had he finally humiliated me by taking her away? And not just her, but my son, too? Is that why he doted on Travis during family get-togethers while he all but ignored my daughters? I felt sick, and the room started to spin.
"No. Stop. Think it through. Fight the anger, and don't jump to conclusions. What do you know, not suspect? What other options are there?"
Trying to get back into the programmer's mindset, I looked at other possibilities. "Alli traveled all the time for work; a random stranger maybe?" I chewed on that for a bit. "Mmm, that doesn't sound like her, but she was so impulsive when we were younger. When did that really stop?" Fifteen years was a long time, but it was such a marked change in her behavior that it almost immediately came to me. "Travis's birth. She changed then. Or... no. Not after his birth. During her pregnancy with him.
So a fling while traveling, regretted afterwards? That would explain the explosive sex; but no, it wouldn't, because we were always good together before the kids. A coincidence? Maybe. Maybe not.
"Would Alli bang a random stranger?"
Said a second time, it made even less sense. It just didn't sound like her. She wasn't a virgin, but she also hadn't been promiscuous; Jake used to laugh about how hard it was for a guy to get a date with her. So probably not a random hookup.
"A co-worker?" I could think of at least two that would fit the bill, guys that looked enough like me that I could squint at Travis and see it. Couldn't remember their names, though. "Bob...? Robert! And... and Trent." I rolled that second name around in my mouth contemplatively. "Trent. Trent. Travis? She wouldn't, would she? Use the first couple of letters of her lover's name to form his son's name as a tribute? Or a joke on her stupid clueless cuck hubby?" Another deep breath to stop myself from going on a tangent. "Stop. Stop. Who else?"
I snapped my fingers. "Jake's doctor! What was his name? Dr... Bates? I think. Yeah. Yeah, Eric Bates. That's... fuck, that would make a lot of sense." The guy was irritatingly handsome, and I knew they got pretty friendly when she was taking care of Jake; the few times I was around him I was annoyed by their closeness. I didn't like the way he looked at her, and I liked even less the way she looked at him. Before, I wouldn't have thought of it as anything more than me being unaccountably jealous; now, I suspected more.
Shaking my head, I continued. "Don't get stuck on one possibility. Friends?" There were a few possibilities there: Jimmy Wiliams and Alan Taylor immediately sprung to mind, a pair of pussyhounds that had always shown too much interest in Alli. Our social life suffered during that first rough year with Julie, and we didn't hang out often then. Or mine did, at least; was Alli actually traveling all those times she told me she was? Was she going away for work? Was she actually going out of town to meet someone else? Was she--
"STOP!"
I was still drifting from what I knew to what I could guess. I had at least a half-dozen strong possibilities and at the rate I was going, I'd get to double digits quickly. This wasn't helping.
I needed more data. And I needed... yeah. I needed someone to talk to. Talking to myself was a useful stopgap, but I needed someone to actually bounce ideas around with. However, I didn't have anyone I could, at least not until I had ruled out some possibilities. With no idea who had done this-- besides my cheating bitch of a wife-- I didn't know who I could safely talk to without alerting her.
Asking Alli would be pointless; in the years since Travis's birth, she had been anything but impulsive. As a mediator, she'd leaned into her empathy for others and had combined it with a new self-control that meant that if she had any time to prepare at all-- and possibly even if she didn't, because she'd had more than a decade to think about how to deal with all this coming out-- anything she told me would be suspect.
At the same time, if I gave her too much room to work in, and if she chose to lie to me, I was pretty sure Allison could come up with something on the spot. She was always quick-witted. I needed to narrow down the possibilities as much as I could. The fewer avenues she had to dissemble or mislead, the better my chances of getting an honest answer out of her.
There was a part of me that wondered why I even cared. She had cheated on me at least once, and without a very good reason-- say, if it had been nonconsensual and she was too ashamed to tell me-- there was no hope of reconciliation. But I needed to know, at the very least, whether any of the kids were mine. I couldn't abandon them; they were innocent in all of this. I'd pay child support unless the father-- or, for fuck's sake, fathers-- could be identified. They weren't going to starve. But I wasn't going to raise them either, pretending to be their father if I wasn't.
That gave me the first good idea I'd had during all of this, the first real path to go down. If neither of the girls was mine, all of this was a moot point. And if they were all children of the same father, this affair had gone on for so long that I had to believe it was still ongoing. That would indicate... what? An ex-boyfriend, maybe, or something even stranger. Crueler. My brother's face popped back into my mind, but I pushed it aside.
I had the direction I needed to start with, and I knew exactly who could help me. An old friend of mine from college had gone into biotech instead of business dev, and he'd made a pretty penny offering his services to various companies.
Tate also was never really friends with Alli. There was no animosity there, but they just never clicked. And arguably even more useful, Tate was about as gay as the day is long. There was no way that he'd ever have fucked Alli, not with a dance club's worth of Molly and an IV of Viagra. I couldn't see him covering for anyone, either; his own husband had cheated on him, and he had absolutely no patience for adultery. Tate was the closest thing I had to a safe bet, and a quick phone call to him confirmed he could get me tests for all of the kids with a turnaround of less than a day.
I was too frustrated to work. There are people for whom burying themselves in their jobs can help them keep their mind off of problems elsewhere, but I've never been one of them. There was space for a single problem at a time in my head, and while I could sometimes switch to another one if the needs were pressing enough, it was difficult. And this problem? There was nothing that was going to get my mind off of it.
The good news was that I was only in the planning stages for my most recent contract. I could afford a little slack time for now, planning to make up for it later with long hours. Or maybe not. Slippage in software development isn't just factored in: it's almost expected. I knew more than one guy who came through some personal crisis and made up for it on the back of caffeine, rage, and deadline anxiety. Hell, I'd been one a few times. I guessed I would be again.
The bad news was that, even with the knowledge that this was the path forward, I still could find only limited comfort in that fact. It was all so awful, and my future so murky, that I couldn't even decide what the worst case scenario would be.
If none of them were my kids, I could walk away with little regret. I'd still try to keep in touch with them, and part of me would always love them, but I'd have no real allegiance. That might sound cold, but it was true. They would all be my stepchildren then, and how many stepdads stay in their stepkids' lives after finding out their mom has cheated on them for over a decade?



But if one or both of the girls was mine, what then? What if Travis was my brother's son? What if Alli had been raped and was too embarassed to tell me? Would I believe that? How could I trust anything she told me? How could I trust almost anything at all?
I sat there at my kitchen table, skipping breakfast and lunch, until it was time to pick the younger kids up from school. All I could do was obsess. I had come to no conclusions, unintentionally added about a dozen possible names to my list, and only made myself unhappier. Fuck! I wanted to strangle her.
Once the kids were home, it got easier. There was someone else that needed me to keep it together then. Three of them, actually. I wasn't the best actor, but I relied on my affection for the kids. My love for them. Depending on how things ended up, they might be about to have the worst time of their young lives, and if I could soften the blow for them, I would
I made spaghetti. My cooking repertoire is fairly limited, but I liked cooking Italian. The kids always loved my spaghetti. After dinner, I made sure to spend extra time with them, even Travis. Especially Travis.
I felt so bad for him, maybe even worse than I felt for me. It wasn't his fault, but he was right at the center of a storm that might destroy his family, and I knew how sensitive he could be. He'd blame himself for it, no matter what happened. He was just that kind of kid.
It was one of the things I was proudest of about him, that sense of personal responsibility, even if he did take it too far at times. He might be impulsive, but he always faced the consequences, even sometimes when they weren't really his fault. God, what was coming would crush him.
As we spent time together, I looked at my son... stepson, really looked at him, in ways I hadn't for a while. When someone's close to you for so long, your brain starts to skip over little details about them: their personality quirks, their tics, the little physical aspects that start to blend into the background.
It's easy to keep assumptions and impressions, to not question them because they've been with you for so long. But as I looked at Travis then, I saw more and more the ways we differed. I always thought that he had my chin and nose; maybe a little rounder, maybe not quite as defined, but that could have been down to his youth or his mother's influence.
But now, I knew that I had no influence there at all. I could see how my belief that he was my son had made me miss the subtle differences in our features. The girls shared my chin and nose, and they were very clearly mine. But his? No. I realized for the first time that even a blending of his mother's features and mine wouldn't account for the differences.
There were tics I didn't recognize, too, ones not from me or from Alli: the way one corner of his mouth quirked up more than the other when he smiled; an almost OCD-like need to do things evenly, in twos or fours or eights; his laugh, so different from ours. How much was nature? How much was nurture?
And why did some of it seem so familiar? Who did I know from the past that acted like this, that smiled like this, that laughed like this? Anyone? Or was I just driving myself mad trying to find clues that didn't exist to solve a mystery I had no chance of figuring out?
The next morning, we went to the lab. I made up a bullshit excuse-- a specialist doctor's visit-- but none of them really bought it. Julie and Megan just rolled with it, because, hey: morning off from school. But Travis definitely suspected something was up. He knew that I'd been acting differently since his accident, and while he dropped it when I told him it was just to do some followup testing-- something to make sure that all of us were safe from an anomaly found during his blood test-- I could tell he didn't really buy it.
After dropping them at school, I used the rest of the day to do chores and yardwork. I didn't need to think too hard about the work, but I could also use the exertion and the minimally necessary attention to detail to distract myself. It was certainly better than nothing. Then it was time to pick the kids up again. Time to perform my pantomime. Time to toss and turn in my bed, wondering how many more days I'd be sleeping in it.
The test answered several questions. The first, and most important one, was that Julie and Megan were mine. That was a mixed blessing; almost entirely a positive, of course, but it meant that one of the easier routes was closed off to me, the one where I washed my hands entirely of their mother and our family. That simple scenario, dark though it may have been, appealed to me in the late hours where I wanted for this to all just go away. But I'll admit that I wept openly knowing that something in my life and marriage had been real.
The next was, honestly, a real surprise. My brother had been the frontrunner as Travis's father in my mind; the way he'd acted before he left, how he used to steal girls from me, his anger when Allison picked me over him, and just that he was generally an asshole all pointed to him. But he wasn't Travis's father, nor was one of my cousins or any other member of my family. Another source of easy relief taken from me; if it had been him, I would have had so many questions answered. But instead, I was almost back at square one.
Tate was able to help me a little bit more, though. He had access to various genealogy and consumer-grade DNA databases; I didn't ask how, and he didn't say. We were able to strike a few people who were already in these: Robert Jenkins, Allison's co-worker from that time; Alan Taylor, one of our creepy "friends" from our younger days; and Dr. Eric Bates, her brother's oncologist.
That still left a lot of people, and finding out the girls were mine didn't actually rule a longer-term affair out, either. Travis could have been an oops that she learned from, or she could simply have not cared who fathered each child, as long as I didn't find out. Or maybe she didn't even really worry about that. Maybe she just believed that I was trusting enough to never catch her. To be fair, she would have almost been right.
That was the most maddening thing, even more than the infidelity itself: I simply had no basis for what was real and true anymore. I believed that Allison loved me-- she certainly acted like it-- but I had thought that before my fateful discovery as well. Clearly, for at least a little while there, she hadn't loved me enough to stay faithful. It had been a hard time for both of us, I know; but did that even begin to excuse it? I sure as hell didn't feel like it did.
And she hadn't been loving enough to fess up, either. She had to have known; once I started looking, it became obvious that Travis wasn't mine. Did Alli lie because she didn't love me, and she wanted to keep her happy life while she continued to cheat? Or did she lie because she did love me, wanting me to keep my happy life, to not lose it because of a one-time indiscretion that produced lifelong consequences? I just didn't know.
There was nothing that could be taken for granted anymore; she had lied to me for at least sixteen years, since the day that Travis was conceived. That meant that any "knowledge" that I had of who my wife was simply wasn't knowledge at all. It never had been. It had only ever been belief that Alli was who she told me she was.
Maybe that's true for everyone, but I wanted to believe that I really knew who she was, that she was open and honest with me about everything that really mattered. I had been with her, and now that I knew that honesty hadn't been reciprocated, the possibility that she might have lied to me about any and everything was slowly driving me mad.
My behavior became even more obsessive as the week wore on and as answers stubbornly refused to present themselves. I looked in her email accounts; we'd shared our passwords with each other for years. Nothing. My job made me far more knowledgeable about computers than Alli, so I scoured our shared home computer for any sign of hidden files, apps, folders, or strange activity. Nothing.
Our bank accounts fell under my scrutiny next as I looked for any strange transactions or cash withdrawals. Nothing. I checked her cell phone records. Nothing. The house was searched from top to bottom during the week that I awaited my wife's return, looking for even the most circumstantial evidence of a separate life hidden from me. Nothing.
When she called during the week, I did my best to quickly hand off the phone to one of the kids. I don't think Allison suspected anything; she didn't know that I knew, so why would she? There was always something to do at home, and she'd praised me in the past for how hard I worked at keeping all of the balls in the air when she wasn't there. Alli always bragged about what a great dad I was. When I thought about that after the revelation about my son... stepson, I wanted to throw everything she owned in a wood chipper. 'What a useful little cuck he is.' Is that what she was really saying?
Even our past was in question, all the way back to the first time we met. Why did she pick me? "Because you're you." It had always seemed so sweet and sincere when I'd thought about it before. Now, it carried sinister undertones. 'Because you're such a sucker.' Everything she had ever done, every little glance and gesture, every phrase that could even slightly be open to interpretation, every time we'd shared anything, it was all suspect.
I was getting paranoid; no, I was paranoid. I knew that, but I couldn't see any way out. My job-- my life!-- had been based around my ability to examine a problem and come to useful solutions quickly and accurately. Puzzles, mysteries, games, I loved all of them. I was great at them. And it didn't matter a goddamned bit. This was a problem that couldn't be solved. A puzzle missing too many pieces. A mystery with too many suspects and not enough clues.
A game that could have no real winners, but which could see me lose almost everything.
"A game." I was talking to myself again; I had been, off and on, all week. With no one other than Tate to confide in, and not wanting to monopolize his time, rubberducking was all I had.
"I'm trying to 'beat' Alli, so why not think about it like a game?" She'd be home in a couple of days, and I was only the tiniest bit closer to the truth. I had eliminated a few names from the possible list of Travis's father, but that wasn't enough. The information was going to have to come from my wife, but any she gave me was going to be suspect; Allison had been lying for the better part of two decades, so clearly she could hide the truth from me.
"How do you beat an opponent that's more skilled than you?" I ruminated on that one for a bit. "You make it so that they're at a handicap. Take away any advantages. Get in their head. Blindside them. Get them on the back foot and keep them there." Possibilities began to reveal themselves in my mind. "Thanks, me. You've been a great help."
Two days later, I greeted Allison at the door, a broad grin on my face. "Hey, beautiful. How was your trip?"
She kissed me lovingly; thankfully, I'd had forty-eight hours to steel myself for it. "Oh, it was a bear. The clients were..." She shook her head, then sniffed the air and smiled. "Did you make dinner?"
"Lasagna."
"Ooooh my god, you're the best." Alli looked around as if something was wrong, then realized what was off: it was too quiet. "Where are the kids?"
Taking her arm in mine, I led my wife to the dinner table, where I had laid out everything necessary for an intimate candlelit dinner. "Off at Mom and Dad's." As she sat, I pushed in her chair. "I thought we could use a weekend to reconnect. We've both been so busy lately, you know?"
Alli's expression was the very definition of 'gratitude.' "Oh, Luke, really? That's... God, I love you."
I raised my glass in toast. "To the most wonderful, loving, loyal wife in the world. I'm so lucky to have you."
"Mmm, I plan to show you how lucky you are later, mister." I didn't shudder. Barely.
Dinner was pleasant, and I did what I could to draw it out. I gave her a little too much wine, more than she would have normally drunk. Only a single glass for me, which I sipped slowly throughout the meal, alternating with water. The meal was one of her favorites, as was dessert. There was light, surface-level conversation: a little about our jobs, a little about the kids, just the everyday topics most couples discuss.
We talked about what she'd like to do with the rest of the weekend. That spurred more innuendo from her, but I simply smiled and deflected. Deep down, that hurt; I loved her, she was still so desirable, and I knew that the wonderful physical intimacy we'd had was likely in the past. But those thoughts inevitably led to the knowledge she'd been intimate with someone else, which kept me from melancholy and focused on my rage. Focused on the game.
When we finished, she started to help me clear the dishes, but I tutted, "Now, now, go have another glass of wine and relax on the couch. I'll join you there in just a moment."
Alli chuckled, more than a little tipsy, and said, "You know, we're married. You don't have to get me drunk if you want to have your way with me."
"Ah, but what if I want you completely at my mercy?" There was just the tiniest bit of acid in my voice, but she missed it. With a kiss on the cheek, my duplicitous spouse turned and wandered off to the couch.
Once the dishes were cleared, I stood at the kitchen sink, white knuckling the edge of the countertop. The next few minutes would determine the course of the rest of my life. I wouldn't get a second shot at this; Alli was too good at what she did, too good a salesperson before and too good a mediator now to give me a second shot at getting information she didn't want to give up. I had to get this right.
After taking a few deep breaths, I put a charming smile on my face and moved to the living room to join her on the couch. She lounged there, well fed and comfortably inebriated but not completely drunk, waiting for me. Allison was clearly fatigued from her trip, but also in a playful mood. "Hey, handsome. Wanna make out? I don't think anyone's gonna be home for a while."
"That is quite the tempting offer, sweetheart. Maybe later? I wanted to ask you something first."
"Oh?" Her eyebrows arched gently, a friendly, inquisitive expression on her face.
"Who is Travis's father?"
That friendly expression fractured, then froze. "What?"
I maintained the same gentle manner but put just the hint of an edge in my voice. "Travis's father. You know, the man you cheated on me with? The man whose child I've raised for fifteen years?"
Alli went as pale as a sheet. "Oh no. No, oh no, oh god, oh no!" She looked sick as she pushed her way off the couch and ran to the guest bathroom. I followed, only a few steps behind, and found her on her knees, throwing up in the toilet.
Standing in the doorway, I waited for her retching to stop. When it did, I said, "I'm still waiting for an answer."
She gasped, "Just give a minute to--"
"No! You've had sixteen fucking years to lie to me, and I'm not giving you a chance to think up yet another one now!"
Alli nodded, nausea barely held in check. "Okay. Okay." She stood up and turned towards me. "I'm sorry, Luke. I'm so sorry. I'll tell you everything. I promise."
Any pretense at friendliness was gone now, leaving only ice in my voice. "Your promises don't mean a damned thing to me now, Allison."
She was very visibly hurt. Too fucking bad. "Can I change? I've got vomit on my--"
"Then take your shirt off and rinse your mouth out! That's all the time you get. If you're in here for more than another minute, I'm walking out the door and telling Travis I'm not his father."
"No! Please, no!" She was terrified. There was a part of me that felt bad for that, the one had always comforted her when she needed it. Another felt some guilt at what I knew was an empty threat; how strange that I should be ashamed at this bit of trickery when she'd deceived me for so long. But the bulk of my feelings on the matter were a certain sadistic satisfaction: I'd suffered for a week, and now she could feel a fraction of the pain and fear I had.
"Hurry the fuck up. I'll be on the couch." I made a show of starting the timer on my phone before stalking off.
With seconds to spare, Alli was back in the living room, shamefaced and shirtless. The sight of my wife in only a bra and skirt made me feel an unexpected pang; she was such a beautiful woman, and a week before I would have already started stripping the rest of her clothes to reach the splendor concealed beneath. There was still an attraction, and I couldn't deny it; but the loathing and anger I felt prevented any biological reaction that gave away my still-felt lust for the woman I'd shared so much of my life with.
I sneered without meaning to at that thought; yes, I'd shared my life with her, but it hadn't been reciprocal, had it? Alli halted in mid-stride when she saw my expression, but I got myself under control. My wife-- my opponent-- took up a position on the far end of the couch from me. Then she sat silently before I snarled, "Well?"
After taking a deep breath, she began to speak. "Please, Luke. It was one time, it was a horrible choice at one of the worst times in my life-- our lives-- and I'm so ashamed of what I did. It's in the past, and--"
"No it isn't, goddamn you!" I exploded, the rage that had been bottled up during the week-- hidden from my children, hidden from our friends, hidden from her-- finally coming unstoppered and soaking her in venom. "It's something that's still happening, something that I'm going to have to deal with for the rest of my fucking life!"
"I realize--"
"NO, YOU FUCKING DON'T! Stop using your goddamned mediator voice on me! Stop trying to 'be reasonable' and 'find middle ground' and 'get me to see it from the other guy's point of view' and tell me who. You. FUCKED!"
Alli flinched away, afraid of me for the first time in our lives together. She should have been; it shames me to say this, but I was so enraged that even I was afraid I might hurt her. I took a long, shaky breath and hissed, "Who."
She looked at her hands for a moment, then back up at me; there were tears in her eyes. Her mouth opened, but no sound came at first, the lips opening and closing in mute pain. My wife closed her eyes and swallowed, then opened them again as glittering rivulets cascaded down her cheeks. "Jake."
Jake? Not-- no. "Jake who?"
Alli turned her face away, unable to meet my gaze. "Jake."
"Your brother?" ... Stepbrother.
When someone's close to you for so long, your brain starts to skip over little details about them.
I knew the story, of course. I learned it before I'd even met Alli, when Evan was gushing about his new best buddy on the football team during the Thanksgiving break of his freshman year. More details were filled in when I met Jake and then, later, when I met Alli: how Jake's mom had abandoned his dad when he was a child; how Alli's dad had died unexpectedly; how their parents fell in love with each other; how, only a year into their marriage, they were killed in a car accident; how, even though Jake barely knew Alli, he still took her in as his ward, using his modest inheritance to make sure she would be taken care of and able to attend college.
Jake treated Alli better than her own blood relatives. He wasn't her stepbrother; he was her brother. That's how she always referred to him. That's how I always thought of him. But he wasn't, anymore than Travis was my son. That little "step" that I'd forgotten, the detail my brain had skipped over as unimportant background noise, had been the most important detail of all.



Neither of us spoke, until I could finally ask, in a raspy voice filled with unimaginable pain at the magnitude of her betrayal, "Why?"
Her gaze remained steadfastly away from mine. "I'm sorry. I'm so sorry, Luke. I... He was dying. And I was so... the depression, it was crushing me. I couldn't be home with Julie. I couldn't be home with you. And every time I was there, I felt... disconnected. I felt guilty for not being home, and then when I was home, I felt guilty for not feeling-- not feeling the connection that you and I had before she was born. And then, and then not feeling the connection with Julie.
"And Jake... I loved him. I'd always loved him. He was my first love, I--"
"What?!"
She glanced at me for just a moment, the fear back in her eyes, then looked away again. "Jake was handsome and kind. He saved me when mom died. And I was a teenaged girl when we first met; I was fourteen and he was seventeen, a quarterback headed for what everyone was sure would be a college and then pro career. And he was so sweet to me; not in a romantic way, but just as a good person. I was... well, I was just a girl, and I developed a crush on him, and then when our parents died, he was all I had left. I fell in love with him."
I was going to be sick. "And you and he...?"
"No!" Alli's gaze snapped instantly back to me, alarm on her face. "No, not at all. I told him, and he responded like... well, like a grownup would. He was flattered, but he encouraged me to find someone else. Someone more appropriate. It hurt, but I knew, later on, that he was right. There was never... he and I were just brother and sister. Nothing more than that. Not until... until later."
She sighed. "He gave up so much for me, Luke. He always supported me, financially and emotionally." Her hand started to reach out for me, but then stopped and withdrew; my disgusted expression made it clear that her touch was the last thing I wanted. Quietly, Alli said, "He introduced me to you. That... More than anything, that was the best thing he ever did for me. He was my first love, but you are the love of my life."
There was nothing but rancor in my voice. "Funny fucking way to show it."
Tears dripped onto her skirt as she looked down. "I know. I'm so sorry. I can't... There are no words that can tell you how sorry I am for hurting you."
I scoffed, "Whatever. So you fucking loved him, but you married me, the--" My voice turned mocking and sing-song. "--'love of your life,' and then what? Decided, what, you'd get one fuck in with the first guy that got your panties moist before he shuffled off this mortal coil? Had to find out what you missed out on by marrying your stupid loving nerd husband?"
Her shoulders were drawn in as she sobbed, "No! It wasn't like... That wasn't what happened. He..." She looked up at me, experimentally, as if gauging my anger. "You remember how disappointed he was when he didn't make the NFL. Jake didn't take it as badly as Evan did, but it still hurt. But he picked himself up and went on. Started his business, got engaged to Jennifer, and... well, you remember."
Alli swallowed. "Then the cancer came, and his business failed, because he wasn't able to take care of it. And then that fucking bitch left him because she couldn't deal; that was what really killed him, I think.
"He was so... just destroyed by that. Evan had moved away, we had moved away, he had no other close relatives, and then she just walked out the door. He was so alone. And-- and you remember how Jake was. How he had wanted so badly to leave some kind of a legacy, even at that age. And he was going to have nothing to show except..."
She looked away. "I was in an especially bad place that visit. You and I had been fighting, and Julie acted like I was some stranger whenever I came home, and I was deep in my depression, and work was..." Alli shook her head. "When Jake started to cry one night, after he'd had something to drink-- too much to drink-- and talked about how he'd never have kids of his own, how he'd never leave anything behind... Well, I'd been drinking a lot, too. And I just..."
Her voice was tight, like she was only barely able to speak, like she had to force herself to. "It made perfect sense to my drunken, depressed mind. I couldn't save him, like he had done for me. He had given me everything: a home, an education..."
Alli completely faltered for a moment, before quietly, mournfully saying, "... My husband." Then she pushed on again, as if she needed to finally be free of her secret. "And I'd been able to do almost nothing for him but sit and watch as he died. But I could give him just a legacy, a child of his own."
I shouted, "You did this on purpose!?"
Alli flinched away, but looked straight at me. "That's how it started, yes. I'm so sorry, Luke; it made sense at the time, if only for that night. But then I woke up the next morning, sober and hungover, and by the light of day I realized how insane the idea was. And Jake was ashamed, too, that he'd betrayed you like that. You two were never as close as him and Evan, but I know he loved you, and--"
"Oh, fucking clearly! He fucked my wife, and he never said anything about it, and-- "
In almost a whisper, Allison said, "I told him you were okay with it."
"WHAT?!"
She closed her eyes, whether because she couldn't stand the pain she was inflicting by saying that or she couldn't bear the shame of looking at me, I've never been certain. "I told him that, after he slept, I called you and confessed. Told him that you were so, so angry, but that you ultimately understood it was just a drunken mistake, and that if I got pregnant, you'd still take care of his child."
"You. Fucking. BITCH!"
Eyes screwed tighter than ever, Alli responded, "Yes. I am. I know I am. I'm so sorry." She swallowed again and continued. "I told him that you only requested that he never mention it to anyone, including you. And then I told him that I was going to go home and make it up to you; he understood what I meant by that, that if I did get pregnant, it could be either his or yours. He understood why I needed to do that."
"I sure as shit don't."
Allison picked her words carefully, eying me as she did so. "It was, for him, a respect thing. He respected that you'd given him one more chance at his legacy. For me, it was a panicked, desperate hope that I wasn't already pregnant and that I could give you another child instead.
"I was so completely despondent, out of my mind with PPD and guilt over what I'd done and panic at what could happen if you found out. The idea of taking Plan B didn't even occur to me until after you and I had our three day weekend. And then... and then I hoped that you had gotten me pregnant. But if you had-- and I hoped so much that you had!-- I couldn't take Plan B. There was no way I could take a chance that I'd get rid of your child. I was stuck."
My head was killing me, and I began to rub my temples. Alli continued softly, "When I went back to see Jake again, I had a nervous breakdown in the hallway of his treatment center. His doctor-- do you remember Dr. Bates?"
I let out a short, sharp laugh. "Yeah. He was one of my suspects."
There was the ghost of a smile on her face after I said that, the kind that one has when they know they shouldn't smile because of the gravity of a situation, but can't help anyways. "Eric was gay."
So much for the great detective. "Anyways. Breakdown?"
She nodded, smile gone again. "I... honestly, I was so despondent over what I'd done that I considered killing myself. I was a terrible wife and mother and sister and..." Alli sighed, "Eric saw me crying and took me into his office.
"Dr. Bates was... he was always very kind. Great bedside manner. And I told him about... well, about everything except what I'd done that night, and he referred me to a specialist in postpartum depression. She referred me to one in our city, and that's how I started meeting with Dr. Brandt."
I vaguely remembered her therapist. We'd met a couple of times to talk about how I could support Alli through her PPD. "Support her." What a joke. What support did I get? I'd supported her as best I could, and this is how she... Wait.
I felt a sudden shiver. "Did she know what you did?"
Alli turned her face away once more and nodded. "She did. We talked about how to handle it, about how you'd respond, how it would affect my recovery, about... about a lot of things. She advised me to tell you, but I knew..." A quick glance at me, then away. "I knew you'd never forgive me. If I told you, it would have destroyed you and our marriage and our family. And... and at that point, I didn't know that Travis was Jake's biological son. I still wanted to believe he was yours."
My eyes narrowed. "Wanted to believe, or did believe?"
Her shoulders rose and fell in a tired shrug. "I don't know. Believed for... for a while. Until after I stopped seeing Anne-- Dr. Brandt. The odds were in my favor, you know? That weekend we got back together, you came in me like a dozen times, remember?"
I did. It had been a great weekend. But now I knew that it was driven by her guilt, and that it hadn't been the occasion of Travis's conception. Instead, those three days were a desperate and failed attempt to paper over her infidelity. That fact made me look back at our time together during that "great" weekend in a new and entirely unfavorable light.
"When did you know that he wasn't my son?"
Alli's brows knit together, and that fucking oh-so-reasonable, we-can-find-a-solution mediator voice returned. "He is your son, Luke. He's-- "
"Stop! Stop trying to make this better, Alli! You can't. He's not my son. I raised him, but he's your son, not mine."
"Of course he is!"
"Bullshit. He's my stepson."
She gasped, "You can't mean that!"
My lip curled. "Yes, I do! Biologically, he's my wife's son but not mine. That, by definition, makes him my stepson. I didn't adopt him; you just tricked me into believing I was his father. Travis. Is. Not. My. Son. I've treated him that way because I believed he was, but that doesn't make it true. And, yeah, maybe my name is on the birth certificate, but I can have that changed."
Alli started to cry again. "Please, Luke. Please don't do that. Please, I'm begging you."
I just rolled my eyes. "He's going to find out eventually."
"Why?" It came out as a strangled cry.
"For fuck's sake, Alli! Why do you think? I'm not just going to... God, did you think I'd find out and go, 'Welp, guess I'm just a cuck, gonna keep on cuckin' on. Herp derp, guess I'll just keep raising someone else's son! Yup, I should just keep the bitch's secret and hope she appreciates it! Maybe she won't fuck anyone else if I'm nice about it!'"
She shouted, "I've never fucked anyone else! I messed up! I know that! But don't take it out on him just because I hurt you!"
I shouted right back. "And when we get divorced, Alli, what are you going to tell him?! What about the rest of the kids?! Am I going to be the bad guy? Are we getting divorced because we 'drifted apart' and I wouldn't try to keep us together? Will that be your story?"
"Luke, please! I don't want to get divorced! I want to be with you for the rest of my life!"
"And I wanted to have a faithful wife and a son, and now I have neither."
"But you do! I'm sorry, Luke, I made a mistake, but I've never--!"
"I don't know that! I CAN'T know that!" I was on my feet, roaring at her as she cowered. "You fucked another man! Even if you've been faithful since then, so what? If I had gone out and fucked another woman when you were so depressed that you barely let me touch you for a year, would you consider me faithful? Huh?! We both know you wouldn't!
"And I don't know that you haven't cheated since! You've been lying to me about one thing for sixteen years, how do I know you haven't had a string of lovers since then? How do I know you haven't picked a guy up in a hotel bar every time you've traveled and fucked him while laughing about your poor, stupid, loyal cuck husband back at home? I don't!"
She sobbed, "I would never do that to you!"
"But I. Can't. Know. THAT!" My body shook with fury and sorrow. "I can't even believe that you wouldn't! Belief requires trust, and I don't trust you anymore! So, no, I don't have a faithful wife. And I don't have a son, either! Just a stepson. Just this..."
I balled up my fists and hissed through gritted teeth, "Just this goddamned living, breathing monument to your infidelity! Every time I look at him there's this... this thing that used to be my son, but now he isn't, and he can't ever be. And it's not his fucking fault, or mine, so that only leaves you! You fucking took him from me, and I hate you!
"You stole my son, even my chance at having a son from me, Alli! YOU did that! I wanted a son and a daughter, and you've given me a stepson and two daugh--"
A puzzle piece slammed into place with a sickening thud, and I suddenly felt cold and sick as I whispered, "Megan was supposed to be my son."
My darling wife, the woman who'd invited another man to cuckold me, was once more unable to meet my gaze. I continued, voice sounding as dead as I felt inside. "Travis was three. You realized then, didn't you? That he wasn't mine. You didn't just want one more child like you'd said; you realized you'd stolen my chance at having a son, and you couldn't stand the guilt."
Another unhappy nod from her-- such a worthless gesture of remorse-- made me seethe, "And so you thought, what, you'd give me one more shot? Maybe the cuck would win the coin flip this time? Did you give me even that much of a chance, or did you go find some other poor doomed loser to fuck first? Maybe Evan?"
"How dare you!" She was on her feet now, too, shouting as I had been. "I love you! Fucking Jake is the biggest regret of my life. I never cheated on you before that, and I have never, ever cheated on you since then! I will never cheat on you again! And even if you were dead and gone, I'd never have a damned thing to do with your brother!"
Another puzzle piece clicked, and a new, painful fragment of knowledge revealed itself to me. "... Except share a secret with him. Right?"
Her face fell, and her body soon followed, slumping back down onto the edge of the couch. "I didn't tell him. I promise." She saw me start to speak and glumly headed me off. "Jake told him, I think. I don't know for sure; he's never come right out and said it, but he's given... hints, I guess, that he knew. 'Do you think he'll be as athletic as his dad?' 'I wonder where he got that throwing arm from?' Never... never an outright accusation. Just a little bit of cruelty. I don't know why, just..." She chuckled humorlessly. "Evan's always been a dick. I don't know why Jake thought I'd like him."
"Maybe he thought you deserved each other." Alli didn't rise to the insult; I think she'd lost any will to defend herself. Perhaps she even agreed, now that it was all in the open.
My adrenaline ran out. Not my rage; there was still plenty to be angry about, and plenty to be decided, but I suddenly couldn't sustain the necessary energy. The magnitude of what had been done to me finally hit, and it was just too much. I flopped down on the couch even as my mind kept reeling at everything I'd learned. What Alli had done, of course, and Jake, and that whole fucking mess. But my brother... yeah, he was an asshole, but to know and not say anything? Why?
And... God, I'd planned for so many eventualities, but not this one. Travis was going to have to know eventually, but how was I supposed to tell him? "Oh, your dad is actually your uncle, but don't worry. He's really your step-uncle, so you're only morally the product of incest, not legally. Lucky you, champ!"
If I divorced Allison, it was all going to come out eventually, and probably in the worst way possible. We could try to hide it, but "we just grew apart" is something parents with kids in college can get away with, not ones that have a kid just barely out of grade school. Especially not ones that until a week previous had been so happy with each other that their kids pointed at their marriage as better than any of their friends' parents'.
The inevitable "why" reaction to a sudden divorce would be followed by either another blatant lie to cover up for Alli or the awful truth. And that would have killed Travis. Maybe literally; he was so sensitive. God, I couldn't stand it if he hurt himself-- or worse-- because of this.
There was no way that we could tell him, "We're splitting up because your mom cheated on me, and you're not my biological son, and I can't trust her anymore," without him hearing it as, "We're getting divorced because of you," no matter how good a headshrinker we got him. Not at fifteen years old. And that was without "oh, and you're the product of pseudo-incest with your dead step-uncle." Maybe, maybe he'd be able to handle learning this when he was old enough for college. Maybe.
Megan was just old enough to kind of understand divorce, but she'd want to know who was to blame. At that age, that's just how they think. Tweens have no real capacity for nuance, and she'd want to pick a side. It would almost certainly be mine, but when she found out the truth about Travis? She definitely wouldn't be on his side, at all. Eventually, she'd "forgive" him, but the fact that she'd see it as something she needed to forgive him for... yeah, that was going to turn nasty. Maybe enough to irrevocably damage their relationship.
Julie, well, she was old enough that she'd be in college soon, and old enough to get pretty much everything. Probably wouldn't even be mad at Travis, just try to comfort him and assure him that none of it was his fault. That was about the only bright spot out of all of it; I was sure she'd be able to handle it. Her age and maturity meant that... meant that...
Damn it.
Damn it damn it damn it--
"DAMN IT!" Alli jumped at my sudden shout. I stood, furious again, realizing that I'd stumbled onto what I was going to have to do for my family and hating it. I guess there was a little adrenaline left after all, because I was shaking with rage once more.
As I stalked to the door and grabbed my keys and wallet from the tray next to it, Alli trailed behind, asking all sorts of stupid questions. I finally wheeled around and growled, "I'm going out. We'll talk tomorrow. Don't be in my fucking bed when I get home." And then I was gone.
She texted me, of course. Ping after ping after goddamned ping chimed on my phone. She tried to call, and I let it go to voicemail over and over. I almost threw the damn thing out the window, but instead simply silenced it and drove. Thank God I'd only had the one glass of wine, and that it had burned off by then; my driving was already impaired enough by the tears blurring my vision.
I didn't drive anywhere specific, just making circuits around town and out into the surrounding countryside. I was reminded of Travis when he was a baby, how he couldn't sleep and how I'd drive him around for hours while singing lullabies. That way Alli could get some rest in between the nightly cluster feedings when he was... God, when he was so tiny. I had loved him so much. Still loved him. Loved all of my kids.
That was when I couldn't drive anymore, when I had to pull into a parking lot to break down and cry. It wasn't fucking fair. I'd been a good husband and father. I'd done everything I was supposed to, I'd seen her through her fucking depression and her brother's death and I raised our kids while she traveled and it just wasn't fair it wasn't fair it wasn't goddamned fair!
Of course it wasn't. Life's not fair. For a while, though, it had been good, and now all of that was tainted by what she'd done and how she'd hidden it from me.
But I loved my kids, and I was going to do what was best for them.



I let myself cry for a good, long time. I mourned my marriage and the notion of my son. I mourned the happy times that had been built on lies and the future that I wouldn't have. I mourned a family that would split-- that had split-- but which, for now, I'd pretend was still as happy and healthy as ever for the sake of my children. For Megan and for Julie. And, yes, for Travis.
And when the tears were gone, at least for the moment, I pulled back onto the road and headed home.
The house was dark when I got there, but only superficially quiet. From the outside, I heard nothing, but as I opened the door and headed for my bedroom, there were soft sobs coming from Julie's room. At least Alli had fucking listened to me enough to let me sleep by myself.
And sleep I did. For the first time in a week, I was out almost as soon as my head hit the pillow. Part of it was exhaustion from the expended adrenaline and shed tears, some of it was finally getting to vent at someone, but mostly it was that I now had a real path forward, even if it wasn't one I was happy about.
The next morning, Alli was up before me. By the look of her, the puffy red eyes and disheveled hair, I'm not sure she actually slept. I told myself that I didn't give a fuck one way or another, but secretly I was happy. 'Shoe's on the other foot now, bitch. How does it feel having someone else decide your fate?' Petty thoughts, but I felt entitled to them.
There was coffee and breakfast. I didn't trust Alli as far as I could throw her, but I trusted her enough to not poison me, so I pulled up a chair to drink and eat in silence. She picked at her food; it was clear that this was for me more than her. Or maybe it was for her, in that it was an olive branch to me, which... 'No. Stop,' I told myself. 'It doesn't matter why she did it anymore. Her motives don't matter, just her actions.'
After I'd eaten and drunk enough, I said, matter-of-factly, "Here's what's going to happen." Allison looked startled; our marriage had always been a partnership, one where we had a dialogue and decided on important matters together. That was over, and she was going to have to get used to it. This was the fucking "Luke Takes Care Of His Family Show" now.
"We're not getting divorced--" Her shoulders sagged with relief. " --yet." The tension returned, and Alli opened her mouth to speak, but I stepped on the words. "We are going to get divorced eventually, but I'm not going to have your infidelity and your lies hurt the kids. When they're old enough, when Megan is in college, we're going to split up."
"But I don't want that!"
I banged the table with my fist. "I don't give a FUCK what you want! I didn't want any of this, but I've got to deal with it, and now you do, too. Actually deal with it! Not just fucking lie to everyone and hope you get away with it!"
Alli frowned but stayed silent, so I continued. "We're going to pretend that we're still the happy couple. You've pulled it off for long enough--"
"I wasn't pretending! I love you!"
"-- long enough that you should be able to handle it. I'm going to have to work at it, though, because lying to my family hasn't been an every-fucking-day thing for me. So you get to cover for me, too. Get used to phrases like, 'Dad's just stressed from work.' You're going to need them."
After another sip of coffee, I said, "We're going to share the same bedroom until Julie goes to school, and then we'll reevaluate. If I can't stand being around you, you'll move to her bedroom because... whatever fucking reason. Come up with something that makes neither of us look bad. You snore or you've got restless legs now or something. Not 'Dad wants to throw up everytime he looks at mom.' You know, a lie. You're the expert there."
Alli flinched at that, but so what? She deserved it. "There are going to be some other changes, too. You don't need to know what, exactly, or why, but I expect you to roll with them. I'm going to be spending more time out of the house; that's all you need to know for now. And I'm opening my own bank account. My paychecks will go there, and I'll deposit the appropriate amounts to our joint one."
"Why?"
I sighed. "See point fucking one: 'You don't need to know.' I want to separate our finances, and this is the first step. I want to do it because I want to fucking do it, and that's all you get until I decide otherwise. You've kept your fucking secrets for long enough; mine are at least out in the open. You know they exist."
Alli looked at her hands. "It doesn't need to be like this. I love you. I'll do anything to make this up to you, Luke."
I snorted, "There is no 'making this up to me,' Alli. You lied to me for sixteen years, you fucked your brother, you had his kid, and..." The anger was building again, but I needed to get through this. It was good practice for when the kids were back.
With a deep sigh, I continued. "...and, Jesus, Alli. I got a vasectomy after Megan. You encouraged me to after I brought it up! Even though you knew I didn't have a son of my own. You made sure I couldn't ever have one, whether that was your intent or not. How fucking evil is that?
"There's part of me that says I should divorce you right now and sue you for fraud. But what would be the point? I ruin the kids' lives like you ruined mine? They don't deserve that anymore than I did.
"No, there's no making it up, Alli. I mean, even if we divorced right now, and you gave me 100% of what we own and full custody of the kids, I'd still have to hold Travis together when he learned what you did, and --"
"Why?! Why do we need to tell him? He could go his whole life and never learn that..." She sighed. "He loves you so much. You say that he's not your son, but you are absolutely his father. Why would you take that away from him?"
My fists clenched and unclenched. "I didn't take a goddamned thing away from him, Alli. You did, just like you took him from me."
Alli looked at me imploringly. "I know that, and I'm so sorry that I hurt you like that. But why hurt him?"
"Are you serious? You think that's why I'd tell him? To hurt him, or even to hurt you?" I shook my head in disgust. "God, if you do... just, honestly, I don't know what to say."
"Then why?"
"Because he needs to know, Alli. Not because of my pride or ego or whatever, but because..." God, I'd only known he wasn't my son for a week, and who his father was for two days. How could she possibly have not thought this through? But maybe that's how she did manage to lie to me, by thinking about the consequences of what she'd done as little as possible.
Closing my eyes and rubbing my forehead with one hand, I said, "Think, Alli. Think. His father died of cancer in his twenties. Who knows what else is in his family tree, in terms of his medical history? Parkinsons? MS? What else? At the very least, he needs to get genetic testing to find out what he's at risk for, and what he might put his kids at risk for."
She started to raise an objection, but I ignored her. "Yes, we could do that anyways, without need for a paternity check. Did do it, actually; I had all three of the kids tested to see if they were mine. Oh, spare me the hurt look."
"But even with that, every time I look it turns out something new has a genetic component. He needs to be able to give a family history, which he can't right now. Or, rather, he can, but it's going to be wrong. So for health reasons alone, he needs to know eventually.
"And then beyond that, there's Jake's mom. She abandoned him, right? When he was pretty young?"
"Yeah. Five."
"So, she was pretty young, too. What do you think the odds are that she remarried? That she has kids out there? Grandkids? Ever heard of 'genetic sexual attraction,' how family members can be intensely attracted to each other if they don't know that they're related, like, say, if they're the bastard child of an abandoned son? What happens when he runs into a girl at college that--"
Alli scoffed, "Oh come on! How likely is that?"
With a shrug, I admitted, "Not very. But possible. And I'll tell you what is likely: a few years down the road, he gets curious, or his wife does, or one of our other kids does, and he decides to get one of those genetic ancestry kits. Hey, maybe he gets one for Julie and Megan, too. What then? Do you want him to be surprised like I was? To feel betrayed and lied to by both of us?
"Or what if it doesn't happen in a couple of years? What if it's in forty years, after you and I are dead and he wants to learn more about his family? Maybe find out about his dead grandpa and grandma that he never got to meet, and he learns that I'm not his father then? So he's left wondering--"
"I get it! I get it!" She sighed, "I just didn't... I hoped it would never come up. I don't know. It's not... I did my best to not think about this. To me... to me, he was your son, even if... regardless of what I had done."
I sighed again, already exhausted at nine in the morning. I didn't want to explain all of this to her. I shouldn't have to clean up a mess she'd made. Because of her irresponsibility, I had to not just get through my pain but prevent her son's, too.
"But he's not my son. And that's got repercussions beyond what happens to you and me when the kids are in college. Even beyond the heartbreak the kids are going to have at us splitting up."
Alli sat quietly for a while, head bowed. When she looked back up, her eyes were wet. Quietly, she said, "I know you think there's no hope for us, Luke. But I'm going to do everything I can to show you that I love you and that you can trust me. I will do anything to find a way back to us. I made a horrible mistake, and I lied about it because I didn't see another way out. But you know everything now, and I'm going to--"
"Save it." I stood up. "I know exactly three things right now: I have two daughters that are mine, I love my kids, and there's not a chance in hell things will ever be the same between us. I have to assume anything else I thought I knew is a lie." And with that, I left for the rest of the day.
I drove again for a while, but eventually my thoughts were too much of a distraction. For lunch, I stopped at a diner and ended up staying there for hours; the waitress got a very, very nice tip. Plans for my future twisted in amongst recollections of the past, now newly illuminated in the sickly light of Alli's confession.
My brother's actions and attitudes towards me over the last decade and a half suddenly made a lot more sense. Evan wasn't just being a dick: he was laughing at me behind my back. I needed to have an in-person chat with that asshole, but it would have to wait. He was three states away, I had to work, and he was still such a testosterone-addled manchild that the chance of us, two grown-ass men, coming to blows was pretty damn near one hundred percent. Either he'd take a swing at me, or he'd needle me until I took one at him, and I needed to be ready for that. But there would be a reckoning, one way or another.
My last meeting with Jake pushed its way to the fore next. To be more specific, something he said finally made sense. I remembered him affectionately patting my hand and saying, "Thank you for taking care of her. Of them." At the time, I thought it was merely odd phrasing, possibly due to the pain meds, but knowing what I knew now-- or at least what Alli had told me, assuming it was true-- he didn't mean "Alli and your family," or at least not primarily. He meant "Alli and my unborn child."
But there was no malice in his eyes, no air of either superiority or of guilt. He really thought that we were okay. On one level that pissed me off; we most definitely were not. On another, he was a dying man who thought I'd let him have a chance at his last wish. Part of me hated him, but not as much as I thought, and it was relatively easy for me to push that anger aside. He was dead and gone, beyond any judgment I could mete out.
No, my rancor was reserved for my loving wife. "Loving." That's what hurt worst of all: I still loved her, or at least the person I had believed she was. I wanted to believe that she loved me, that she had made a horrible mistake that she kept compounding with lies until it finally blew up in her face. But I didn't know if that was true, and I could never know. No matter what happened in our future, for however long we were together before Megan left home, I would never know. And that made me doubt everything she had ever told me, up to and including her confession.
"Trust but verify" goes the adage. But I didn't trust. I couldn't verify. Jake was dead, and he had no living relatives that I could contact for a DNA sample. Maybe the story about Jake was bullshit, and Alli had fucked some stranger; what she told me made a perverse sort of sense, and all of the pieces fit, but she'd had sixteen years to come up with a convincing lie. Even if she was telling the truth, I couldn't really know. I'd never know.
I could talk to Alli's psychologist, but I had no idea what the ethics were on lying for a former patient, or even if Dr. Brandt would stick to those ethics; they were just guidelines, after all. I knew that her first loyalty would be, or at least should be, to the health and safety of her patient. Evan probably knew at least part of the truth, but he was enough of a dick to lie just because he thought it would be fun to tie me up in knots.
No, there was no way to verify, and given that my wife lied to me with a straight face for so long, no reason to trust. I had to plan for a future by and for myself. For my kids, too, of course, but I had no idea how all of that was going to shake out; yeah, the girls were closer to me and Travis was closer to his mom, but who knew how that would shift over the seven years before Megan turned eighteen?
As adolescence hit, would Megan suddenly turn to Alli for discussions that only a mother and daughter could have, and would that destroy my bond with my youngest? Would Julie find someone to love and marry, then decide that what Alli had done was wrong but acceptable in the interests of keeping a family together? Hell, would Travis suddenly hate me when he learned the reason we'd always been so different? Or would he hate his mom for lying to all of us? Or would it be both, and he'd turn his back on his family?
No, I couldn't plan that far out. I would show all of my kids I loved them, and I would be there for them in every way that I could. But I needed to start separating my life from Alli's. The bank account would be the first step, but it would be far from the last. With cup after cup of cheap coffee, I added to my to-do list, action items that would bring me closer to a life independent of the one person I'd once promised to devote the rest of my life to. The one who had failed to hold herself to that promise long ago.
When I finally arrived home, Alli had cleaned up. My wife looked less haggard, but no less unhappy. When she tried to talk, I just shut her down; I'd need to practice civility and even false warmth with her, but we had another day before we were supposed to pick the kids up. I wanted to wallow a little longer. Let her twist in the wind just a bit more.
When I headed for bed that night, she followed along but then waited in the doorway, like a vampire waiting for an invitation. After regarding her like a particularly bothersome insect for a time, I nodded, then turned to get ready for bed. Her smile was hopeful, but I dashed that hope pretty quickly, turning away from her in bed without a word, much less a kiss. I drifted off to the sounds of my wife quietly crying.
Breakfast the next day was pleasant enough; she had cooked again, and I ate in silence. There was tension, but I was able to get through it without glaring and she without cringing. Baby steps. When it was done, I thanked her, and she acted as though I'd given her the highest praise possible. That was when I put my hand up. "Stop."
"What?"
I sighed. "I'm going to help you keep your secret for a while longer. We'll live in this... charade of a marriage for as long as necessary to keep our kids safe and happy." She frowned but stayed silent. "But that's not going to work if you can't keep bullshitting at least as well as you did before I found out your dirty little secret. None of this over-the-top fawning nonsense. Do you understand?"
Alli bowed her head. "I'm sorry. I just... I already miss us. Miss what we were like before you knew, and I just..." She looked up at me, sadness etched on her face. "I just... I meant what I said. I'll do anything to get us back. Anything."
With a shrug, I said, "I don't see how you could. But this? The 'I'm not worthy' crap? I don't believe it, and it pisses me off. And what's more, the kids are going to realize something is wrong. The only reason I'm willing to even try to stay together is for them, but this bullshit? They're going to twig to the fact that something is off, and that it's something that you did, real damned quick. So knock it off."
Nodding, she said, "Okay. Okay." Then, quietly, "Thank you."
"Whatever. I'm not doing it for you." Then I smiled, as if nothing had ever been wrong at all and said, "What do you have planned for the rest of the day?"
We playacted for a while. Not in a rehearsed or planned sort of way, but merely me pretending that she hadn't stabbed me in the heart and her pretending that she didn't feel deep shame for her actions. Well, I was pretending. Maybe her guilty expressions and crying were the pretense; how the fuck would I know?
By the time we picked the kids up, we didn't seem normal, but we also didn't seem wholly abnormal, either. Travis seemed to sense something was up. He was already on edge from how I'd acted during the week previous, so that wasn't a huge surprise. But when we got home and I gave Alli a toe-curling kiss to the sounds of gagging by our youngest, I was confident that we could keep up the illusion as much as was necessary.
Practice makes perfect, as they say. By the end of that first month, only the keenest-eyed observer would notice the occasional hateful glare or despondent gaze passing between us. The kids were off in their own worlds, as kids are. A little reinforcement of the "love" the kids' mother and I felt for each other in the form of cringe-inducing PDA headed off any doubts with them.
In the bedroom, things were beyond chilly. Alli tried to initiate a few days after the kids came home, and I told her to fuck off, using those exact words. It may have seemed petty and silly, like I was cutting my nose off to spite my face, but I was in the mindset that I didn't trust her at all. I wasn't rejecting her because of her one drunken, depressed moment of madness; I was rejecting her for all of the other moments that might have followed, up to and including ones that could have happened that very day while we were separated during working hours. Rational? Maybe not. But not wholly irrational, either.
Finally, though, I couldn't hold out any more. I had needs, ones which had been unattended to for almost a month by the time I broke. But, as with many things in the following months and years, my plans and hers for how to deal with my needs diverged.
One night, Allison tried to spoon against my back and reach around to touch me. I had rebuffed her numerous times, even as her advances had more and more effect on me. But that night, I didn't stop her. Alli quietly moaned in my ear, "God, you're so hard," as she stroked my cock through my shorts. "Please let me take care of you. I just want to make you feel good."
There was a brief thought of swatting her hand away with the usual acid reply. Instead, I surprised her by wordlessly pushing my shorts down. Allison was thrilled at this, kissing the back of my neck while firmly gripping my dick and sliding her hand up and down the shaft in long strokes. I reached behind me and slid my fingers inside her panties to find her wet and ready, certainly ready enough for what I had planned.



When I moved away, she made a little querulous noise, and then an irked one when she saw why. "A condom? Really?"
As I rolled the latex sheath down, I said, "Take it or leave it. I have no idea where you've been."
Alli tried a seductive little smile and said, "I can suck your dick first, if you'd like. I know how you--"
"Nah. STDs can travel through saliva, too. I won't be going down on you anymore, either."
She started to object, then thought better of it, instead inviting me into her embrace with a strained smile. I didn't take her roughly; there was no punishment involved, no spanking her ass or hammering her cunt or anything of the kind. On the contrary: it was simply intercourse. It lacked any passion on my part beyond what was necessary to get off.
Allison was vocal, as usual; I was not. She tried to kiss me several times, and while I was receptive, I never initiated. Her eyes and her voice became desperate as our coupling went on, begging me to engage with her on some level besides the purely physical; I did not.
Normally, even if I hadn't gone down on her, I still would have taken the time to make sure she enjoyed herself; Alli was multiorgasmic, something she and I had both enjoyed a number of times. On any previous occasion, if we had the time, I would have gladly expended the effort to make sure she got off at least three or four times before I did. This time, though, she came once, about halfway through, and was close again when I finished filling the condom with useless spend.
When I was done, I was done. As I rolled off of her and stood up, Alli whined, "I was so close!"
My hands busied themselves with the task of removing the condom. It had been over twenty years since I had worn one, and it wasn't like riding a bike. I ended up spilling just a little. "So use your fingers."
Alli tried one more time to engage me with a coquettish smile and a playful tone. "I'd love it if you used your fingers, instead." When I held up a single digit to show her the cum on it, she giggled, "So?"
"You don't know where I've been either." Her jaw dropped as I walked into the bathroom to dispose of the rubber. When I finally climbed into bed a few minutes later, her back was to me, and I once again fell asleep to the sound of my wife's weeping. It didn't take long; I'd gotten off, after all.
The next day was a Saturday, and the kids were already out of the house when we woke up, Julie having been tasked with weekend taxi duties as partial payment for the used car we'd given her. I woke after Alli with a spring in my step; getting laid had put me in a better mood than I'd been in a while.
My wife was sitting at the kitchen table, looking miserable. Breakfast hadn't been prepared this time, nor was coffee ready, so I grabbed a poptart and started a cup brewing. Alli stared at me, angry and unhappy, but silent. When I raised an eyebrow, she complained, "I didn't like that."
"That?"
"You know!" Alli hugged herself and looked away. "Last night."
"Seemed like you got off. Unless, of course, you've been lying about that for years, too."
Fury flashed in her eyes as they returned to me. "No, I haven't! I've always enjoyed how you make love to me! But that wasn't making love!"
The coffee was done brewing, so I pulled out my cup and blew on it, then took a sip. I stared at her the entire time, making her wait for a response until I was ready. "No, it wasn't." She watched me expectantly, but a further response wasn't forthcoming.
Alli's gaze slipped away again as her discomfort grew, before she quietly said, "I didn't like it. It made me feel... dirty. Cheap."
I helpfully offered, "Used?"
"Yes."
"Doesn't feel great, I agree." She looked straight at me then, eyes narrowed, and opened her mouth to speak, but I beat her to the punch. "You've used me for sixteen years. Used me for free childcare for another man's kid, to put food in his belly and a roof over his head.
"Why did we move into this house, Alli? So we'd have more room for three kids; our old house would have been fine if we had two. I've driven him around, gone to PTA meetings, coached him through classes and sports, poured my heart and soul into making him everything he could be.
"So, yeah. I used you like a whore, Alli. Just like you did with me. Only difference is that I didn't pretend to love you while I was fucking you."
My wife burst into tears, but I had no use for them, no interest in the performative grief she displayed for a marriage that she'd killed. There was part of me that still loved her and felt terrible for the things I'd said. But that part was growing smaller by the day.
That wasn't the last time that we had sex; far from it. If she felt the need, she would initiate, and I usually responded positively. If I felt the need, she never turned me down, no matter how tired she was. I was never cruel with her, always making sure that her body was ready with my fingers before we began, and she usually came at least once.
But I used a condom every time, and we rarely fucked facing each other anymore; doggy and prone and reverse cowgirl became our go-to positions. That way she wouldn't have to see the love that wasn't there. Like I said, I was never cruel.
Outside of the bedroom, things changed as well, but not in a way that would betray the rot eating at the heart of our marriage. The kids didn't have a clue-- I don't think-- even when we were at our worst. Julie was off doing her own things, and Travis usually was as well. Megan was a little nerd like her daddy, so she'd be in her room playing games and doing puzzles most of the time. Dinnertime was generally without tension, and the weekends were busy with all sorts of activities.
What changed most obviously was how I spent my time. One of the things that I realized early on was that there was no way I'd be able to have a social life after divorcing Alli if I didn't go out and make some friends of my own. I had friends, but they were almost all "our" friends, which meant, for the most part, that they were Alli's friends. She had always been the social one. So I decided to fix that.
The problem was that I had no idea how to do that at first. Anyone who's tried to make new friends as an adult, especially a middle-aged adult, will tell you it's hard. Even moreso if you aren't very good at being social.
But Tate, again, came to my rescue, and even let me kill two birds with one stone. He was part of a cycle club; not a motorcycle club, but a bicycling one. I had gotten a bit pudgy as age and a sedentary lifestyle took their toll, but that guy was about as fit as they come. So, one day, I showed up at home with a bicycle rack and a brand new, way too expensive bike attached to it. Alli let it go uncommented upon, but Travis was very excited. Before the weekend was out, there was another bicycle on the rack, and Tate's group had another member.
More importantly, though, I made a lot of friends there. Isabella was the first; she was a stunningly fit woman, a dozen years younger than me, with a slim, athletic build, beautiful green eyes, and long auburn hair that she kept in a braid when she was cycling.
Yes, she caught me checking her out.
But then she just laughed it off. "Hey, I know how I look. As long as you're not a perv about it, I don't mind; your eyes have to go somewhere." I felt like a perv, but she didn't seem to think so. Neither did Janine, her wife, who was almost as attractive. Ah, well. I was still technically married anyways.
And, oddly, they ended up being some of the best friends I ever had. They both encouraged me and taunted me as I tried to get back in shape, and although I was never going to get near the level of health they were at, they did their best to get me as close as they could. In turn, I offered them some of the insights that age could bring; twelve years might not sound like a lot, but there's so much of a difference in perspectives and experience between someone who's just past thirty and someone edging close to their mid-forties.
More than that, though, they were both fun. They were nerds, too, of the puzzles and games variety. I joined them regularly for game nights, sometimes bringing Travis or the girls along. Janine and Isabella loved kids, and that was one of the things I regularly talked with them about. Isabella was planning to go through IVF, and they wanted advice on bringing up their son or daughter when the time came.
Alli wasn't thrilled about me hanging out with two younger and very beautiful women, especially after my comment about her not knowing where I'd been, but she was somewhat mollified by the fact that they were married to each other. And if she hadn't been? Fuck her. The whole point of getting out and being social was to make friends I'd still have after we divorced. Isabella and Janine were much like Tate in how they treated Alli: there was no animosity there, but neither was there a real friendship.
They weren't the only friends I made there, either, nor was cycling my only new hobby. I also got back into martial arts. I had studied shotokan in my senior year of high school, after my run-in with Evan, but had to drop it when I moved to college. I remembered enjoying it, and I happened to pass by a place teaching kenpo. It wasn't the same art, but beggars can't be choosers. Since I was just looking for new ways to both be social and out of the house, switching arts was fine. It's not like I was trying to become a black belt.
The guy that ran it was kind of a blowhard, but in a fun sort of way, unlike my brother. He was a big, brash guy, goofy and friendly, named Jack. Of course he was named Jack. He was like the Platonic ideal of a "Jack." I enjoyed my classes with him a lot, and since I was one of the older students, he and I would sometimes joke around after class, which led to us going out to a bar together from time to time.
I made other friends there, too: Tom and Mike-- twenty-five year old twin brothers that were kind of Jack-lite-- and Lila. Lila was closed off at first, but she warmed up to me pretty quickly. Her boyfriend, Trey, was a really nice guy, and another nerd; Lila was so grateful when I roped him in for game nights with Janine, Isabella, and the kids. It meant that she no longer had to pretend to understand the byzantine rules of whatever Trey's new obsession was. That alone made sure that we were fast friends, but she and I also bonded over our relative ineptitude when it came to our chosen art. I got in better shape cycling, but I had more fun at the dojo.
Travis glommed onto kenpo, as well. He had gone through a tae kwon do phase as a grade schooler like a lot of kids did but dropped it after a few months. I was in an adult class, and he was in a teen one, but he rode with me to and from the dojo, and we talked about school, girls, music, and all of the other things that teenage boys obsess about when it was just the two of us in the car.
It was strange that Travis and I became closer after I found out he wasn't my son. That's one of the things that always strikes me about my story: I probably wouldn't have gotten involved with either of these sports if I hadn't seen that "B" on his charts. If I hadn't, I doubt we would have become as close as we did. My life had been upended, but it was nice that I was able to find at least one bright bit of treasure amongst the wreckage.
I made sure to make time for my girls, too. Julie was pulling away, as I expected her to do at that age, but I made sure that we still spent time together. It was an experience that I'm sorry to say she didn't get enough of when she was younger; her brother came along not long after she did, and Megan had taken her slot as Daddy's girl not much longer after that.
She was tough and independent, but I wanted to make sure that she knew that her dad was always there for her, no matter what. We had always had a strong bond, but this intentional renewal only strengthened it. I had no doubt, by the time she left for college, that she knew she could always come to me for anything.
Megan, well, Megan just stayed Daddy's girl. Daddy's girl that could kick ass, that is. She got irritated that Travis and I were getting to have all the fun at kenpo, and she joined in after six months or so. That, plus the game nights, plus her instinct naturally being to come to me when she needed help, meant that there was no doubt who her favorite parent was.
I know that sounds Machiavellian, but it wasn't my intention when I started this. I just wanted to spend time with my family while I still had one. You'll notice that nowhere in there do I mention the times we all spent together as a family with Alli, although those did happen. We went to the movies sometimes, or on occasion we'd all veg out around the TV, or even lasso their mom into a game or two. But Alli and I spent almost no time alone together outside of the bedroom. On top of that, she was still traveling regularly for work, while I was almost always there for them.
She did have some time just with the kids, though. In addition to cycling, kenpo, and game nights with my new friends, I started to take short weekend trips. Sometimes I'd bring one or more of the kids along, to go camping or on a long bicycle trip, or to go compete at a tournament with Travis or Megan. But, on occasion, I'd just go by myself.
I didn't tell Alli more than the bare minimum about where I was going or what I was doing. What I did was none of her business, as far as I was concerned. It took her a while to accept that, but eventually the news that I'd be taking off for a weekend was met with a slightly brittle "stay safe." It was rare that I went very far-- usually no more than an hour or two drive away-- and I only traveled if it wouldn't interfere with the kids' activities. I was never irresponsible.
Well, except for that one time, about nine months after I learned what Alli had done.
On that occasion, early on a Saturday afternoon, I found myself in front of a grubby door in a grubby building in a grubby part of a town several hundred miles from home. After knocking, I heard a loud voice bellow, "Yeah, just a minute!" The peephole turned dark. I heard the sound of locks being opened and a chain being removed. And then, standing before me in all his toxic glory was my older brother, Evan. "Fuck are you doing here?"
He smelled like beer and sweat, but that wasn't particularly new. Ever since his wife had left him, he'd been like a parody of a post-divorce trainwreck. That might be understandable if it had been only a few months, but it had been years. Even at Thanksgiving, he was barely cleaned up and sober. But on a Saturday afternoon? He looked every bit the walking dumpster fire on the outside that he'd always been on the inside.
"Wanted to talk." My affect was neutral; I knew the way this was likely to go, but I wasn't going to shove it in that direction. However, I wasn't going to go out of my way to be nice, either. I'd long since moved past "sibling rivalry" with Evan, even before my run-in with the letter "B" and Alli's revelations. I openly loathed him when social circumstances allowed for it.
"About what?" His eyes narrowed with suspicion, or possibly just with the effects of daylight on them. I wouldn't be surprised if I'd woken him.
"Travis."
A quick flicker of his usual dickhead self showed through for one moment, a smugness that he quickly tried to hide. "What about him?"
"I think you know."
And there it was in its full magnificence, the shit-eating grin I'd come to hate over the years. "Dunno what you mean."
"Yes you fucking do. Cut the act."
He shrugged. "Okay. So, you finally figured out you weren't his daddy?"
"Yeah." I shook my head. "You knew all this time, and you didn't tell me. Why?"
"Why the fuck would I?"
My shout resounded down the hallway. "Because I'm your brother, goddammit!"
"Only 'cause Mom fucked Dad. Jake was more of a brother to me than you ever were." I stood there, dumbfounded, as he continued, "And, yeah, you're a little beta bitch, but he figured Alli loved you, and you were a good husband to his sister-- no idea what she ever saw in you-- and that you'd be a good dad to his kid, so I told him I'd keep it quiet."
"But you couldn't help taunting Alli."
Evan snorted, "Bitch had a chance at me instead of you. Can't blame me for getting a few shots in here and there. Never would have happened if she'd married a real man in the first place."
I just kept staring at him for a minute before finally asking, "What the hell did I ever do to make you hate me so much?"
That big shit-eating grin was back, and it made me want to throttle him. "You were a pussy. I wanted to have a brother I could be proud of, someone that was into football and cars and shit, like me and dad were." He chuckled. "I usedta wonder if you even were actually my brother, or if mom got around behind Dad's back. But, nah, I can't believe that. Dad wouldn't put up with being a cuck like you."
I tensed for just a moment, and he laughed. Then I forced myself to loosen up, preparing for what was about to happen. "Say that again, asshole."
"What? Cu--" He didn't finish that word. Didn't say a whole lot for about the next minute, either, outside of "Oof" and "Ow" and "Aaaugh!!!"
Something I learned pretty early on, even when I was younger, was that guys that are big and strong often don't know how to fight. If you didn't know how to fight either, yeah, they'd maul you. But if you were even marginally skilled-- like, say, six months of shotokan as a kid and eight months of kenpo as an adult-- along with the conditioning that came with bicycling and martial arts as a way to avoid your wife for nearly a year, then, yeah: it's pretty easy to kick the shit out of a big guy that never actually learned how to fight.
My first shot caught him in the nose, a quick jab that gave a satisfying crunch; I didn't know if it broke then, so I hit him again with a followup before he could even respond. That finally woke the bear, and my asshole brother roared as his hamhock of a fist soared through the air towards me.
But Evan was slow, his muscle covered over with a layer of fat. On top of that, he had either just woken up, was nursing a hangover, or had gotten an early start on his daydrinking. Or maybe he just sucked. I didn't know. I didn't care. I just knew that I had over-prepared for this confrontation, and I enjoyed the hell out of it.
His flailing swing was easy to evade, and I barely even felt the air off of it. The big lug was overextended, so it was trivial to duck to the side and jab a fist into his kidney a couple of times. Evan howled with pain as he reached down to grab me; that didn't work out so well for him either.
Kicks in a fight are usually a bad idea, but they do have their place, especially if you're good at landing them precisely. I wasn't, but my brother had two bad knees, and they were pretty close to each other; he hadn't been expecting a fight, so his stance was little changed from when he'd smugly greeted me at his apartment door.
Did I mention that Evan's football career, lackluster though it was, ultimately ended due to knee injuries? That's how the fight ended, too. My shot wasn't precise, and I didn't do as much damage as I'd wanted, but a quick snap kick to one leg was followed up by another one into his crotch.
Evan was bleeding from the nose, clutching his side in pain, staggering, and now he had a pair of scrambled eggs below the waist. An elbow to his face knocked him on his ass and ended the fight-- such as it had been-- with a pathetic thud.
I was breathing hard, more from the adrenaline than the exertion, while he sat, dazed, in his doorway, leaned up against the frame. When he finally spoke, his teeth pink with blood from a split lip, he said, "Huh. Maybe you are my brother after all."



After eying him for a moment, I stood upright and said, "No. Not anymore." Turning to leave, I tossed over my shoulder, "If I ever see you again, I'll finish what I started. Stay the hell away from my family."
It wasn't until I got in the car that I shook my hands and yelled, "Ow!" There's a reason boxers wear gloves, and it's not to protect their opponents' faces. At least he hadn't landed a hit on me; that wouldn't have been fun to explain. Bruised knuckles were easy enough to ascribe to an accident while camping.
Confronting Evan was pointless. Fighting him was childish. It didn't give me much new insight, other than that Jake and Evan both thought that Alli loved me. It didn't fix my marriage. It didn't heal any hurts.
But goddamn, it felt good.
I had a full life in that first year, maybe a fuller life than I would have otherwise. There were new friends and hobbies, and I was closer to my kids than ever. In private, Alli and I were distant, but we looked like a happily married couple to the outside world. And that distance when alone together didn't extend to our bedroom; while we were still just fucking-- decidedly not making love-- it was only slightly less frequent than when I had still been in love with her.
She was still in love with me. I knew that, or at least I believed it. I was very angry for a very long time, and when I allowed myself to think of her lies, I could still stoke that ember of resentment into a bonfire. But she never stopped trying to win me back, even as I pushed her away.
One of her attempts at earning back my trust involved a wide array of devices, apps, and protocols. Alli put keyloggers on all of her devices, a tracking app on her phone, instituted open email and text policies, and pledged to always immediately answer texts and calls.
When my wife presented all of these efforts to me, I simply said, "I have better things to do than waste my day being your jailer, especially since I know you're smart enough to get around all of these if you really wanted to." She spent the next few weeks under a cloud but never took the apps off her devices. I checked them every once in a while; I'm only human.
For my part, I stopped being quite as paranoid. Having a few more trusted advisors in my circle allowed me to lessen, somewhat, the hurt that I had. Their diverse viewpoints also gave me some new perspective.
For example, Tate pointed out, "Yeah, she was a bitch for what she did, but do you really think you're so dense that you wouldn't have found anything at all when you actually looked for it?" I thought about that for a good long while. I still didn't trust my wife entirely, but I chose to trust myself. Tate was right. I couldn't have been that blind, and even if I had been, there was no way she was so clever that she could have hidden every single speck of evidence once I started to look.
Jack's wisdom was even more blunt: "Dude, she wants to blow you. If she's been cheating on you for that long and didn't even bring home the clap, you should clearly be getting all the BJs that you can while you can." It was a fair point. Oral went back on the menu, which made Alli a little happier. The condoms stayed, though; I did my research on STD transmissibility, and while I was willing to take the chance with oral, going raw in her was a bridge too far.
As we moved from the first year into the second, things changed even more. I won't say I forgave her, and I certainly didn't forget, but my rage was blunted. When I first found out what she'd done, and for months afterwards, I was furious. But it's hard to maintain that level of anger for a long time, especially when I was trying to seem like a happy and loving husband most of the time. "Fake it til you make it" goes both ways: I faked affection for her around others, and I found it coming out sometimes even when we were alone.
And while Alli was clearly unhappy with how I treated her, she also took it almost entirely without complaint. There was no way we could ever balance the scales, but she had told me over and over that she'd do anything she could to make it up for me. Even as I eased up a bit, she didn't relent. The full court press to win me back never ended. That could be exhausting sometimes, but it also felt good to know our marriage mattered to her that much.
As we rolled through the second year post-revelation, the love for her that I thought dead turned out to be merely dormant. I was afraid to be hurt, and I hid my love behind the usual gruff and blunt façade that I'd taken to in the first year. But, eventually, that edifice started to crack.
The first chinks appeared when Isabella made me the godfather to her daughter, Cynthia. She had found a sperm donor, and I was honored when she asked me to help guide her child into adulthood and take Cynthia in if anything ever happened to her and Janine.
When I held that little bundle for the first time, I was reminded of Julie and Megan, and of what Alli had given to me. My wife watched me with tears in her eyes as I held the baby, and we connected then in a way we hadn't in a long time. I gave her a genuine and heartfelt smile; it wasn't much, but her face glowed as if I'd gotten on one knee and proposed all over again.
The next crack came when we took Julie to college. We bundled up all of the possessions she could fit in her car and ours and took the four hour trek to the state university she'd be attending. On the way, just the two of us, we reminisced about her as a child, doing our best to not cry as our first little bird left the nest. We weren't entirely successful, but we held hands and chatted as if none of this had ever happened. It felt good to not be angry at her, even if I also felt oddly guilty about letting go of the anger.
After we'd dropped our daughter off-- with the requisite amount of tears, and after we stopped finding reasons to not leave her dorm room-- we made our way to a hotel room to spend the night before returning home. I held Allison as she cried. It was such a big milestone, and we both knew that it had even more import than it did for most parents: we were now a third of the way to the end of our marriage.
Alli didn't beg. She didn't plead for me to reconsider; the dissolution of our marriage wasn't directly mentioned at all. But her deep sorrow was visibly not just about our eldest leaving home. She sobbed for a time, face pressed into my shoulder. Then she looked up at me, desperate for any sign of love. Of hope.
I don't know what my wife saw there. Perhaps she just saw what she wanted to see, or perhaps the fissures in my disguise had widened enough to make her think there really was a chance for us. But she kissed me, softly at first, and then with more insistent urgency. I responded in kind, and within a few minutes, our clothes were discarded and I was on my knees between her legs, sucking at licking at her pussy as she writhed on the bed.
Alli wasn't usually vocal during sex; she could be loud, but the sounds that she made were moans and sighs and gasps, nonsense syllables drawn from a primal past before language. I knew what they meant, though: the way her body moved and her breath caught as I sucked at her clit telling me she was close; the mewling whine of pained pleasure when my fingers found her nipples and pinched them; the sudden silence followed by loud sobs of joy as her body was wracked by orgasm. I loved them. Loved her. Hated that I did, but couldn't help it.
We made love for the first time in almost two years that night. I still wore a condom; love wasn't the same thing as trust, and I needed her to know that. But this wasn't a quick fuck or even the occasional rough taking I'd subjected her to, and which she took with an unexpected eagerness. Instead, it was the two of us spending time pleasing each other in every way we could.
There were only two condoms in my luggage, and those were there only by happenstance. I hadn't planned to have sex at all that weekend. After they were expended, Alli didn't pressure me to continue our coupling. Instead, she slid down my body and eagerly brought me back to life with lips and tongue. When I was fully erect again, she looked up at me sweetly, eyes wide as she took the full length of my cock into her mouth and throat.
I groaned with unexpected pleasure. Alli had been able to do this for as long as we'd been together, but she had never particularly enjoyed it, so I rarely pressed the issue. But now, she took my hands and put them on the back of her head, pressing them into place. My fingers wove into her hair, establishing a firm grip, and I began to fuck my wife's face, to fuck her throat, forcing her to gag and choke on my dick, to gasp loudly when I gave her a moment-- and only a moment-- for air.
Allison took it all without complaint, just as she had the venom I'd heaped on her for the last two years. Her throat distended around my shaft, bulging as she took me as deeply as she could. Mascara ran down her face, and saliva dripped from her chin. Yet when I gave her brief relief here and there, allowing her a moment to breathe before my cock invaded her throat once more, Alli's smile was broad and sinful and heartfelt.
She was overjoyed to show the depths of her devotion to me, to give as much of herself as I would allow. It wasn't a bribe or an attempt to win me back, at least not primarily. It was more akin to tribute, a gift given to the man who would determine her fate, and one given without expectation of recompense. Hope for it, yes. But no expectation.
I was tempted to finish in her throat, but instead pulled out, jacking my cock in front of her gasping, upturned face. Alli's voice, sore from the abuse she had begged for, rasped, "Mark me, lover. I'm yours. Always yours," as she stared into my eyes. That was all it took to push me over the edge. Ropes of jism coated her face, splattered in her hair, landed in her opened mouth.
My delightfully wicked wife licked her lips, then dragged her fingers across her cheeks and brought more of my cum into her mouth, sucking greedily at her coated digits. And, finally, she returned to the source, taking the head of my cock in her mouth and stroking the shaft with her hands, draining the last few dribbles from me as if she could never get enough.
We showered together later, kissing and cuddling under the spray. I brought her off once more with my fingers as her voice raised in animalistic exaltation, but there just wasn't another one in the tank for me. Three times in an afternoon was my limit. That's not to say she didn't valiantly attempt to resuscitate me once more, which I certainly enjoyed; but while the spirit was willing, the flesh was weak.
Afterwards, we ordered room service and lounged in our robes, feeding each other as we had on our honeymoon. There was no discussion of our future, nor even much of our past. We just enjoyed the present together. The world would be out there waiting for us when we left, and there would be time enough for fear and melancholy, guilt and anger. But just then, we were Luke and Allison, two people who had been in love and still remembered what that felt like. That maybe, just maybe, wanted it enough to fight for it.
My wife did tease one more orgasm from me, taking my seed into her mouth and swallowing it with a need that, while not as desperate as before, still felt completely honest and loving. As we laid in bed afterwards, I spooned up against Alli for the first time in a long time and held her close to me, protectively, like a dragon guarding its treasure. She whispered, "I love you." I couldn't respond in kind; I still had a ways to go before I'd be able to do that. But I did squeeze her and kiss her hair. She nestled back into me, and we dropped off to sleep.
It would take more than one weekend to get us back to anything approaching where we had been before, but that was the first real step, the first time I even slightly gave in the direction of reconciliation. I pulled away in the following weeks, afraid of being hurt by her again. But she had been patient for almost two years, so what was a few more weeks? Her dedication to winning me over never faltered. But there was always that fear there for me, and I couldn't see any way back from it. It wasn't a matter of love; it was still, as always, a question of trust.
I had enjoyed driving with her to drop Julie off, so I decided to take her with me on my next trip. This initially seemed to be a bad choice. I had planned a long hike but forgot that Alli was no longer anywhere near as in shape as I was. She was blistered and bruised and exhausted by the time we got back to the trailhead at the end of the first day. My wife had pushed through the pain without complaint to prove, yet again, her devotion to me, and she suffered for it.
Instead of spending the night under the stars in a tent as I had planned, I booked us into a nearby hotel. That night and the next morning were spent massaging her aching muscles and napping together, interspersed with very, very gentle lovemaking. We spent the latter half of the second day soaking in a tub together, drinking wine and reminiscing. I still didn't say "I love you" by the time we were back home, but the balance was beginning to shift; where previously it was hard to say it, it was starting to become hard not to.
There was a setback in our healing a few months later; or possibly a breakthrough. It's strange how often they look like each other. It's only with distance that we can see which one is which and how sometimes one becomes another.
Janine, Isabella's wife, had sworn up and down that she wanted nothing to do with childbirth while Isabella was trying to get pregnant. That lasted all the way up through the third trimester. But then she rubbed Isabella's tummy and felt the baby kick, and she was in the room when Cynthia was born, and she watched Isabella nurse their daughter and bond with her in a way that Janine simply never could. Her opinion on bearing a child herself did a complete 180 over those last few weeks of Isabella's pregnancy.
And so it was that three months after our hiking trip, Alli and I were once again with Janine and Isabella in a hospital room, and I was once again given the honor of being the godfather to their child. This time, however, my friends had been blessed with a son: Alexander.
As I held their second child there were tears again, but this time bittersweet ones. I remembered holding Travis in my arms, the son that was not my son. I remembered loving him and being proud, so proud, to have a boy to carry on my family name. I know it's old-fashioned; the protocol surrounding who takes whose name in marriage seems to change just about every decade. But while Travis would bear my name, he wouldn't carry on my bloodline.
Once again, I held a son that was not my son, and a sense of melancholy washed over me. I had pledged to my friends to help bring their boy up and to keep him safe should anything happen to them. I was honored to do so. But once again, I would be guiding a boy that was not and would never be fully mine. I looked at Alli with a sad smile. She couldn't meet my gaze.
The moment passed, and I kissed my friends' son gently on the forehead before handing little Alexander back to his mother. Then Alli and I said our goodbyes and headed for home. We didn't talk about what had passed between us in the hospital; there was no need. Alli felt as low then as she probably could have. Well, at least until later. But I'm getting ahead of myself.
Travis graduated high school shortly after he turned eighteen. Ostensibly to celebrate, I took him mountain biking for a few days in a national forest a few hours from our home. In actuality, it was a way to isolate him from the rest of the family and give him time to process when I told him the truth about his true parentage.
Alli and I had discussed-- argued, actually-- about who should break the news and how he should be informed. I finally won, a dubious victory if ever there was one. My argument that the first thing he'd do if Allison told him was to come to me and verify everything finally won the day. We considered telling him together; that notion was discarded once it became clear how close to the surface the emotions still were. For Travis's sake, we couldn't afford to speak at cross purposes in his presence.
Travis and I had a great first day together, riding down rough trails that only barely qualified as such. We were bruised and battered, and we had both taken more than one tumble, but by the end of the day, we were in the same tired-but-euphoric state that we'd both shared before in our cycle outings and martial arts practice.
After dinner, we sat outside our rented cabin, taking in the beauty of the night sky. Glancing over at him, I was proud of the young man that he had become. He was handsome and strong; I felt more than a little twinge of jealousy knowing that I had contributed little to his physical attributes, outside of steering him towards the sports that he and I practiced together and away from football. Sorry, Jake. Fuck your legacy.
But I also knew that I had influenced him mentally and emotionally. As we had spent time together, he became more himself; not like me, per se, but blending in some of the attributes of mine that he had eschewed when he was younger. He was never going to be as into puzzles or games as I was, but his analytical skills and thoughtfulness had sharpened as we became closer. He was mentally tougher than he used to be, too. That was part of why we were there: Alli and I both finally believed he could handle the truth.
With a deep sigh, I said, "Travis?"
"Yeah, Dad?" His eyes were still pointed skyward.
The cheap plastic legs of my chair scraped against the wooden deck as I turned towards him. "I need to talk to you about something important."
"Dad?" He looked at me, apprehensive. "Is everything okay?"
I tried to give as reassuring a smile as I could, but one thing he'd retained all through his adolescence was his insightful nature. I was sure he saw through it, especially when his eyebrows raised with concern. Still, I tried. "Yeah, buddy. It is. But..." I sighed. "Look, there's no easy way to say this. I love you, Travis. I always have, and I always will. Your mom does, too. But--"
How eyes went wide. "Oh my god, am I adopted?"
I laughed; God, if only it were that easy. "No! No. But..." Another deep sigh. "But you're on the right track. Travis, you're not biologically my son."
The look on his face almost killed me. It was the face of my little boy when his best friend moved away; of my tween when we had to put down the family dog; of my high schooler going through his first breakup. Each of the smaller pains that prepare us for the greater ones we feel as adults. And yet we're never truly prepared, are we? We never reach the point where there's not a larger and newer pain lurking on the horizon.
I saw my son's heart break in a new and awful way, but I also saw all the ways it had broken before.
My son.
He was my son.
Travis was my son, and he always was and always would be, lineage and genetics and legacy be damned. In that moment, the idea that I'd ever even thought of him as my stepson made me furious with myself.
"Wh-- who. Who is my real..." No, we're never really prepared for the greater pains; there's always a worse one waiting. Travis shook his head, tears starting to spill down his face as his voice broke. "My biological dad?"
"That's... a long story." And so, I related to him the tale of a young wife and mother, so lost in her depression that she made a terrible choice. I told him of a girl who owed so much to a boy that, when he was a dying man and she a frightened, confused woman, offered something that had not been hers to give, something she had promised to another. To my surprise, he guessed the next part of the story before I got to it.



"It was when I broke my arm, wasn't it? That was when you found out?" His tears had dried, but his voice was hollow.
I nodded. "I'm sorry. We tried to hide it from you kids until later. We didn't think... we wanted to protect you until we thought you could handle it. I had hoped we did a better job."
Travis shook his head. "You did. I knew there was something wrong then, but I had no idea what. You were so sad for like a week, and you took us to that weird lab, and then you and mom being... strange around each other. We all thought there was something going on, but then... then you got better, mostly. But after that, you were away so much, and you made all these new friends."
He chuckled. "I didn't know what to think, but you seemed happier after that, and mom seemed... I dunno, different. Kinda sad, but mostly okay. So I didn't worry too much about it. I thought it was just... Like, Bobby's dad bought a sports car and had an affair. I just thought this was, like, your midlife crisis."
The smile froze on his face, then turned into a frown. "But I guess it was, wasn't it? A crisis?"
"Yeah. It's been... it's been hard. Like I said, we tried to hide it from you guys."
The scared, sad little boy was back when my son quietly asked, "Are you and mom... are you guys okay? I mean..." He bit his lip, trying to control his emotions. "Are you going to get a divorce? Because of me?"
"No!" I almost launched myself out of my chair to kneel in front of my son and hug him tightly. "No! No, Travis. Nothing... Whatever happens, it's not because of you. It's..." I sighed, pulling away and looking him in the eye. "It's not because of anything you did. It's because of her. What your mom did and-- and how she hid it. How she lied to me and what that did to my ability to trust her."
He laughed, "How is that any different?"
Thank God I had prepared for this. "Imagine... imagine that this had nothing to do with you. That you were my biological son. Now imagine that, eighteen years ago, she brought home a million dollars. And when I asked her where it came from, she told me that she had won the lottery while she was away on business. That would be great, right?" Travis nodded, slowly and uncertainly.
"Now imagine that years later I learned the truth: she stole the money. Just straight up robbed a bank while she was on that trip and got away with it. Two decades later, an article pops up about this unsolved case, and I go down a rabbit hole when I realize that the blurry picture in it looks a lot like your mom.
"The money has been great. It's made our lives better in every way, provided so much happiness for our family. Yeah, she committed a crime, but no one got hurt, and the bank was insured. What she did to get it was wrong, but she claims it was a one-time fit of lunacy when she was at a low point in her life. With me so far?"
He nodded again. "Yeah, I think so. It's... It's not because of the money. It's because she lied to you about where it came from."
"Exactly." I pointed at him. "Exactly. But more than that, it's about whether I can trust her after I learn the truth. She says it was a one-time thing, but do I know that? Can I know that? She travels all the time; maybe that was just her first robbery, and she was sloppy, and she's been robbing banks and dumping the money in a Swiss account every so often. Or maybe she changed to a different crime, something less traceable. Or maybe she..." I shook my head. "Maybe she's telling the truth. But I can't know.
"And, technically, I couldn't 'know' before. But I trusted her before that; if she had come to me and said, 'I did this thing I shouldn't have done, and I've felt awful about it ever since,' a year later, things would be different. Even if she had come to me sixteen years later, there would be some of that trust left. Because it would have been something she confessed as a result of a guilty conscience. But that's not what happened. I found out by accident, and then she admitted it when I confronted her with the evidence."
He was quiet for a moment, then said, "We're not talking about the 'bank robbery' anymore, are we?"
"No."
Another pause, then another slow nod, "Okay. Yeah, I get it. I still... I know it's not my fault, but..." He sighed. "I still feel guilty." I opened my mouth, but he interjected, "No, don't. I know, I know. I'm the money that made everyone happy. I'll... I guess I'll get over it. But what's going to happen now?"
"Honestly, buddy, I don't know. I love your mom. I do. I believe she loves me. I want to believe that she's telling the truth about what she did, and why she did it, and that it was a... that she never did anything like it again." I swallowed. "But it's hard. I haven't given up. But... but you need to understand that we eventually might end up splitting up. And that's not your fault. It's not. It's because we couldn't get past what she did. Because I couldn't."
Travis had clearly hoped I'd give him a more concrete answer, a solid yes or no. I couldn't do that. I wouldn't lie to him. There had been enough of that already.
But he did agree to keep the secret with us for a little while longer. He was an adult now, and he should have a say. Travis agreed that there was no reason for anyone else to know until after Megan was old enough to understand all of the complexities involved; I told him his mother and I had decided we'd stay together at least until Megan had left for college. He just said, "I hope you make it a lot longer than that."
Things were tense when we got home, less between Alli and me than between Travis and his mom. The two of them went out a few days later for a very, very long dinner. When they got home, both had been crying, but the tension was largely gone.
Later that night, in bed, Allison curled up close to me and whispered. "Thank you so much, Luke. God, thank you. You're such a good dad, and you're a damned better husband than I deserve." She kissed me lovingly. "Whatever... Whatever you ultimately decide, I want you to know that. I'm never going to find a better man than you. I don't think one exists." We cuddled together for a while, and I listened as her breathing changed to tiny little snores. I knew how much I'd miss this when it was gone, but I still wasn't sure if that was enough.
When we dropped Travis off at college later that summer, in many ways it was a repeat of Julie's departure. There were the tears, the hugs, the reluctance to leave. When we reached our hotel, there was the frantic, desperate lovemaking to remind ourselves of who we had been and who we wanted to be again.
But still, still, I couldn't reciprocate when my wife whispered, "I love you." It hurt her. But she knew why I couldn't, knew how deep the hurt of her lies had burrowed into my heart, and did her best to gratefully accept my recalcitrance in regards to those three little words.
The next few years yielded many changes. Julie brought a young man home, and we knew, possibly before she did, that he was the one. Travis flourished at school, continuing his transformation into the fine young man I always knew he would be. Megan finally broke out of her shell and blossomed as well; she was going to break some hearts one day. But not too soon, I hoped. She was still Daddy's little girl, after all.
In my social circle, things changed as well. Isabella and Janine's children were quite a handful, but I loved visiting with them. Lila and Trey broke up, but then they got back together and became engaged, marrying in a small, intimate spring wedding. Tom and Mike moved away, each going to separate cities; it was always a fun time when they came back home to visit.
And a change came to Allison as well. The change. Menopause came early for her at only forty-eight; she didn't know if this was normal for the women in her family or not, as she had almost no ties with either her mother's or father's relatives. Luckily, it was relatively gentle for her; she got night sweats and hot flashes, but after hormone replacement therapy, even those were mild. Not so mild that she didn't take to sleeping in the nude, though.
It was one Saturday morning in the spring that I watched Alli as she slept. Megan would be leaving for college soon, and she had taken the car earlier to go spend time with friends; I idly hoped that none of them were boy friends, but I knew that she had her eye on one or two guys at her high school. Still, I wanted to hold onto my illusions for a little while longer.
It was thinking about illusions that did it for me, that finally gave me the strength I had lacked. The strength of my trust, not in Alli, but in myself. The strength of a love that had been ravaged by an old infidelity and a cuckolding, and by her lies.
I would never know the truth of what happened in those sixteen years, but I knew what I believed. I knew how hard Allison had tried to win me back, never denying me anything, not even my rage and my venom and my distance, no matter how much they hurt her. She craved touch and affection and intimacy, but she never pushed for them. Never pushed me to give up my pain, but was always willing to do whatever it took to heal it.
I hoped that was true. I hoped she'd be willing to accept what I'd done to heal.
Because I had healed. There was still pain there, still doubt from time to time, but nothing like when I'd first learned of what Alli had done. I had built a new life for myself, and it no longer centered around her. But it did still include her. I needed it to include her. I was finally able to admit that I needed her.
If Allison ever betrayed me again, I'd have to find a way to go on without her, but I truly believed she wouldn't. There was too much of the real in how she treated me for me to believe her devotion and loyalty were illusions. My wife was who she seemed to be, and what she had done before was a product of her depression and her despair. It wasn't, at her core, who she was. I had to believe that, for both our sakes.
Alli stirred when I kissed her shoulder and nuzzled into her neck. Her hands roamed my back and her nipples pressed into my chest as we kissed. And when my fingers slipped inside her they found her wet and ready, as though even in slumber she'd been waiting for my affections.
She whimpered as my hand withdrew from the cleft between her legs, but moaned loudly as my dick pushed her labia apart and plunged deep inside. Allison's hips shifted, trying to grant me greater access, moving in time with mine as I took back, finally and for certain, what was mine. Because that was what I was doing: taking my wife back from the exile I'd sentenced her to.
As my naked cock pounded into her greedy cunt, my wife's eyes glowed with a wicked, joyous delight. Alli's usual animal sounds were replaced with words of love and wanton need. "I love you, Luke. I love you so much baby! Give it to me, give me that fucking perfect dick, oh god, oh baby!" There were tears on her face. She knew what this meant, what the lack of the rubber barrier that had separated us for so long signified. But I needed to give her more than a mere symbol.
"I love you, Alli."
She froze for a moment, eyes wide with wonder, then pulled me down fiercely onto her, crushing herself to me and wrapping her legs around my waist as she desperately cried, "Fuck me, Luke! God, honey, please fuck me!"
I gave her what she begged for: a reclamation of not just my wife but of our love. She came around me, and I couldn't hold back; it had been so long since I'd been in a woman without protection that I had grown unaccustomed to the sensations. Allison knew I was close, and she lustily whispered a litany of filth into my ear as she came. "Yes, yes baby, so fucking good, your dick is so fucking good, yes, cum in my fucking cunt! It's yours, Luke, yours, always yours! Use it, take it, fucking fill it! Give it to me, baby! Fucking cum in me! Cum in your wife's cunt!"
When my cock began to throb inside her, my wife moaned in orgasmic joy, pussy fluttering around it as pulse after pulse of seed painted her cervix. I kept thrusting away as long as I could, unwilling to let the moment go. And when I was spent and panting atop her, she sobbed with joy; I had forgiven her. The words hadn't been spoken yet, but she knew that I had. We would never be again what we had been before, but we would still find our way forward.
I hoped.
Things weren't perfect after that, but they were better. In the time since we'd dropped Travis at college, even since the time we'd dropped Julie off, fewer and fewer of our interactions with the rest of the world were playacting. After that passionate Saturday spent in bed, we weren't playacting at all. No longer were we two strangers putting up a pretense of happy husband and wife; we finally were what we'd pretended for so long to be.
It made dropping Megan off at college even more bittersweet, that knowledge that we'd spent so much time playing at being a united mother and father to her, instead of the real thing. I hoped that when our daughter visited at breaks she'd be unable to tell the difference; that we'd done such a good job at pretending that she never knew how close we'd been to divorcing. But it hurt to have wasted so much of my baby girl's teen years on bitter recriminations and paranoia, even if they turned out to be the only real way through for her mother and I.
When we dropped her off, things were a little different from when we'd brought her brother and sister. For one, she rode with us; Megan went to a different campus than Julie and Travis, a very walkable one. For the other, when we got there, the boy... no, the young man that had taken her to prom was anxiously awaiting her arrival. Alas, my illusions were finally shattered: she clearly couldn't wait to spend some time alone with him. With a wry smirk for her and a stern stare for him, we obliged.
Allison and I laughed long and loud when we were in the car, a knowing laugh about the mistakes we had made in college. But that was also where we'd met. We reminisced about our early days together on the way home; Megan's college was much closer than Julie's and Travis's, so there was no need to stay overnight. When we reached our home, though, we shared several days that were remarkably similar to the previous two post-dropoff weekends.
The house had become ours; I had been afraid that the quiet would draw out some unexamined trauma between us, but the opposite happened. Our re-energized relationship meant experimental and vigorous explorations of each others' bodies in many and varied places throughout our home. Alli greeted me naked when I came home more than once; I took her on the kitchen counter, the couch, the dining room table, and various other surfaces that would have been impossible-- or at least extremely ill-advised-- with children still living at home.
After a few months of absolutely debauched bliss, things returned somewhat to normal, or at least to a new normal. But I knew that this, too, was an illusion. There were things that still needed to be said, and the longer I let it go, the harder it was going to be.
Thus, on a Friday evening, I was waiting at home with a candlelit dinner for my wife. I was not unaware of the irony, but whereas the first time I had done this by way of ambush, now it was to soften the blow of the information I needed to impart.
Alli wasn't terribly suspicious; candlelit dinners had become part of our new normal over the previous few months. We had thrown ourselves into trying to reconnect, and small, loving surprises were part of that effort. Unlike when I confronted her, I made sure she drank enough to be comfortable, but not soused. She needed to understand what I had done, and, hopefully, forgive me.
My wife smiled at me from our living room couch after I cleared the dishes, a glass of wine in her hand. However, when she saw the look on my face, that glass went onto the coffee table, and she immediately tried to comfort me. It was sweet, but it only made me feel guiltier.
"Alli, I need to... to confess some things to you."
She cupped my cheek. "No you don't, love. Whatever it is... I told you I'd do anything for you. I meant it."
I took her hand from my cheek and held it in both hands. "Alli, please. When... After I confronted you, those first few years, I did some things that... I need you to know about them. I don't want us to go into this next part of our life with secrets."
"Luke, really. You don't need to tell me. I accept it. I know that I... that what I did hurt you so badly. We're back together now. That's all that matters."
Shaking my head, I said, "No, Alli. It's not." I closed my eyes and took a fortifying breath, then looked straight at her and said, "Let's start with the smaller thing first. For several years, I had a private detective service sporadically follow you, and I had them check into the time between when you cheated with Jake and when I found out."
"Okay. I understand; I'd... I know I broke your trust, and I'm not offended that you wanted reassurance. I get it. And I'm assuming they found nothing, since there was nothing to find?"
"Yes. But, like I said, that was the smaller thing. Much smaller." Another deep breath to push on through. "After I found out, I was... lost, for a while. I couldn't... I needed to..." None of this dithering or prefacing was going to help. She'd seen me struggle and had lived with the pain she'd caused. Explanations could come afterwards. I just needed to-- "Alli, I'm not just Cynthia and Alexander's godfather. I'm their father."
My wife smiled sadly and then leaned forward to kiss me. "I know, Luke. I've known for a while now."
"... What?"
With a chuckle, she said, "Alexander looks just like your old baby pictures, and Cynthia looks so much like Julie at that age that it's spooky. It's okay. I understand."
"And... you're okay with it?"
"I am now. I... I wasn't at first. It hurt me very badly." Allison gave me a wan smile. "But I thought about that. Really sat with it for a long time. About what you had done, and about what I had done to you, and I realized that... that..."
Alli looked up at the ceiling and swallowed before she continued. "When I... spent that night with Jake, I was depressed. Jake was dying, of course, but it was...
"PPD is something I don't really think a guy can have a frame of reference for. I don't mean that in a dismissive way, it's just that there are things that you're only ever going to be intellectually able to understand. It can't happen to you, and no matter how you might sympathize or empathize or try to put yourself in my shoes, you're just not going to really understand it.
"You'll never carry a life inside you for nine months, sacrifice your health and your body for it. Never worry constantly about this little mass of cells that's turning into a tiny person, afraid that you'll do something that could hurt them. Hell, afraid that you've already done something that will hurt them before they were even conceived.
"You'll never know that what you're going to do could kill you, and that you'd gladly lay down your life for theirs. Never have to direct your doctor that if it's you or them, that it has to be them."
She took a deep, shaky breath. "And then, you'll never know what it's like to have the doctor put that baby in your hands, that thing you nurtured and loved and protected for nine months, and feel... nothing. Or, worse, resentment. To get so angry at this parasite that suckles the milk out of you, and how your mate loves it so, how the two of them have bonded in ways that were supposed to be yours. How it's stealing him and he's stealing it, and to know, to KNOW that it's all irrational and that you're nuts, but be afraid to say anything about it."
Alli bowed her head. "It's not an excuse. What I did was wrong, but I'm not going to pretend that my mental state didn't enter into it. PPD plus my grief for Jake, plus wanting to do something-- anything!-- good for someone that had given me so much and just... God, I was a mess. Like I said, it's not an excuse. I am... I can't apologize enough for what I did."



She pulled my hand towards her lips and kissed it softly. "And that's why I understand, as best I can. Because I'll never really get how much I hurt you. I've tried, I really have; that 'bank robbery' analogy you made for Travis was really good. But there's so much more to it than that. I know that.
"PPD is in the DSM-V. It's recognized by any legitimate psychologist, so common that it's part of the standard protocol for postpartum care now." Alli frowned unhappily. "There's not a name for what I did to you, or if there is, I never found it.
"But I drove you crazy. I don't mean that in the silly pop culture way. You acted like a completely different person. I stole something vital from you; not just your son, but your sense of... of reality, I guess. Of what you could and couldn't trust. It's as simple as that.
"You had given up all other women for me, and part of that bargain was that I would give up all other men for you, only ever carry your child inside me. And I failed in the worst way possible, and I lied to you, and I betrayed you. And, yes, I had my reasons, although they weren't good ones, for all of the things I did. But I still did them.
"I could never fully understand how much it hurt you. A woman... short of something bizarre like amnesia or a baby swapped at birth, there's never going to be a woman who has to worry about her husband presenting another woman's child as hers. It's ludicrous to even conceive of it.
"I did something to you that you could never do to me, and even if it wasn't done in malice-- which it wasn't-- it was still a terrible thing that I did to you. And... and it was something I could never help you heal from, precisely because I could only ever 'understand' it in superficial ways, from the outside looking in."
There were tears on her cheeks. "You came back to me. You found your way back. You did what you needed to rebuild your trust in me. Did what you needed to... to feel less hurt. And you never threw it in my face. You didn't point at Alexander and Cynthia and lord it over me, didn't ask me to help raise them, didn't mock me or try to hurt me.
"It was a thing you did for you, so that you could heal. It wasn't intended as a thing you did to hurt me. It wasn't cruel or malicious. That's why I can cope with it. It hurts, but even knowing how much it hurts me? I know it's nothing compared to how much I hurt you, and my act wasn't malicious either. It was something I did because I couldn't cope with my PPD and my grief. I was literally crazy when I did it. And I think you were, too."
She wiped her tears away. "I can't pretend to understand why you did it. 'It's a guy thing' is so reductive, but how I hurt your... sense of masculinity, I guess, it's just not something I can understand. You might be able to explain it to me, but I'm not asking you to try. Just know that... that I accept it. I accept you. You forgave me, and I'm so, so grateful. But what I'm telling you is this: there's nothing for me to forgive."
Allison stroked my cheek once more. "But I need to know. Was that it? Are those your only other children? The... the only time you were with other women?"
I nodded. "It was. I... You're right. I didn't set out to do it, but..." A deep sigh as I collected my thoughts. "I was forty-two, and I wasn't sure if we were going to make it. Wait, no, that's not true. I expected we weren't going to make it. But even if we didn't, I was too old to raise another kid. I knew that, even if I hadn't had a vasectomy, the math just didn't work.
"Even if I'd divorced you the second you got home from your trip and immediately started looking for someone else, it'd be, say, two years from dating to marriage. And even if we started having kids straight away, I'd have been in my mid-60s by the time the first one graduated from high school. And I'd still have Megan and Travis and Julie to take care of; it's not like I was going to abandon them."
I shook my head. "I hadn't planned on doing anything, but I felt so... so trapped. Angry. If I did what I knew was right for my family, it would be even longer, and I'd never... I had wanted a son so badly. Most guys do. And you're right, having that stolen... no, not just stolen from me, but being... replaced, I guess, by another man. Tricked. That really fucked me up."
A sip of my drink steadied my nerves a bit; I hadn't realized that I'd been clenching my jaw. "When I became friends with Isabella and Janine, and they told me that they were thinking of IVF, I realized I had a chance to... I don't know." A self-deprecating chuckle. "Ensure my legacy. Get revenge. Give them their dream." I looked away.
Alli laughed. "Fuck a beautiful young woman?"
That made me laugh, too. "I hadn't intended to, actually." She looked unconvinced. "No, seriously. They approached me about it; they were good friends by then, and they knew what... well, what you'd done. And they thought I was smart and kind and handsome--"
"God, you are." There was no sarcasm there. She was being as sincere as I'd ever seen her. I kissed her hand before continuing.
"So I got my vasectomy reversed. I told you I'd gone mountain biking and had hurt myself, so we couldn't... anyways. There was a chance it wasn't going to work, but by the time the doctors tested my sperm, I was back to nearly 100%. Plenty, ah, virile enough for their needs. And, well..."
She smiled. "Isabella thought you were handsome. You had already gotten so fit by then." Another laugh. "You were so fucking hot by then. Are still so fucking hot."
"It was partially that; Isabella was honest about it, that she wanted to... She's bi, and Janine didn't mind if she indulged with a guy every once in a while, and there was nothing wrong with my sperm, so they could save thousands of dollars by just... not going through IVF. And..." My voice was tight. "I didn't think you and I were going to make it. And you'd already cheated on me, so what did it matter, right?" Alli nodded, sympathetic, but also still hurt. "I'm sorry, sweetheart."
She sniffled, but then just said, "I'm not. I am not. You came back to me. You came back. How doesn't matter." Wiping her eyes with the back of her hand again, she said, "But Isabella didn't have a son."
"Yeah. And Janine... well, she really wanted to experience motherhood after Isabella had. And while she really is a true blue lesbian, she's not... she doesn't hate men. She's just not attracted to them. But Isabella was willing to, ah, keep her wife's mind off of things, and they were able to skip IVF again. And then Alexander was born."
"And you had a son."
"Yeah. But... but that was bittersweet, too. He was my son, but he wasn't my son. Travis is... I raised him. He's my son, even if he isn't my blood. But Alexander... in some ways that hurts worse. He's my blood, but I won't really get to raise him. I'll get to help, but like an uncle. I won't see his first steps or hear his first words. I won't... Well, you understand.
"That's when my fever broke, I guess you could say. I had two sons that both weren't fully mine; I had made things worse instead of better. I was glad-- still am glad-- to have helped them. To have..." I chuckled. "Reasserted my masculinity or whatever."
"Banged two hot chicks?" Her voice was teasing, but not angry. I raised an eyebrow. "Luke, if that's all it had taken to keep us together, I would have arranged a reverse gangbang with a college cheerleading squad for you. I was serious that I would do anything to keep you as my husband." I opened my mouth, but she shot me a playful glare. "Too late, mister. We're already back. You had your chance."
I shrugged. "Can't blame me for trying. But no. I'm glad that I did what I did, because I don't think I'd have been able to stay with you if I hadn't done... something. It just hurt too much, not only what you'd done and the lying, but what... what I didn't get to do. What I lost. But if my, ah, helping them out also ended up being the reason that we split, because you couldn't handle it... I don't know. I'm glad I don't have to face that, too."
"No! No, you don't. But... you're done, right? It was just Janine and Isabella? No one else?"
"Yeah, I'm done. Only you, for years now. And just them before that, and only enough to... well, to get the job done." She smiled happily. "But... now that you know everything, I want to talk to Isabella and Janine and see if they're okay with me being... more involved with the kids, I guess? Is that okay? I won't--"
Another sweet kiss from her interrupted me. "I'd love that. They're your children; I want to watch them grow. You're such a great dad, and I know you'll be an amazing 'uncle.'" Then she got a mischievous grin on her face. "Is that why you insisted on the condoms?"
"Not at first. I really was mad, and I didn't trust you. And then I wasn't sure if we were going to make it, but even if we did, I knew we shouldn't have more kids at our age. And then..."
The mischievous grin turned into a wicked smile. "And then it just didn't matter anymore, right? Once you couldn't knock me up?"
"Hah, yeah."
Alli scooted closer and purred, "You know, if you'd told me before, there were... other options." She took my hand and moved it to her ass while straddling me. "All sorts of other options."
A quick move of my fingertips under her panties and between the cleft of her cheeks made her eyes flash. "Are those options still on the menu?"
My wife leaned forward and sucked gently at my neck, then whispered into my ear, "Why don't we go upstairs, and maybe you can pick a little from column A and a little from column B?"
Well, how was I supposed to say no to that?
With no more secrets between us, our love blossomed again. It was, if anything, stronger than it had been before; bittersweet, perhaps, but it had withstood tests that we knew most marriages never could. We were fiercely loyal to each other, but also able to be honest about insecurities and fears and, yes, even temptations in a way that most couples are never able to, because we knew the cost of losing trust in one another.
Travis eventually did confide in his sisters about what Allison had done, with all of us in attendance. There was stunned silence and tears at first, but when it became clear that their mother and I had gotten through it, they were able to as well. And all of them learned about their half-siblings at the same time; Janine and Isabella had given me permission to tell my children, although I didn't tell them the, ah, mechanics of how I'd impregnated my friends. That was a secret shared between the four of us.
Allison and I became the de facto babysitters for Cynthia and Alexander. We loved having them in our home, and sometimes Janine and Isabella needed some grownup time; I'd be lying if I said I wasn't occasionally wistful about the fleeting instances when I'd joined them in said grownup time years before, but Alli more than made up for any regret once the little ones were back with their mothers. Much, much more than.
Cynthia and Alexander turned out to be good practice for how to handle grandkids. Good thing, too. Julie was married not long after she graduated college to the young man she'd brought home from school that one Thanksgiving break, and she gave us twin grandsons within a couple of years.
That was the pattern of our lives: a child graduated from college, and within a few years, we would have more little ones running around underfoot. By the time Alexander had earned his degree, we had seven grandchildren running around underfoot, and he added his two to the mix within a few years after that. Our twilight years were filled with more joy and love than many people see in their whole lives. Some of how we had gotten there was awful, but we had gotten there. And in the end, it's the love and joy that we want to remember, isn't it?
------------------------------------------
That was pretty heavy, huh? How about a nice, light, funny story to cleanse your palate? I'm going to suggest one by ThatNewGuy. He's no stranger to Loving Wives, having written a few entries here. But for today, take a look at What Dreams May Come, which had me laughing out loud in several places. No spoilers, just go read it. Hell, go read all of his stuff, even if it's not in a category you usually read. They're all great.
In the near future, I'm going to be recommending more writers here that I think you'd enjoy, mostly but not entirely folks that don't currently have any/many works in Loving Wives. They're authors that I enjoy and think deserve more attention. If you can suggest anyone that you believe fits the bill, go ahead and send me feedback!
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To His Wife:
You came very close to losing your husband last weekend. He could have been mine-- no, he was mine. Mine for the taking. And the only reason that he's still yours is because I chose to love him more than I loved myself. My love saved your marriage.
He's so handsome, your husband. I noticed as soon as I started working with him. Older than me, but not so much older that people would do more than whisper. There's a touch of gray at his temples, but he stays fit. How often have you availed yourself of that fitness during your marriage? How often have you taken advantage of it lately? Not enough, I can tell you that much. I can't ever imagine having enough of him.
He's not my boss-- not even in my org-- but we've had to collaborate on a number of projects. That's when he really caught my eye, and when I think I caught his, too. Oh, don't misunderstand: I know that I'm attractive, and he's not blind. But that's when I got to show him I was smart, diligent, and funny, too. And also that I was interested in him. Not explicitly; that wouldn't come until later. But he's a perceptive man, your husband. Of course he noticed me. When did he last notice you?
Let me be very clear here: he's never run you down. Never talked badly about you. Your picture is on his desk, along with pictures of your kids. They're in college now, and he brags on them all the time. I know he's happy... well, at least content with you. Complacent.
When he speaks about you, it's about what a good mom you are, or about your charity work. Never about how beautiful you are. How sexy. When do you think that changed? Why did you let it change? Is the complacency in your marriage his doing or yours? I think we both know the answer to that.
He and I have worked so closely together this last year. Not as closely as I'd like, of course, but close enough to really get to know each other. I mean, really, really get to know each other. When we were celebrating with our colleagues at the end of this last trip, we spent almost the whole time chatting and flirting at the bar. Oh, don't worry; I was very discrete. We both were, at least until the rest of them went to their rooms.
We had both had a little too much to drink, but not so much that we were impaired. "Freed" is the word that I would use. I asked him to dance, but he begged off at first. When I finally dragged him onto the floor, I learned the reason, and it wasn't a lack of interest. Quite the opposite: I could feel his interest pressing against my stomach. If he had moved his hands any lower, he could have easily felt the heat signifying mine, but I think my expression had already told him everything he needed to know.
That's when my love saved your marriage. I looked into his eyes and realized I didn't just lust after this man. I didn't simply want him to take me to his room and ravish me. I loved him. I could have stood on my tiptoes, tilted my head, and pressed my lips to his, and he would have been mine. We both knew it. But I didn't. Because I love him, and I want him to be happy.
Know this: it wasn't out of any guilt on my part about what might happen to you. Your feelings didn't enter into the equation. You didn't enter into my thinking at all, except as a possible impediment to his happiness. It wasn't that I felt any shame for being the other woman; I would gladly be whatever he wanted me to be: his slut, his lover, his mistress, his wife. The mother of his children. I would call him sir, or daddy, or master, or whatever title might turn him on. I'd even share him, if that's what he wanted.
Do you think that means I love him more or less than you? Which would he think if I told him? Who would he pick, knowing it's not me forcing him to?
A good man like your husband deserves to be happy. He deserves to have his every need met, his every desire indulged. He has history with you, and that made him hesitate: he fears what would happen to you, what his kids would think, what your friends and neighbors might say. That's why I stopped; because I don't want him hesitant. I don't want him to fear the what ifs. I love him, and I want only what's best for him.
I'm certain you're not what's best for him. But he needs to arrive at that conclusion on his own. He needs to be sure that I'm worth risking his marriage over. Ending it, if need be.
I am, of course. But I need him to be sure, too. I think he's almost there, but not quite yet.
And so, I didn't stand on tiptoe, and I didn't tilt my head, and I didn't kiss him. I didn't grind against that gloriously thick erection-- much-- and I didn't take him to my room and let him ravage my mouth or my pussy or my ass or all three. I didn't swallow his cum or take it deep inside my womb or let it rain down on my face and breasts. I didn't send him home with hickeys on his neck and scratches on his back to mark my newly claimed territory.
I would have done any of these things for him and much, much more. But I didn't.
Because I love him.
The next morning, I played along, nodding and smiling sheepishly at his apology. But when it was just the two of us waiting for a cab, I ran my hand up and down his bicep and kissed him on the cheek. Your husband-- for now-- shivered when I whispered in his ear, "Whenever you're sure, I'm yours. You don't have to ask. Just take me." Then I was away.
I'm in my apartment now, playing with the toy that I named after him. I'll need to get a new one. A larger one. I want to be prepared if he changes his mind.
When he changes his mind.
Your husband is home with you now. Did he seem distant? Contemplative? Or did he pull you into his embrace and kiss you with a passion you haven't shared in years? Did that continue to the bedroom? To the next morning?
You'd better hope that it did. You'd better hope that you showed him the same kind of ardor you did when you were newlyweds. Because I'll tell you this: my love saved your marriage last weekend. But only your love can save it next time. If you want to keep him? Make sure he knows how much you love him. Or I'll make sure he knows how much I do.
Signed,
The Better Woman
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Sorry, folks, that sexy voice isn't mine. When I started writing the original letter, I decided that I wanted it to be a short piece; and then when I read it, I realized that it would be an absolutely perfect script for my friend, elizaloo. She's got a great voice, and it's wonderfully suited for this story. Even without any explicit sex, she still makes it hot, along with snarky, loving, and arrogant all at once. She asked if she could make some changes to the script, and I love what she did with it. Eliza's got a couple of poetry readings that you should take a listen to (Desire's Fear is great!), as well as poems and stories of her own. Check her out! After you listen to this, I mean.
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My entry for Geek Pride 2023 is a spin on the old Flash/Superman races in DC comics. I've been a huge comic geek my whole life, and when I read the description of the event, I knew exactly what I wanted to do. Thanks to ChloeTzang for running it!
—----------------------------------------
"A cityscape? Really, Stalwart? Are you trying to lose?" Burnout sneered at me. She sneered at everyone, but I'd like to think this particular sneer was one she had only for me.
"I've got a good feeling this time." For once, I really did. We'd been doing this for months, and the rules were simple: first person to the finish line wins; no interfering with the other person during the race; it had to be a foot race, so no flying for me; if she won-- which she had every time so far-- I had to take her shifts on monitor duty for a week.
And if I won?
Well, the stakes kept escalating over the months we'd been in "competition." At first, it was even-stevens: she'd take my monitor duty shifts for a week. Then it was for two weeks. Then a month. But more recently, Burnout had upped the ante: she'd take my shifts for a month, AND she'd strip naked at the finish line and let me do whatever I wanted to her for the rest of the night.
I try to be a good guy; there's a reason she-- and most of our other teammates-- sometimes derisively called me "boy scout." But come on! Bernie, a.k.a. Bernadette a.k.a "I'll kill you if you ever call me Bernadette again" a.k.a. Burnout, was one of the sexiest, most gorgeous women I'd ever met.
She wore skintight kev-dex, so I was already very familiar with her figure: athletic, a nice butt, perfectly-sized and very perky breasts, and muscular legs. Of course I wanted to see what was underneath the black and silver flame pattern of her uniform. Any red-blooded heterosexual male would.
Bernie kept her hair in a variety of short, spiky styles that changed colors every couple of weeks; currently, she sported a fauxhawk in an unnaturally bright shade of red. Her nearly coal-black eyes were almost mocking me-- no, I take that back. They were mocking me, because I'd never won, and in her estimation, I never would. Admittedly, there was some merit to that assessment.
Burnout is a speedster; she's been clocked doing a casual Mach 2, but I know she can get up to at least Mach 4 in an emergency. It was amazing she could run that fast with the permanent chip on her shoulder.
I mean, I understood why she was always such a jerk. In terms of power levels, she should be on an A-list team in New York or Los Angeles, fighting guys like The Armageddonist and Traag, Terror from Dimension Zeta.
But because her dad was a criminal, and because he forced her into the trade, and because she had a felony after she was eighteen on her rap sheet-- even if it had been commuted for her help in the Transdimensional Crosstime Crisis-- none of the big teams like The Honorbound or Aegis Legion would touch her with a ten foot pole. And so, she was stuck working with a group of mostly B-listers in a market that didn't even have a professional football team. I'd be pissed, too.
And me? Well, I'm what's called a "jack," as in "jack of all trades." I'm strong and tough, but not as strong or tough as someone like WhamBam. I can fly, but nowhere near as well as a dedicated aerialist like Black Kite. And I've got superspeed, but nowhere near as fast as Burnout. My top speed is around her cruising speed.
Theoretically, I'm supposed to be a generalist, able to help out wherever I'm needed. But realistically, my role on the team was as a sort of interceptor; I can move fast enough to get in front of enemies and, occasionally, incoming attacks that might blindside my squishier teammates. There's a reason I wear a blue and white outfit with pirate boots, a cape, and a big gold S on my chest: it makes me a more effective target. It doesn't hurt that I'm over six feet tall and built like a running back, either. Even out of costume, I get noticed.
In the roster of jacks, I'm a low A-tier or a high B-tier, depending on the rating scale being used. What keeps me out of one of the more prestigious teams is sometimes called my "moral inflexibility." Specifically, that I strenuously objected when a major government agency tried to cover up a transdimensional crosstime crisis for "the good of the people" after they dropped the ball. And that cover-up just coincidentally happened during an election year. And footage from my body camera happened to make its way to the major networks.
Back to my original point: no, I'd never beaten Burnout in a race. When it came to raw speed, Bernie was in her element, and in that element she was near the top of the charts.
But to make things a little fairer, and therefore to get me to keep making the bet each week, she'd started letting me pick the course. She could veto a choice, but so far she hadn't, and I'd played relatively fair myself by not trying to pick one that would be impossible for her to finish.
Creating the course was the easy part; we had access to the realsim room that our team, Sentinel Squadron, used for training. The room had a combination of holographic and force field projectors that could create whatever environment we needed. We'd each be in a separate force bubble-- unless we were close enough to touch-- that would change shape to match our environment, with a projection of where the course and our opponent "should" be. Think of it like a really immersive VR with solid objects instead of just images.
I'd tried to beat Bernie in straightaways, zigzag courses, rough terrain, simulated combat zones, and about a dozen other scenarios. I'd never even gotten close to winning. She'd stopped looking too closely at the specifics, both because she kept winning easily and because I was too much of a boy scout to cheat, right? And that was true; I wouldn't cheat. Technically. I would obey all of the rules of the competition, such as they were.
But I was still going to win this time.
Burnout snorted and rolled her eyes. "Whatever, Max. Let's just get this done. I've still got half a season of 'So You Think You Can Fly' to watch." She used to get into the traditional racer's stance before we started. Now she'd stopped even giving me that small measure of respect, instead leaning against a building near the starting line.
I stretched; no point in pulling a hamstring, after all, not when I was this close to victory. "Computer, countdown race timer from 3." I grinned at her. "Ready, Bernadette?" Her nostrils flared, and she opened her mouth to say something just as the starting gun fired.
I got the early lead. "Early" being the operative word: it lasted about half a second before she streaked past me, obviously pissed. Well, probably pissed; at that speed, it's hard to tell. But it was Burnout, so there was a pretty good chance she'd be pissed anyways. And, as she rounded the first turn, right arm raised with middle finger extended, I saw that I had guessed right.
So imagine how angry she was when she turned the last corner seconds later and found me standing at the finish line, arms crossed and with a friendly smile on my face.
Burnout skidded to a stop in front of me, snarling, "You cheated!"
With a little chuckle, I said, "Bernie, when have you ever, ever known me to cheat at anything? I won fair and square." I couldn't resist holding up three fingers together. "Scout's honor."
"Bullshit!"
I pointed at a shattered window and beckoned for her to follow me. As she looked through it, she simply yelled, "Fuck!" Inside, there was a Stalwart-sized hole in the drywall, then a hole in the drywall behind it, then another three behind that, and then a broken window leading to the street. That basic pattern followed all the way back to the starting line, although we couldn't see it through the debris.
"While you were zigzagging around buildings, I just went through."
Bernie rounded on me, furious. "Yeah, I can see that! That's cheating!"
This was far more enjoyable than I thought it would be. "No, it's not." I started ticking off points on my fingers. "I was the first person to the finish line. I didn't interfere with you. I didn't fly."
My calm statement of facts, the way I addressed her accusations of cheating without rancor, and most of all, the lack of gloating on my part seemed to make her even angrier, even as she tried to hide it. Did I enjoy that? Oh yes, although I wasn't going to show her. Even morally inflexible boy scouts are allowed to be petty from time to time.
She glowered at me for a moment, then quietly deflated. "Fine, Max. You win." Bernie's hand went to the snaps at her neck, undoing them one by one. Then, she fished out the concealed tab of a zipper and began to tug at it, the teeth slowly separating to reveal the pale skin underneath. My gorgeous teammate was blushing with embarrassment, and the red flush went down her neck and tantalizingly out of view beneath her jacket.
I let her stew until the zipper was almost open to her navel, then said, "Alright, Bern. You can stop."
"What?"
"Bernie, I'm not going to make you go through with this." Her expression was suddenly perplexed. "I mean, you're absolutely still taking monitor duty for the next month, but you don't have to strip for me."
"W- Why?"
"Because..." I sighed and shook my head. "I mean, I wouldn't do that to anyone. But definitely not you."
The anger came back full force. "Oh, because I'm not good enough for you? Because I'm just some gutter trash ex-con that's too fucking tainted for the boy scout?!"
"What? No!" She was already zipping up her uniform again. "No, Bernie, that's not--"
"Save it!" There were tears in her eyes. "I thought you were different! You're the only one on this whole team-- fuck, no, in this whole city that I thought actually gave a damn about me!"
"Bernie, no I--" But she had sped off and out of the realsim.
What the heck just happened?
All I had to do was follow the trail of trashcans, plants, chairs, and other small furniture knocked over in her wake. Well, and put them upright again; I was who I was. Bernie had run out of the realsim, up the emergency stairs, and onto the third floor, where those of us staying in our HQ long-term lived.
I knocked on her door. "Bernie?"
"Go away!" Even muffled through the door, she was clearly crying.
"C'mon, Bern, let me in. Please." No response. "Bernie, I'm not going to force the issue, but I want to talk with you. You have it all wrong, I--"
The door was suddenly flung open, and she was standing there, mascara running, shouting up at me. "What! What did I have wrong!? That no one here likes me? That I've saved this city a dozen times and people still step in front of their kids when they see me? That our teammates don't give a damn if I live or die? That you're the only one who ever, EVER watches out for me, the only one on this team who has my back, who doesn't look at me like a whore or a criminal, and I thought that meant you might like me?!" Her face was twisted with rage and pain. I doubt she'd ever let anyone in like this. I don't think she knew how.
When I reached out, stroked her cheek and said, "Bernie--" her façade completely crumbled, and the sorrow that remained broke my heart. She was a twenty-two year old kid that had lived a completely screwed up life, and darn near everyone held it against her.
Except me.
I was only a couple years older, and I had lived a pretty normal, happy life until the accident that gave me my powers. Bernie, though... She hadn't talked much about it, but I knew there were reasons she always held everything close to the vest. Why every interaction seemed transactional, and why her motives were so veiled. She never directly asked for what she wanted, never said how she felt unless it was in anger. And I hadn't seen through the snarky jerk that needled me to the lonely young woman underneath that was terrified to say what she wanted for fear she'd be rejected yet again.
When my arms went around her, I wondered if this was the first time she'd ever been hugged, really hugged, by someone who wasn't trying to figure out how to use her for either her body or her powers. How many men had looked at her beauty and her bad girl demeanor and only thought of her as a potential conquest? How many had ever looked at her as anything besides that at all?
And then, when she tried to make herself vulnerable to me in the only way she knew how, when she tried to reward me with her body-- as though that was the only thing besides her power that I could possibly value-- I told her I didn't want it.
"I'm sorry, Bern. I didn't know." She hugged me so tight that, if I had been a normal man, she might have broken a rib. "Of course I like you. Of course I do. I care about you, though, and I didn't want to take advantage." A little kiss on top of her head caused Bernie to press her face into my chest. Then, after we stood there for a moment, I picked her up and carried her into the room. She froze for a moment, but then relaxed when I set her down on her bed and sat beside her.
Bernie looked at me, face a mess of black mascara and tears, then laughed sardonically. "Just want to sit and talk, huh? Is this the 'I just want to be fri--'"
It was a quick kiss, the one I gave her, a relatively chaste one, more designed to silence her than to inflame her passions. As first kisses go, it was very tame.
"No. I don't."
Briefly stunned, she froze for a moment as I pulled back, then surged forwards towards me, locking lips and running her fingers through my hair. Bernie almost climbed into my lap as my arms went around her, gently pulling her against me, those perfect breasts pressed against my chest as my tongue danced with hers.
As second kisses went, it was pretty darned great.
When we finally broke apart, she was gasping for air and eying me with an expression somewhere between lust and suspicion. "Why? I mean, why now and not after the race?"
"Because you're not a trophy. I'm never going to treat you like a... like a thing, Bernie."
She smirked. "Is that why you're always checking out my ass? Because you're so over objectifying women?"
"You're beautiful and sexy and you're wearing clothes that accentuate how gorgeous you are. I look, and I probably do it more than I should. But I don't stare. I don't think I do, anyways. I always try to treat you with respect, and--"
Bernie darted in and kissed me, a brief, playful peck. "Just fucking with you, boy scout. I like the way that you look at me. It's so fucking hot that you want me but you're trying so hard not to stare. Most guys check me out, and it irritates me, but you, Max..." She bit her lower lip; it's amazing the effect that can have on a man. "... god, it makes me so wet when you look at me like that."
My lips found hers again, and she responded enthusiastically as we began to tug at our clothing in earnest. Our uniforms had buttons and snaps and zippers, a panoply of fasteners meant to prevent wardrobe malfunctions; the downside was that now, when we really, really, really wanted to get undressed quickly, they interfered. My cape came off first, a blue and gold mass of cloth flung somewhere across the room. Then Bernie managed to get the snaps on her collar opened once more and started to drag the zipper back down. I sure as hell didn't stop her this time.
It was a torturous decision whether to keep kissing Bernie or watch her uniform come off, but what finally tipped me towards the latter was the knowledge that there was no way to get my shirt off without briefly pausing our makeout session. Oh dear, I'd have to watch my gorgeous teammate disrobe in front of me for the first time.
Taking the opportunity while my lips were free, I yanked my shirt over my head and tossed it... somewhere, hell I didn't care where at the moment. Bernie gasped suddenly, midway through unzipping her jacket; her eyes shimmered with moisture.
I have scars. A lot of them. Anyone who wears a cape for long gets them, but the ones like me, the folks that take the majority of the hits for our team, collect them like souvenirs: a long white streak on my right arm left by a blade from some invading alien race whose name I could scarcely remember; a spattering of small blobs on my side that marked where Dr. Toxic's acid gun had burned through my uniform; a puckered circle on my shoulder where I caught an ensorcelled bullet from SixSixSix Shooter.
But it was the biggest one, the one in the center of my chest that Burnout's fingers traced over now. It was the size of a basketball, still an angry red unlike the older wounds that had faded to pink or white, a remnant of the fight between our team and a group of jerks that called themselves The Terrors a few months before. It was the scar I got when I took a hit from a lava blast meant for Burnout.
Her voice was quiet. "It would have killed me." Bernie leaned forward and softly kissed the mass of rough flesh, then pulled back, looking me in the eye. "I know you would have done it for any of us. But you did it for me. You did it for me, even though Cyclopean and Sanctus were closer, because they weren't watching out for me."
I started to speak, but she kissed me instead, a gentle, sweet brush of her lips on mine. "You were. You always look out for me, even though no one else does. Because that's who you are. Even if I didn't look like..." She chuckled. "...well, like I do, you'd still have watched out for me. And I lo... I really l- like that about you." Her eyes went down, afraid of what she might see in mine. "I was attracted to you before. But that? That was when I really fell for you."
I tipped her head back up with one finger under her chin. "I would have done it for anyone, yeah. But for you? I'll take a thousand hits like that to make sure you're safe." She smiled broadly. Gratefully. And then wickedly.
"I think I owe you a strip show, yeah?" Bernie pulled away and stood facing me, just out of reach. There was just the tiniest hint of hesitation there, I think a fear that I might still, somehow, for some reason, reject her.
But I just reclined on the bed and chuckled, "Show me what I've won, beautiful." That did it. The grin she rewarded me with was almost as splendid as the body she started to slowly, teasingly reveal to me. Almost.
The zip came down first, gradually exposing her torso, until the jacket hung open to show a cute little innie while only hinting at her lovely breasts. Their curves were just barely visible as she leaned towards me for a deep, loving kiss. My hands came up to touch her, but she swatted them aside, dancing away with her back to me.
From there, Bernie slid the jacket down her arms, displaying the bare, pale skin of her back. She looked over her shoulder at me, biting her lip again in the way that made blood rush away from my brain, then let the top fall to the floor. A slight twist to the side gave me a quick, teasing glimpse of one magnificent globe and its hard pink nipple before she turned back away from me with a smirk.
I heard another zip, the one on her pants. Then her thumbs went into the waistband and her hips wriggled as she slowly, oh so slowly, pushed them down her legs. Her boots had been abandoned before I had knocked on her door, and as the black kev-dex pooled around her feet, she stepped backwards out of it and within reach of me once more.
The only remaining impediment between her fully naked body and my gaze were a pair of panties. I couldn't help but smile; she clearly hadn't dressed for this eventuality, thinking she'd win once more. They were a faded pink and eminently practical, even a bit ratty. That little display of humanity actually made her even more beautiful to me: underneath all of the bad girl sexuality and sarcastic bitchiness, there wasn't a black thong or some lacy lingerie, just something to make herself more comfortable.



My hands went on her hips, and I pulled her just a little closer to me, which elicited a surprised yelp. A gentle kiss on the small of Bernie's back drew out a soft sigh as she relaxed. And when my fingers trailed down her hip, around the curves of her ass and then into the already moist, fabric-covered cleft between her legs, I was rewarded with yet another delightful sound: my sexy teammate gently moaning, "Oh, oh god, Max--"
Bernie let me take the lead then as I tugged at the panties and let them slide down her legs. She shivered, naked before me for the first time, then gasped again as my fingers took advantage of the unrestricted access to her slick labia. I teased her with my voice as much as my fingers as they traced her lips. "What do you want, Bernie?"
"Pleeeease..."
Gently gripping her hips, I pulled her into my lap. "Please what, gorgeous?" A kiss on her neck, and she moaned again.
"What-- ah, god, whatever you want, Max. That-- ah!" I reached around with one hand and stroked her engorged clit as her arm came back and around my head, pulling my face back to her neck. "That-- oh god, Max, that you want to do to me! Anything!" Her other hand gripped my forearm, nails digging into the skin.
I strummed her clit faster as my other hand moved between her legs; its fingers, first two and then three, slid between her lips. Bernie writhed on my lap with pleasure. Her ass was pressed against my cock, and it left no doubt as to what I'd want eventually, how hard and angry and ready it would be when she released it from its confinement. "Whatever I want? Anything?"
"Ahhh-- ah! Oh, god, Max, yes! I-- Anything, just don't-- oh fuck! Don't stop!"
She was grinding so hard on my lap, as though she could burrow through my pants, as if she could take me inside of her through them. Bernie's hips bucked forward and back as she began to lose control, juices sluicing onto my fingers as she came so very close to her first climax with me. "I want you to cum, gorgeous."
The woman the world knew as Burnout, the woman that I would soon know biblically, froze for a moment, body locked in place as her orgasm overtook her. Then she cried out, "Oh god, Max! F-- fuck, fuck, baby! It's-- aah!" I held her close as she thrashed, keeping her safe in my arms as she lost control. Keeping her next to me, where she belonged.
Bernie shivered in my embrace. "H- holy shit... where did that come from, boy scout?" She pulled away just a hair and turned to face me, a wary but excited smile on her face. "And do you have any other tricks up your sleeve?" Our lips met for just a moment before I nibbled my way down to her throat, and she purred at the sensation. "No, Max, it's your tur-- oh!"
She wasn't ready for me to pick her up and fully turn her towards me, straddling my lap, nor for me to latch onto her nipple with my mouth, greedily sucking at it. Not ready, no; but quite willing to adapt. Even through my uniform, I could feel the heat radiating off of her pussy as she ground against me. "Max, please, please--"
My lips released her nipple as I sat up and looked her in the eyes. With a growl, I said, "I won the bet, Bernie. I can do whatever I want to you for the rest of the night, right?"
She bit her lip again, not in arousal this time, but in worry. "... Yes?"
I kissed her softly as I laid her down on the bed, her body as light as a feather in my hands. My touch was gentle, as was my voice. "Then let me do what I want to, beautiful." She shivered once more as I made my way down her body, suckling again at her nipples, then kissing lower to her navel, and then to her mound. "Because what I want to do right now is hear you cum again."
A quick hiss of breath escaped her lips as I dipped my head between her legs and began to feast. "Max!" Bernie's fingers tangled in my hair as the scent and taste of her arousal filled my senses. She was still so very sensitive, writhing in delighted agony from my loving oral ministrations. I had lifted her effortlessly moments before, but now she was trapped in an iron grip, unable to escape. And as I held her in place, as my tongue dipped deep into her and my lips sucked at her clit, as she moaned and gasped and finally howled my name over and over, I was rewarded with a torrent of her juices.
My lover was already overstimulated, and yet we were just getting started. As much as she'd tormented me with her bets over the last few months, I was going to repay in kind. I doubted she'd mind. But first, a moment to prepare. An intermission to give her time to relax and rest. Bernie watched as I stood and stripped for her. It wasn't as sexy as the show she'd given me-- I doubt that I'll ever be capable of that-- but she still watched with rapt attention as the rest of my uniform fell away, until I was as naked as her.
Bernie swallowed as she saw my cock for the first time, hard as steel, the head shiny with precum. She motioned me closer to the bed, her lips slightly apart, then grasped the thick shaft in both hands and stroked it. "God, Max... God, you're so gorgeous. I mean..." She looked up, almost shy, then grinning wickedly. "You're handsome, but this thing..." A quick flick of her tongue, then an exploratory kiss, and finally she sucked on the head of it, making me moan this time. Then she withdrew, running a finger up and down my length. "So, so gorgeous." A little giggle. "And delicious."
Her expression changed from playful to a bit abashed. Nervous, as though I might reject her. How any sane man could, I had no idea. Bernie held her arms open and spread her long, muscular legs apart to invite me into her embrace. Then, with an expression as vulnerable as any I'd ever seen on her face, she quietly asked, "Please? Don't make me wait anymore."
How could I deny her?
When I knelt between her legs, looking down at the beautiful, athletic young woman before me, I felt a sense of reverence. She was magnificent. No other woman I'd ever been with could hold a candle to her. I wanted to take a moment longer to look at my lover's form, but her patience was at an end. Bernie reached down and took my cock in her hand, placing the head at her entrance and pleading once more, "Max, I need-- Ah!"
She gasped and moaned as I stretched her wet, tight cunt for the first time. I laid atop her, looking in her eyes as she slowly took my length, watching with a primal, prideful satisfaction as they widened with each inch that I fed into her greedy hole. "O- oh god, oh Max, please... so-- so... Oh God!" I hilted in my new lover for the first time, and her head pressed back into the mattress, the muscles in her neck straining even as the ones in her cunt welcomed the cock that had so lovingly invaded it. "Ffffuck! Oh god, Max, it's-- ahh! It's so fucking deep!"
I wanted to be patient, but I couldn't. The tightness, the heat, the velvet softness of her wouldn't let me. I began to move, perhaps before she was truly ready. But she found herself ready soon enough, and more than simply ready. She was wanton, almost desperate with need. Bernie alternated between kisses and groans and an absolute litany of profanity as I moved in her. "Oh fuck, fuck Max, it's so good! Fuck me lover, fuck my cunt! You fucking own this pussy!"
She came around me, howling my name again; that sound was rapidly becoming my favorite in the whole world. It drove me to pound into her, to take her as she told me to, to fully and wholly claim her. I drew closer and closer to my own climax as hers passed, and my wicked, wanton lover moaned and whispered in my ear, "Yes, fuck me baby, fill me, fill my little cunny, it's yours, baby, it wants your cum, fill m-- ah! Yes, lover, so-- ah-- oh god, so hot so fucking--!" Her body tensed once more, and then she thrashed under me, screaming, "Ffffffuck!"
Bernie had asked me to fill her, and I did, jet after jet of cum splashing deep inside as her greedy pussy did everything it could to fully drain me. "Bernie, oh god Bernie!" I knew, even then, that I could never get enough of this. Of her, and of the way that she made me feel. Not just physically, but the way she clung to me and gazed at me, the way she made herself vulnerable to me, the way she breathed and moaned and shouted my name as though I were the only man in the world.
I laid there for a moment, pinning her body underneath mine as we panted together, kissing and whispering tender words of affection, before I rolled off of my lover and pulled her tightly to me. For her part, Bernie nestled in as closely as she could, as if she was trying to become a part of me. She already was, though, and she needed to know it.
"Bernie... I have a confession." She tensed, and I quickly stuttered, "N-no, nothing bad! Just..." Those lovely dark eyes were gazing up at me, concerned, as I haltingly continued, "You said that you fell for me that day... Well..." I kissed her softly. "That's the day I fell for you, too." Her eyebrows went up. "Not... not just because of that day, though, it had been building up for a while.
"When we're out there, you're always watching out for the people that can't help themselves. Getting civilians out of harm's way, evacuating the scene, doing all of the... well, the stuff that the others call grunt work, but that I call being a hero, a real one. That's the important stuff, not clobbering some jackass with a death ray.
"And that day when I took the hit for you, I know it wasn't because you didn't see it coming. It's because if you had moved, it would have hit that woman that was trapped under the rubble. You did what I do, and you did it knowing it would have meant your death." I shook my head. "I fell in love with you that day, Bern and-- ah ah, I don't expect you to say it back. I'll even say 'really like,' if it would make you more comfortable." She grinned with embarrassment. "But it's the truth."
Bernie stroked my hair, a quizzical look on her face. "Why didn't you say something?"
"Because I thought you didn't like me! I don't know if you've noticed, hon, but you're a little prickly sometimes." She chuckled. "And we had the bet before that, but then you changed the terms, like it would be the worst thing in the world if you had to go to bed with me, and..." I sighed. "And I didn't want to tell you how I felt and have you feel like... like you owed it to me or something just because I protected you." A little kiss on her forehead to soothe that wrinkled brow. "Anyways. That's how I feel. You don't have to say anything or--"
Bern leapt straight in, fearful but resolved. "I love you, Max. Not just 'really like.' Love. I've never felt like..." She swallowed. "Look, I've never been in a place where 'love' was really an option, okay? I've had crushes, and I've had the hots for some guys and gals, but I've never..."
Bernie pressed her face to my chest, cheek to the scar that I'd earned in her defense. "I changed the bet because I wanted you to... god, I feel so dumb saying it out loud... I wanted you to know that I WAS interested. I didn't realize that you'd take it the exact opposite way, that I was rejecting you. I didn't think it through; I really, really wanted you to win, but I also knew you'd figure out if I threw the race. So stupid. Acting like a fucking fifth grader with a crush. 'Would you like to fuck me? Pick one: Yes / No.'"
"'Yes.'"
With a giggle, she squeezed me again. "Mmm, yeah, I can tell. God, I wasted months not getting this because... because I was afraid that you didn't want me. That you couldn't possibly... My life's been really fucked up, Max, and I'm trying to be a better person, and I know I'm stumbling at that. At, like, being a decent, normal person that doesn't play stupid games. But I'm working on it. I promise you I am."
There was a pause, and I almost started to speak, but then she quietly said, "Just... just don't hurt me, okay, Max? Please? I want to believe this is real, that you love me and I love you. But it seems like a fucking fairytale, and I know I don't deserve one. I've done too much bad stuff to--"
Before she could get even more wound up, I kissed the top of her head and hugged her tightly. "No. Stop. You deserve happiness as much as anyone; hell, more than most. You're so great, Bernie. Such a good person, even if people don't treat you that way.
"Even with everything that's happened to you, you're still out there trying to save folks that would cross the street to avoid you, risking your life alongside 'heroes' that..." I shook my head and sighed. "You have me now, Bern. I love you. I won't hurt you, sweetheart. I couldn't stand it if I did. I might screw up sometimes, but I will never, ever intentionally hurt you, okay?"
She snuggled closely to me, then gave out an evil little chuckle. "Never? Even if I ask?"
With a loud laugh, I picked her up and put her astride me. "Oh, now that's different. I'll hurt you exactly as much as you ask, in that case."
Bernie looked down at me pensively. "You mean that, don't you?"
"What?"
"Only as much as I ask. If I..." A shy smile. "If I asked you to never be rough, to only be gentle like you just were, you'd do it, wouldn't you?"
My hand cupped her cheek, and she pressed her face into it. "Of course I would. And there's nothing 'only' about making love to you. If that's the type of sex we have for..." I chuckled. "Well, if that's the only type of sex we ever have, it's still the best fucking sex I've ever had."
She gasped, "Boy scout! Did you just drop an f-bomb?"
"Just because the air doesn't constantly turn blue around me-- unlike some people-- doesn't mean I don't ever curse, Bernie. I just keep it to myself most of the time."
Her hand reached back and stroked my cock. "Really? Because it was pretty fucking hot, Max." Bernie's fingers slid up and down my shaft, getting me ready for round two. The way her body arched, presenting those beautiful tits certainly helped matters along, as did the words that came next. "Tell me, baby, how do you want to fuck me? I love that you were so gentle before, even though I know you could break me in half with one hand.
Bernie's eyes glazed over with a lustful fantasy. "And knowing... fuck, Max. Knowing how strong you are. What you could do to me... nnnf." She bit her lip again and closed her eyes; I really wanted to know what she was imagining. "You've been so tender with me, and that's wonderful. I loved it." Then they were open again, and there was a wild, wicked look on her face. "But right now I want you to take me and fuck me the way you really want to."
My hands went to her hips. "Really? Not afraid I'm going to hurt you?"
"Hoping you will, just a little." A squeeze on my cock. "Enough to show me how hard my boyfriend can fuck me when I want him to."
I grinned. "Boyfriend, huh? I like that." I lifted her up off me and said, "Put me back inside, Bern. Show me how much you want this.."
That twinkle in her eyes was dangerous. "And what is 'this,' exactly?"
"Whatever I fucking decide, beautiful. If I want to use you like my own personal fleshlight, you'd never be able to stop me, would you?" Bernie shivered, but it clearly wasn't from fear. She placed my cock at her slick lips without hesitation, then moaned, enraptured, as I started to pull her down.
"Oh god, yes! Fucking use me baby, show me how you--"
The comm devices buried in our respective piles of clothing on the floor started to beep out an alert. From the tone, it was just a minor emergency like a fire or a bank robbery with no capes involved. Bernie hung her head down and sighed, "Fuuuuuuck!" Her hips wiggled as she whined with the frustration of having me half inside but knowing she had to stop. "Goddammit, Max, I'm sorry. I'm on call tonight."
Reluctantly, I pulled her up and off of me. The disappointment was definitely mutual; I could see her weighing whether she could pester someone else to take the call. But then, shaking her head, Bernie rolled out of bed.
She whipped around the room gathering her clothes up and dressing quickly, which for her meant almost instantaneously. "Can we take a raincheck? Or could you stay here until I get back? I'm really sorry, babe, I--"
I wasn't as fast as her, but I was still able to silence her with a kiss before she could finish the sentence. "Give me a minute to dress and I'll go with you. What's the situation?"
Even though I was busy looking for my clothes, I knew she was smiling; it came through loud and clear in her voice. "Yeah? That'd be great!" A couple of beeps as she checked her communicator. "Looks like it's some idiot with shitty black market power armor threatening city hall. We could knock that out quick, then run back here and finish what we started, maybe?"
I was half-dressed and starting to pull my boots on; like I said, not as fast as Bernie but still fast. "How about I take you out to dinner first? Someplace nice for our first date?"
Her smile was brilliant. Happy. As happy as I'd ever seen her. "Really?"
I pulled her into my arms as my cape settled into place. "Absolutely."
Bernie kissed me and sighed with contentment as we hugged one more time. "I'd love that." After a moment more, she reluctantly pulled away and turned to go. But then she looked back over one shoulder with a smirk. "Bet I beat you there."
"Oh yeah? What're the stakes?"
"Loser fucks the winner's brains out." Burnout, sexiest superhero in town, bad girl ex-con, and my loving girlfriend blew me a kiss, then was gone in a blur as I raced to catch up.
But not too hard.
—----------------------------------------
I hope you enjoyed this! It's sort of the Issue #0 (for you comic nerds) of a series of novellas set in this universe that I'm hoping to release commercially. All of them are self-contained stories, but each may reference characters or events from other stories in the same universe. More details to come!
My shoutout today is for my friend and beta reader elizaloo. She's a triple threat: she writes fun, fast-paced, sexy smut; has done some great audios (and will soon be reading a script by yours truly, so stay tuned!); and created some really lovely, affecting poetry. It's the last that I'd like to draw your attention to today, specifically For Her. I don't want to spoil it; the poem is short but very powerful, well worth the couple of minutes it'll take to read.
In the near future, I'm going to be recommending more writers here that I think you'd enjoy, mostly but not entirely folks that don't currently have any/many works in Loving Wives. They're authors that I enjoy and think deserve more attention. If you can suggest anyone that you believe fits the bill, go ahead and send me feedback!
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I was ready for the week to be over. Long meetings, sleepless nights, too many connecting flights, and an oppressive amount of jetlag all added up to one thing: a very tired Kyle. Even when I was a young man, this kind of week would have been exhausting. But at forty-eight? It was making me regret some life choices. Thank God I only had to travel like this occasionally, unlike the bad old days.
When I opened the front door to my home, I'd been hoping to smell dinner all ready to go and maybe to receive a welcoming kiss from Samantha, my wife of nearly twenty-five years.The former was commonplace; the latter only slightly less so. But I found neither awaiting me. Instead, the house was mostly dark, with the only light being in the entryway, along with a dim glow coming from the kitchen doorway.
"Sam?" I called out her name as I hung my coat and arranged my luggage on the floor of the foyer.
"I'm in the kitchen." Her voice sounded strained, as if she was angry or had been crying. When I entered the kitchen and found her sitting at our small breakfast nook, I could clearly see that it was both. My wife's brown eyes were red-rimmed and puffy, but also filled with a furious light. Her normally immaculate chestnut hair was disheveled; her ponytail and the strands that had escaped it put me in mind of a slowly fraying rope.
All of this was indicative of the type of conversation we were about to have, but the final detail cinched it: two manila envelopes on the table in front of her.
"Kyle, we need to talk."
I was too tired to put up with any crap, but this would have to be handled sooner or later. Sliding into the chair opposite her, I wearily said, "Sure. What about?"
Samantha wordlessly pushed one of the envelopes over to me. Inside, I found a selection of photographs. Despite their poor quality, they told quite the story: me dining with a gorgeous blonde woman little more than half my age; the two of us holding hands as we walked down the street; she and I locked in a passionate embrace in front of an apartment door, my hand sliding up under a curve-hugging red minidress to cup her nearly bare ass.
The timestamps printed on the photos then jumped to the next morning, with us saying goodbye as I copped one last feel, squeezing her small, firm tit through the negligee she had worn to see me off. The last shot was of me looking a little regretful as I left, but it was clear that I was disappointed to be leaving, not guilty for what I had done inside.
With a level, almost pleasant voice I inquired, "Where did you get these?"
"What does that matter?" There was no reciprocity in her tone, nothing even approaching congeniality. She was outraged, and I was mildly curious as to which made her most upset: that I had cheated, that my first response was to ask the source of her intel, or that I didn't seem at all perturbed.
With a flick of the wrist, I tossed the evidence of my affair back onto the table. "Well, mostly because they're not very good. Jenna looks way hotter in person, and she likes to leave the blinds partway open when we make love; any decent PI could have--"
"What is wrong with you!?" There were tears mixed in with the rage now.
I shrugged. "I'm cost conscious. Sue me. Oh, wait; you were planning to, right? After all, I assume those are divorce papers in the other envelope."
Sam was starting to sob. "What the fuck, Kyle? Is this a- a fucking joke to you?" I don't think this was the way she intended it to go. It's funny how people can have such different expectations, all based on what facts they do and don't have available to them.
"Oh, no, not at all. I'm sure it's tearing you up. It feels awful, I know." Leaning forward, I favored her with a particularly unpleasant grimace. "It just about killed me back then."
"What?" A small change in her tone; the wind hadn't gone out of her sails yet, but it was starting to shift.
"You know. When you cheated on me. Or at least when I found out about it."
Samantha's face went slack for a moment, glistening streams of salt and water still dripping from it. A new hesitancy followed the sudden realization that what she knew-- or even what she could prove-- didn't matter; it had always been about what I knew. And I knew damn near everything. Well, everything that really mattered, anyways.
My wife stuttered, "I- I- I- "
"'I' what, Sam? 'I didn't cheat?' 'I don't know what you're talking about?' 'I didn't mean anything by it?' 'I'm sorry?' Which 'I' were you going for there? Oh, I know, 'I should never have fucked Ronnie Perkins.' Was that it?"
"You knew?" Her tone was strangled, and I couldn't help but laugh. She sounded betrayed, even more than she had when I first sat down across from her. "Stop laughing at me! You knew!"
Wiping a tear from my eye, I managed to downshift from laughter to a chuckle. "Not at first. Not when you did it. Not for the four months you fucked him, not right after you stopped, not even for another year after that. I'd say you did a good job of hiding it, but you didn't. I just wasn't looking."
Now it was my turn to sound betrayed, as my finger jabbed angrily at her. "Because I trusted you! Because we agreed, we had ALWAYS agreed that the most important thing in a marriage, above fidelity or trust or even love, was honesty. That you can't have any of those unless you always tell each other the truth about the big things, no matter how painful it might be." Sam looked away so quickly that my words might as well have been a slap.
Shaking my head, I continued. "But Matt was a freshman in high school when I found out, and Riley had just turned twelve. I didn't want to ruin their lives."
My laughter then went beyond self-deprecating straight into flat-out disgust. "No, that's not quite right. God, it's gotten so easy to lie to you. I hate that. I hate that I can lie to my wife, and I hate that I can only do it so easily because I know how long she's lied to me.
"The truth is that I didn't want to be a part-time dad, and so I put up with knowing what I knew. I desperately hoped that maybe you'd eventually remember how important honesty was supposed to be in a marriage. Did you even realize how blatantly, openly unhappy I was there for a few months? Or did you even give a shit about me by then?"
She croaked, "I did. I've always loved you--"
"Fuck right off." It was said flatly and without affect. "You don't do that to someone you love, or at least not someone you're in love with."
Her eyes snapped back to me. "I did! I really did! I made a mistake, okay? I was lonely, and he was charismatic and--"
"Yeah, yeah. 'Oh, my husband is away all the time because he's got to work!' 'Oh, I'm sooooo lonely!' 'Oh, it's so boring now that the kids are at school!'"
"Stop mocking me!"
I snorted, "Oh, I'm sorry, was that too contemptuous? How unkind of me. I mean, it's not like you didn't treat me with contempt for a decade, but--"
"I did not!" She was trying to build a head of steam back up. Fuck it; let her rant. I knew who'd already won: neither of us. But I'd have lost a lot less by the time all this was done. "I made a mistake! Yes, I was lonely, and I was bored, and I was unhappy! I shouldn't have cheated, but it wasn't done out of contempt!" Sam's shoulders sagged, the energy animating her seeming to have left once more. "I was weak. I know that. I do, and I'm sorry."
Seeing that she'd at least paused-- and oh, how that disappointed me, how I wanted a fight after all these years and all her lies-- I continued to lay out her failures, trying to draw my wife out of her worthlessly contrite self-pity. "Let's put aside whether the cheating was contemptuous; I say it was, and I'm the wronged party--" With a broad smile, I waved my hand at the photos of my young lover. "--Well, I was then. Maybe not so much now.
"But what about hiding it from me? Not letting me decide what I wanted to do after you cheated on me? Are you saying that was treating me with respect? Really?"
Sam was breathing heavily, whether from fear or anger or panic, I wasn't sure. "It wasn't meant to be disrespectful or even dishonest. I loved you. Please, I did. It wasn't-- I had already fucked up. I didn't want to make it worse and hurt you more. I was never going to do it again, and I did everything I could to make it up to you."
"Except treat me like a fucking adult. Or even--" I laughed. "No, not even like an adult. Just like another person. Like a real human being, someone you respected enough to..." I drummed my fingers on the table. "Do you remember when Riley broke that vase? She was, what, six?"
"Five." Sam rubbed her arm while looking away. She knew where this was going and didn't like it.
"Right. Five. And then she tried to hide it from us. What did she get in the most trouble for? Hiding it, right? And you know what? She wailed and cried and said that wasn't fair, but you told her-- YOU told her-- that good people admit to their mistakes, regardless of the consequences to themselves."
"That's not the same--"
Stepping right on top of my wife's words, batting aside her defense, I continued, "And do you remember how proud we were of her after she got into that fender bender when she was sixteen? Riley had all sorts of outs on that one; it was dark, the streets had been slick, someone could have had their brights on. There were a hundred lies she could have told us and gotten away with it.
"But, no, our daughter remembered the lesson that we-- that you-- taught her and admitted that she'd gotten distracted by her phone. She took her punishment without complaint. I was so proud of her, that she had learned the lessons you taught her. That she did the right thing."
I leaned forward over the table again, pointing accusingly. "But you. You couldn't do it. You couldn't be even as responsible or as honest as a sixteen year old girl."
"It was different! It wasn't just-- It wouldn't have been just me facing the consequences! You would have been hurt, and then the kids could have gotten caught up in it if we couldn't..." She sighed. "If you couldn't forgive me."
"I guess we'll never know. But here are some things I do know." I began to tick them off on my fingers. "One. You say you were bored. But you were the one that wanted to be a stay at home mom even after the kids were in school. That was on you."
"You agreed to that!"
"Only because you wanted to! I would have been fine with-- no, happy with you going back to work! We could have used the money, and I could have cut back at my job! I could have been home!
"Which leads to point two: you were lonely. Join the fucking club! You had the kids, and you had your friends. Hell, your family lived nearby! When I was on the road, I was alone all the damn time. I was so desperately lonely that I wanted to cry some nights. But I still didn't fuck anyone else! I was loyal, and I was faithful. And, on top of that, I was only on the road because of point one: you didn't want to work!"
"That's not--"
"Shut up! I'm not done! I've waited eight fucking years to say my piece, you cheating whore, and you're goddamned well going to listen!" Sam flinched; I'd never called her names before and rarely raised my voice to anyone.
"Point three. Unhappy. You were fucking unhappy? I was working backbreaking hours, my wife was pulling away from me, I barely got to see my kids, and none of that was my choice. I needed to support my family, because I was the only one that was going to! All of this-- ALL of this!-- Is on you wanting to be Suzy Fucking Homemaker. ALL OF IT!"
Samantha looked at the table. "I know that. I was selfish. I was. I didn't-- I should have realized it was hurting you as much as it was me. More, even. But I was... tunnel-visioned. Listening to the wrong people."
"That worthless bitch Jeanie, right?" Sam's idiot friend had been with her since high school. Thrice divorced. All of them somehow not her fault, even though she cheated on at least two of them. Always claimed she'd only ever cheated after everything had fallen apart; Sam never wanted to hear how unlikely that was, though, at least not until Jeanie disappeared from our life shortly after my wife's affair.
Sam nodded unhappily. "She... I met Ronnie through her. She had been seeing him after her last divorce and said he was great. A good listener. That's all she said I needed, another person to listen to me, a male opinion on things. I didn't... I only planned to talk with him."
"Clearly."
"It's true." My wife's voice was small. Weak. Like her. "I... All we did was talk at first. But he convinced me that..." She swallowed. "I don't... you know what I did, it sounds like. I don't want to go into it."
I did know. Not all of the details, but enough that I felt no need to rehash it at that table. Not yet, at least. I'd had most of a decade to plan for some sort of confrontation, and while there were certain variables I couldn't account for, I now knew the general direction we were headed.
"Yeah. I know what you did." I looked away from her. "I just don't know why."
She quietly said, "I told you why."
"No, you told me... You told me what you did, or at least enough of it. You told me how you felt, what led you to that point. But I don't understand..." I hadn't cried over her affair in a long time, but I suddenly felt a lump in my throat. "I don't understand why you didn't come to me. Talk to me. If you had been honest, if you had..."
Even though the weight of the secret I'd borne had finally been lifted, my shoulders slumped. "Such a goddamned waste. I loved you so much; I would have... I don't know. Tried to figure it out. Gone to counseling with you. And after..." A sidelong glance told me Sam was watching me intently. "If you had told me, I can't promise I would have been able to... to forgive. To get through it. But I would have tried. I still loved you then."
The tears fell from her eyes once more. "'Then.' Not now?"
I nodded.
She hissed, "Fuck you."
"Excuse me?"
There was so much pain in her features, so much rage and anguish in the look she gave me. "You cheated, too! You lied, too!"
The fatigue was pressing down on me, but the fight wasn't over. With a quick crack of my neck, I pulled myself back up straight. I could go a few more rounds; I owed us both that much. "Not until after you did."
Sam came out swinging. "And that excuses it?! You could have come to me, too! You knew I'd done it, but you didn't say anything, just went off and banged that blonde bitch--"
A quick verbal counterpunch halted her flurry. "She wasn't the first."
"What?"
"She wasn't the first. Not even the tenth." Sam didn't speak, just stared at me, mouth uselessly flapping; I hadn't landed a knockout, but she was staggering.
I stood and moved to the fridge, then looked over at her. "Beer?" No response. The caps came off of two bottles, and I put one down in front of her, then took a long pull off the other. "I found out a little over a year after you cheated. Well, after you ended the affair, anyways; so I guess about a year and a half after you broke your vows to me.
"Do you remember when we wanted to give your old iPad to Riley?" A small nod, finally, one that belied the sickening realization that must have been creeping up on her. "You hadn't used it in a while, so it was a good 'starter' tablet for her. But it needed to be cleaned off first." I chuckled as understanding bloomed on her face, followed quickly by horror. "Thank God I did that, for all our sakes. I didn't need her learning sex ed from your emails.
"That's when I found out. I had taken the tablet with me when I traveled. It made sense for me to deal with it; you've never been very tech savvy, have you? You didn't know that the emails and the messages would stay on the tablet even after you'd erased them from your phone unless you put the tablet back online after you did it. I had bought you a new one for our anniversary, remember?" She dully nodded once more.
"So, yeah, there were all your emails to him and to Jeanie, and..." I shook my head. "I had at least the outline of the affair. When it started, when it ended, why it ended, all of that. And, once I synced the tablet with your account again-- after I saved all of those incriminating messages off someplace safe-- " Sam winced. "I saw that you'd deleted the evidence of your affair.
"Didn't see any new ones, either, but that didn't necessarily mean anything. You could have just gotten smarter. You'd cheated once; why wouldn't you cheat again? Or maybe you had done it before. Maybe Ronnie wasn't the first one to cuckold me?"
"It was the only time." Her voice was muted; was it pain for herself or for me? For knowing how long I'd lived with the knowledge of what she'd done? I wanted to think it was more the latter, but the most recent evidence told me it was more the former. Or maybe it was a mix of both. I didn't think Sam was truly evil, just weak, spoiled, and dishonest.
"I know that now. By the time..." I sighed. "By the time I found out, we were doing better financially. Not so good that I could hire a detective then, but enough that I could be home a bit more often if I chose; I was going to surprise you with that after the trip where I found out." I looked away. "But once I learned what you'd done, that was the last thing I wanted. I'd gotten used to not being around the kids by then; I hated that, but I had. And I knew that I wanted as little to do with you as possible, so I was able to prioritize them when I was home."
I pursed my lips, trying to fight the lump forming in my throat again. "I was a mess pretty much that whole trip. Any time I wasn't working, I was either crying or drinking. Or drinking and crying. It's a miracle I didn't lose those clients." A sneer appeared. "But, hell, I traveled more than just about anyone else on my team. I was the best fucking salesman there. And all it cost me was my marriage. Didn't have to, but that's what you wanted."
"I didn't want it!" She angrily sobbed, "I wanted you home! I wanted you with us, with me!"
"But not enough to do anything productive about it. Not enough to tell me how unhappy you were, that you were so miserable you were willing to spread your legs for the first sympathetic ear with a dick attached to it. Not enough to get a job yourself."
She started to speak, but I waved her words away. "It doesn't matter. What happened happened. You can't fix it, and I don't want to hear your excuses. This is about me now, Sam. What I did. What I did, because of what you did.
"You fucked another man. Not once, not as a drunken mistake. No from what I can tell, you fucked him at least thirty times in four months. Wait, no. That was the number of times you were with him; I have no idea how many times you two actually fucked. Fifty? A hundred? More?"
I shook my head. "Doesn't matter. You did it, you did it willingly, and you did it repeatedly. I knew I couldn't be around you any more than I had to. That's why there was a sudden flurry of trips there for a bit, when I had been trying to get out of them before. Remember that?
"'Oh, just a little bit more, and then I'll be able to be home more often.' It was true, in its way. Not because it was going to secure my position; I'd already done that. It was so that I could have time to plan and then, for a while, to stomach being around you."
The condensation from my beer was making a ring on the table; I probably should have used a coaster, but I couldn't give a fuck what happened to it. Not like it was going to be mine anymore. "First, I tried to figure out if there was some way I could stay with you, some way I could approach you with the evidence, but I couldn't see a way to. You had lied to me all that time, and getting you to confess wasn't the same thing as you confessing on your own.



"So then I thought about divorce." I gestured at the unopened envelope. "Just like you did. I think it took me longer than you, though. I wonder why that is?" Shaking my head again, I continued, "Regardless, I looked into it, and the best case scenario was me living in a shitty little apartment, seeing the kids every other weekend, and giving you money to go fuck whoever you wanted."
"I'm not a slut! I made a mistake!" Samantha finally found her voice. She needn't have bothered; I was going to tell my story now. I'd already known hers for longer than I'd liked. She'd finally get to hear mine.
"I don't care." That shut her up again. "Whether you were a slut or not, as soon as you were single, you'd have needed to get a job to supplement your income, and within, what, six months? A year, tops, you would have found a new guy, probably where you worked. You're still attractive now, but you were beautiful then. So I'd pay a bunch of money to not see my kids, finance you fucking another guy, and be miserable by myself. That was a no-go.
"We've already established you don't know shit about electronics. I took a look at the cloud backups for your devices; I'd set them up for you, and I doubt you even knew they existed. I didn't find any evidence of an earlier or later affair. Then, it was trivial to get keyloggers and trackers on all of your shit. Hell, I don't think you even know how to turn off Find My Phone. And, as far as I could tell, you never cheated on me again."
"Of course I didn't! I felt so guilty about it!"
I rolled my eyes. "And how would I know that? For fuck's sake, Sam, I even had the kids tested to see if they were even mine! They look so much like you that I couldn't even be sure of that, once I knew you'd cheated!"
The mother of my children looked appalled and outraged; that made me feel good. Not so much because I wanted her to feel bad-- although, in the moment, that certainly was a nice benefit-- but because her reaction seemed genuine. That look told me that she'd loved me once. That kind of pain, the understanding that someone you love could think such horrible things about you, is hard to fake.
"Do you get it now? Do you get how badly you hurt me? I know that you think you understand how badly it hurts, with your fistful of pictures, but you don't have the first fucking clue.
"I was stuck with a woman who had cheated on me, who lied to me, who I no longer trusted. My life was tied to hers, at least if I wanted to live a good one. And I was going to have to hide my anger and my outrage and my sorrow. I was boxed in. I had to lie to everyone because of what you did.
"And the worst part? I still loved you. If I didn't, it would have been easy. I could have treated you like that one manager I detested or some other irritant that I needed to put up with. But I had to choke down my anger and find a way to go on knowing the woman I loved more than anyone else in the world had stabbed me in the back. So that's what I did: I found a way to cope."
She sneered, "By fucking other women? You goddamned hypocrite."
"Not at first, no." My bottle was empty. I considered getting another beer, but I knew I'd probably be driving soon and settled for a soda instead. Sam hadn't touched hers. "At first, I tried to find ways to channel my rage into productive things. My sales went up; I thought of every extra dollar I earned as a chance at freedom from you. But at night, I was still alone with my thoughts. Drinking wasn't a long-term solution. But you know what nearly every hotel has? A gym."
Sam's eyebrows knit together. "Is that why you got in shape? I thought you wanted to--"
"Yeah, I know what you thought. I told you a lot of bullshit." I sighed. "Okay, not all of it was. I did want to be in better shape so I could keep up with the kids. But mostly I needed something to do with my anger. And I had a lot of anger."
"I'm sorry. I wish I'd known that..." Samantha reached for my hand, her expression compassionate. I recoiled from my wife's touch as if it were a snake. The time for loving reconciliation was past. She'd made sure of that.
"Don't." Sam's hand hovered over the tabletop, weighing whether she should press on. Something in my eyes or my body language told her what a bad idea that would be. I'd never have hurt her, but I sure as hell would have gotten up and walked out.
As my wife folded her arms around herself in a hug, I continued my story. "No, I didn't set out to cheat on you. It didn't even occur to me until maybe five, six months later. I wasn't traveling as much then, you remember? But I was still so unhappy. It was on one of those later trips I spent the first night with another woman since you and I married."
"You cheated. Call it what it is."
"I didn't cheat. Cheating would indicate that I'd broken the rules of our marriage." I tipped the neck of my soda bottle at her. "You'd already done that. You'd cheated. You'd lied to me. You'd hidden things. As far as I was concerned-- am concerned-- that meant they were no longer rules I had to obey, either."
"Bullshit."
"I don't care what you think. I did what I had to stay sane, to stay with my kids, and to try to claw back some small measure of self-respect that you and that fuckboy stole from me." A deep breath in and out through my nose. "But, hell, this is probably the last real conversation we're going to have, so I'll play along.
"If our roles were reversed, if I had cheated, if I had lied, if I had hidden things, and-- key here-- if you knew, but revealing that you knew meant that you'd have to live in poverty without the kids, what would you have done? Would you have felt even slightly guilty if you got a chance to turn the tables?" She opened her mouth to speak.
"Don't even try to fucking lie to me any more. You didn't even feel guilty enough to confess what you did. Shit, you didn't even try to make my life easier by offering to get a job after you cheated; half the emails between you and Jeanie before you cut her off were about how to make sure you didn't get divorced so you didn't lose the cushy life with me."
"No! How I didn't lose you! Not the life we had, not the house, but you and the kids!"
I regarded her coolly. Even now, she couldn't be honest. Whether with me or herself or both, I'd never know. "Whatever you need to tell yourself to get through the day."
Another sip to marshal my thoughts. "Anyways. The first woman. I'm not going to mention names if I don't have to; you know Jenna, but I don't want you going off on some misguided attempt to fuck up other peoples' lives.
"The first one-- we'll call her Anna-- was someone I worked with at another office. She had been cheated on by her husband, so I confided in her. And on one trip, I did more than confide in her; she suggested I needed a sportfuck to get my masculine mojo back. Or, you know, whatever. She was right, too.
"After that first time, I felt guilty, but not as much as maybe I should have. Was that what it was like for you, too? Never mind. Rhetorical question.
"Anna and I spent a few more nights together that week, but neither of us wanted it to turn into something serious; she was newly divorced, and the whole point of it for me was to deal with things well enough to stay with you until the kids were grown. We parted ways, occasionally hooked up again later when the mood struck, but mostly just stayed friends.
"And then I was able to come home to you. Really come home. I still detested what you'd done, but now I had my own secrets and my own lies." A wry grin for my also-duplicitous spouse. "It's exhilarating, isn't it? Knowing something your 'better half' doesn't?"
"I NEVER looked at it like that! It was always--"
I started to quote a particularly memorable email. "'Ronnie, I feel so dirty keeping it from Kyle. It makes me so hot. I love him, but--'"
"Stop it! I didn't-- I already said it was a mistake! I..." She sighed. "I didn't feel that way afterwards. I felt... just dirty. Actually dirty. Not hot. Guilty."
"But not guilty enough, yeah? Not enough to actually come clean. You had your affair, and it was great and hot and the only reason you ended it was not because you felt guilty, but because he got too demanding.
"And even now, you're trying to trickle truth me." I chuckled. "But that's you all over, isn't it? I've slept with a dozen women, I've kept an affair going for two years, and I still, STILL treated you and our family with more respect than you treated me."
Her mouth hung open, then she croaked, "Two years?" Man, her PI sucked.
"Until recently, I did everything I could to keep them hidden from you; they were all out of town, all short term. Always used a condom, unlike you and that asshole. Never took time away from you or our family. You can't claim that, can you?
"You postponed our anniversary dinner. One time, you were so late to pick the kids up from their afterschool program that they called me while I was out of town. And later, I found out in each case, it was so you could fuck your boyfriend.
"And then I looked at our finances from back then and found out you were pulling out cash occasionally. Why was that, Sam? Why were you doing that when I was killing myself to provide for us?" She was silent. Sullen. "That's what I thought."
I snatched up the other envelope; Sam tried to stop me but was too slow. "Don't--!"
She looked away as I leafed through the pages, hiding her head in the sand once again, hoping the issue would go away if she just didn't acknowledge it. "Jesus, Sam. You must have really hated me. This is... Wow, 70/30? You get the house? That much alimony? Shoot for the stars, I guess."
"You've been cheating on me with that bitch for two years!"
I shrugged. "You didn't know that." The thick sheaf landed on the table with a thud. "You're not going to get anything like this much. I have evidence of your affair, too. Better evidence than you have, for that matter. What have you really got? Some pictures that imply sex without confirming it? And this is a no-fault state anyways."
"I just... it hurt so bad when I found out about her. What you did. I wanted to hurt you, too."
"Yeah, I get that." She bowed her head. "I wanted to do the same at first. I did lash out here and there over the years. I told Ronnie's wife what he and you had done, for example. He was a serial cheater. Abuser, too." God, I hadn't smoked in years, but I wished I had a cigarette for this. "That's why he's dead now."
"What?" Sam's eyes went wide, and her expression was tinged with fear.
"Relax. I didn't kill him; you're not worth going to jail for. He had a heart attack, according to his wife, while fucking yet another married woman. Strange that someone so young would die like that, especially since his wife was a nurse.
"But then, maybe that's precisely why he did die so young. Drug contraindications are a bitch. I didn't ask the former Mrs. Jenkins, though; we were too busy engaging in other activities." She looked at me with horror once more, but I merely smiled sweetly and took a drink.
"Anyways. Eventually, all I wanted was for you to tell me the truth. I wanted to believe that you were still the same person that had taught our daughter about honesty. I wanted you to be the woman that I'd fallen in love with.
"I did my best to be loving to you. To be warm. Do you remember? I was still hurting, but I tried to put it aside. Tried to understand from your emails why you did what you did. And, once I was... able to deal with the hurt in my own way, I tried to find a way back to us. I gave you so many opportunities to confess, so many chances to come clean.
"Do you remember when we were in bed that one night after... what were their names? That one celeb couple that broke up because one of them cheated. And I told you that if you ever cheated on me, that I'd prefer to find out from you than any other way. I could see you mulling it over, and then you told me--"
Her voice was hollow. "-- 'I'd never cheat on you, because I love you too much.'"
"Yeah." I looked away. "When I traveled next, that was the second time I cheated."
She didn't retort. Didn't scream, 'so you're saying it's my fault?!' It was clear: that was exactly what I was saying. She cheated, and she lied, and she betrayed not just me, but the core value we both had claimed was the most important in a marriage.
Every time I'd given her a chance to, prompted her to, all but begged her to, she just dug herself in deeper. And I'd go and cheat afterwards. It was a stupid, self-destructive coping mechanism, but it was the one I had.
I tapped the envelope that contained the pictures. "This was your last chance. I didn't suddenly turn stupid; Jenna and I could have hidden this from you indefinitely. I wanted you to find out. I hoped..." A tear slid down my cheek; I guess I wasn't entirely done crying about the destruction of our marriage. "I hoped that you'd find out, and you'd confront me, but that you'd confess what you'd done. Try to find a way back with me."
Then I tapped the other envelope. "But when I saw this? I knew we were over. I tried so hard to stay in love with you, right until I saw this envelope. I knew then that either you never were the woman I thought I'd married, or you'd changed somewhere along the way. Either way, that woman was gone, and she was never coming back."
Her mouth opened, then closed again. Samantha didn't say anything. She couldn't deny it; she'd not only gotten documents drawn up, but they would have been ruinous if any judge wouldn't have simply laughed them out of court. And when she was confronted, she still lied.
Lying had become second nature to her; to me, too, I suppose. I lied to myself about who my wife was right until the end.
Sam watched me as I stood. "I'll be back to get some more of my stuff later. My lawyer will be in touch; the settlement will be fair. I don't want to put you in the poorhouse, Sam. You were a good wife for fifteen years, and you're still a great mom. I don't hate you anymore; I did for a while, but..." I sighed. "Now, I'm just sad."
She nodded, unspeaking. Leaning over, I kissed the top of her head one last time. "Goodbye, beautiful. I wish things could have been different." And then I was gone, with the sound of sobs trailing behind me as I closed the door to what had once been my home.
After that, I just drove for a while. I knew where I was going, but I needed to be by myself for a little while first. I needed to grieve by myself. Eventually, though, I rung the woman who I'd always been able to rely on.
It was funny; our relationship had started out so innocently, with me mentoring Jenna four years before. She was just barely out of college, with an MBA so new the ink was still wet and ambition that would put the captains of industry to shame. We met at a networking event, and I could easily see she was going places.
I didn't view her in a sexual way at first; well, no more than I would any other young, beautiful woman. Less, perhaps; I liked our friendship as just that: friendship. Jenna was grateful for my guidance, and I was proud of her accomplishments.
We eventually became close enough that I confided in her one night when we were having dinner; she had wanted to talk to me about a new contract she was looking at, but I was distracted. Sam had once again failed to confess when given an easy out, and I was brooding. When I told Jenna my story, she listened and consoled me. It felt good to have someone I could share the secret with. The secret, and more.
I had never had an emotional affair before; the closest had been the first one-- the one I'd called Anna when speaking about her to Sam-- but even that fell short. She offered a friendly shoulder to cry on sometimes and a very willing sexual partner at others; there was no serious emotional involvement there.
Jenna was different. We had been friends for a while, for one. Lived in the same town as me, too. She and I could and did meet up more frequently, but I only ever meant to be friends with her, never sexual partners.
That changed after her fiancé left her. We didn't become intimate then, but after she'd healed for a few months, Jenna and I shared a few drinks and then a bed. We turned out to be compatible in just about every way.
Regardless, I still had one child living at home then, and I hadn't entirely given up hope that Sam might confess after it was just the two of us living in an empty nest. Beyond that, Jenna was young enough that leaving my wife for her would certainly cause tongues to wag. So we just kept it casual; we were something more than friends, something less than full-time lovers.
I obviously wasn't exclusive with her, and I didn't expect her to be with me. We simply agreed that she would let me know if she was otherwise occupied. No details were necessary. I was certain that she would find a young man to marry before too long.
But Jenna never did. Instead, we continued our arrangement, and when it became clear that there was only one chance of Samantha confessing-- by making my infidelities so blatant that a blind woman could see them-- Jenna was entirely on board with her role in my scheme. Hell, she did just about everything she could to make it clear that we were engaged in an affair short of pinning her soiled panties to Sam's pillow with a note saying "I'm fucking your husband."
Remembering her threat to do just that brought a smile to my face. Hell, Jenna brought a smile to my face in general. I doubted that our affair would end simply because it had ceased to be adulterous, but eventually some guy her age was going to snap her up. She deserved that kind of happiness, but in the meantime I was going to enjoy her company as much as I could.
She picked up on the third ring. "Jenna's apartment, homewrecking tramp speaking."
I snorted. "Mission accomplished there. She found out."
"Really? Fucking amazing. Only took her six months."
Quietly, I said, "She was waiting for me with divorce papers."
Her tone had changed from playful to sympathetic. "Oh, Kyle, babe. How are you?"
"Ah, kind of shit, actually. Are you busy tonight?"
"No, not at all. Come over?"
"Thanks."
When I showed up at her front door, suitcases in hand, Jenna pulled me into a big hug, then led me inside and held my hands while I told her everything that transpired. When I was finished, she said, "I'm so sorry, babe. I mean--" She sighed. "I'm sorry that she hurt you, and that she couldn't just tell you the truth. But... Look, I'm going to be honest, okay? I'm glad you're divorcing her."
"Yeah?"
"Yeah." Jenna kissed me, a gentle, sweet kiss. "I'm glad it's settled. Now you know. And..." She bit her lip. "Now you're free to, you know, move on." Her hand stroked my cheek. "Maybe... maybe with me?"
"What? Seriously? Jenna, I'm almost twice your age and--"
Another kiss, a more forceful one. "But you're not twice my age. Not quite. Older? Yeah. But I'm a grown woman, Kyle. And I know what I want and who I want."
I scoffed, "Jenna, come on. I know you've got young guys queueing up to--"
"I haven't seen anyone besides you in almost a year, Kyle. I haven't needed anyone else, or wanted them, for that matter." She straddled me suddenly, her firm body pressed against mine. "I'm not asking you to decide tonight, babe. Take whatever time you need. I've been waiting for you for a year; I'll wait longer if I have to."
Looking up into those gorgeous blue eyes, I couldn't help but ask, "Why didn't you say something?"
Her lips brushed against mine. "Because I didn't want to make you decide between me and her. You'd been trying to get her to admit the truth for years; I was pretty sure she wasn't going to, so I decided to wait. If she did miraculously confess, I didn't want you to feel guilty about me. And if she didn't..." She kissed my neck, and I felt myself begin to stir. With a chuckle, she said, "Well, I figured I'd get first crack at you."



"Jenna..."
"Shh, baby. I'm in no hurry. I'm happy with how we are now. I want more, but we can move as fast or as slow as you want; I'll be here, okay?" She pulled back to gaze into my eyes once more. "I'll be yours when you're ready. As long as you'll be mine, too."
I opened my mouth to object again. But then I thought, 'Why am I fighting this?' Jenna was great. Yeah, there was the age difference, but she wasn't some kid straight out of college; she was closer to thirty than twenty-five. And she and I were more in sync, in terms of personality, goals, and attitudes than Sam and I ever had been.
As I studied Jenna's face, I found myself looking at her anew; not as my mentee, or my friend, or my lover, but as all those things and more. She hadn't explicitly said the "L" word, but in all of her actions, in all of the long conversations and rushed lunches and evenings spent with her both in bed and out, love was there. I thought of all of the times we'd spent together and of all the time I wished I hadn't wasted trying to save a dead marriage.
This was the beginning of my second act, and Jenna would be my leading lady.
"I want that, too."
Her eyes lit up. "Really?!" A kiss answered her query, a long, slow kiss between two lovers that might become something more permanent. That would, when the time was right, after all the wreckage was cleared.
But then the kiss morphed into something more familiar, a passionate embrace between two people who knew each other's bodies intimately but never tired of exploring them. Jenna disengaged long enough to stand and take my hand, eagerly leading me to her bedroom. Our bedroom? We'd have to talk about that eventually.
I hadn't been with her in weeks, and we both keenly felt our shared, pent-up desire. More than that, though, we needed to reaffirm everything that we'd just said, and nothing would slow us down in doing so. By the time we were done undressing each other, our clothes were absolutely demolished, with buttons popped off and seams torn; neither of us cared.
My beautiful young lover knelt before me, taking my cock in her mouth as she'd done so many times before, kissing and licking and sucking at it insistently. My hand snaked into her hair, directing her, but not controlling her; sometimes she preferred the latter, but not right then. She wanted to be in control, at least for a little while. As her head bobbed up and down, I found no reason to argue.
After only a very short time, I knew I wasn't going to be able to hold out much longer. "Jenna, wait, I'm gonna cum if you don't--" With a wicked chuckle, she suddenly took me all the way into her mouth, into her throat, as her hands clutched at my ass to keep me exactly where she wanted me. "Oh! Oh fuck!" My balls tightened, and I dumped what felt like gallons of cum into my gorgeous lover's stomach; when it was over, she pulled back and licked her lips seductively.
"I'm sorry, lover. Was I supposed to stop?" Her hand was stroking my half-hard dick, and the way she purred her faux apology made it twitch.
"Get on the bed. Now." My voice was stern, but we both knew it was all part of the game we played, one which she reveled in.
Jenna climbed on, crawling on hands and knees, ass raised in the air as she looked over her shoulder with a pout. "Was I a bad girl? Am I going to be punished?" She yelped as my hand smacked a round, firm cheek, then giggled, "Oh no! I'm sooooo sorry, Kyle." Another slap brought another yelp, chased by a little happy noise. More smacks followed, until her pretty little ass was red with handprints, and she was panting with need. "Oh-- Oh god, babe, please!"
I kissed each of her lovely bright red cheeks in turn, then took a brief moment to taste her dripping snatch. Jenna gasped at that, driving herself back into my face, then whimpering when I pulled away. Gently rolling her onto her back, I teased, "Are you going to be my good girl from now on?" An enthusiastic nod from my lover put a smile on my face.
I was fully hard again, but I wanted to give Jenna as much pleasure as she'd given me before; more, actually. I considered going down on her, but I hadn't shaved since early in the morning, and stubble burn is no fun. Instead, I laid next to her and traced my fingers down her body, from neck to breasts to stomach, until I paused at her mound.
She shivered as I traced little shapes, not quite reaching her labia. And then, when my good girl started to whine in frustration, my hand moved just a hair lower, and she was shivering and whining for an entirely different reason. Jenna's hand gripped mine as its digits penetrated her. My beautiful blonde lover moaned and begged, "Please, oh god, please Kyle, I'm your good girl, please, baby, make me cum, please!" She was gorgeous. Desperate. Mine.
Jenna's whines and moans made a slow transition to a low, keening wail. Her eyes locked on mine; yes, there was unquestionably love in them. How long had it been there? How long had I not noticed, not returned that desperate yearning to voice the connection we both shared? Too long.
No longer.
"I love you, Jenna. Cum for me, good girl."
A sudden paralysis came over Jenna. All motion ceased. Her eyes grew moist, her breath caught, and then my love came as hard as I'd ever seen her. Both her hands clutched mine, holding me to her, inside her, as climax took control of her body. "Ah- ah- ah- Ah, god! I love you, Kyle! I love you so much!"
She trembled and gasped as I held her close, once again watching her as she watched me. Her head turned towards me, and tears trickled onto the pillow. "D- did you mean it? Really?"
"Yes, Jenna. Yes, I did. I don't know--" I sighed. "I don't know what's going to happen next, with me, my life, my kids, hell, even where I'm going to be living--"
"Here. I vote here."
" -- But whatever does happen, I want you by my side. You've already been there, and I want-- no, I need to... To honor that. To be honest about what it's meant to me, what it means to me. What you mean to me." I kissed her softly. "I love you, Jenna. That's the honest truth."
We lay together for a while, comfortable in the warmth of each other's embrace. In other circumstances, perhaps we would have stayed that way. But I was still hard, and Jenna wanted more than just my fingers. Stroking my face with one hand, she softly asked, "Make love to me?" I reached for the bedside drawer but heard, "No condoms, please. Not anymore. I want to feel you, all of you." Jenna was on the pill, and I knew I was clean; if she had told the truth-- and I was certain she had-- she would be, too.
When I entered her, it was both familiar and new. The tightness, the heat, the way she held me close as we made love, all of these things I knew. But to feel her completely, the velvet texture and the wetness, to have my skin on hers, to hold nothing back from each other? It took us to a whole new level.
As our motions grew more urgent, more frenzied, as they shifted from gentle lovemaking to the headlong rush of need and desire, we found ourselves changed as well. No longer did Jenna need to fear marking me, and when she came with another of her loud, low wails, she claimed her territory with scratches on my back and love bites on my neck. I was hers now, hers and hers alone, and she would leave no doubt of that.
Before long, I marked my claim on her as well. My thrusts became staccato, shorter and harder as I approached the edge. Jenna whispered wickedly into my ear, "More baby, yes, faster, harder, I want it, I want to feel all of it, cum, Kyle, please, cum!." Her urging drove me over the edge. I was lost in my love and my lust for the incredible woman beneath me, happily giving her everything she begged for. "Yes, baby, cum inside me. I'm your good girl, yours, fill me up, fill-- Ah! Yes! Yes! So-- God, it's so hot, Kyle! I love it! I love you!"
I was breathing hard. We both were. Every bit of our lovemaking had been exhilarating, both the physical and the emotional. But now, with the more intense sensations fading, I felt the mild sting of Jenna's markings on my back. "I think you drew blood."
"Oh, no!" She pouted. "Was I a bad girl? Are you going to have to punish me again?" I narrowed my eyes, but there was a smile on my lips. Yes. Yes, I was. But not until a bit later; I wasn't a young man anymore, even if she made me feel like one.
Her bedroom did become our bedroom, at least for a few weeks. Eventually, we both agreed that it made more sense for us to live separately until things were sorted. Jenna and I were still in each other's beds almost every night, but having separate addresses until the messiest parts of the divorce were done was the smartest choice. And, my oh my, were there a lot of messy parts.
First, the kids. They were not thrilled, at all, with either Sam or myself. Their mom had talked to them first, and while she didn't completely blame me for the split, she was... let's say "selective" with the information she provided. I got an earful from both Matt and Riley. But my kids calmed down a bit-- towards me, at least-- when I gave them all the necessary context, albeit each for different reasons.
Matt had a kid on the way, and he understood why I stayed as long as I did, especially once I explained what the fallout would have been. When he learned that divorce would have meant almost never seeing him or Riley, along with how close we were to poverty even without trying to keep up two households, he started to understand. And when I explained to him the impotent rage and crushing sadness my grudging acceptance had engendered, he became even more sympathetic. Matt still wasn't happy, but he was accepting.
Riley was flat out pissed once she learned the truth. She had really taken the lessons about honesty and accountability that we'd try to impart to heart, and finding out everything her mom had done turned her against Samantha in a big way. That wasn't what I intended-- I didn't want their relationships with either of us harmed, if only for the kids' benefit-- but it sure beat having her mad at me. She still was, to an extent, but my daughter placed the bulk of the blame for our divorce squarely on my wife's shoulders.
Next was the divorce itself. When the division of assets started, it seemed like things would be amicable, but that didn't last long. Sam fought to keep the house; I offered to have her buy me out, but she couldn't afford that. After she let that go, Samantha argued for more alimony. And then the disputes were about division of property. Retirement. On and on it went. She wasted so much money on our lawyers and still got basically the same split that I had originally offered. Now, though, her cut was going to be smaller, because the whole pie was smaller.
Jenna's place in my life proved to be less of an issue than I had expected. Neither Matt nor Riley were happy that I was with someone not much older than them, but that wasn't the main bone of contention. Their mom had tried to convince them early on that Jenna stole me from my wife. Even after I convinced them that wasn't true, it stuck around on a subconscious level. It wasn't until our wedding-- and especially the fact that we had an ironclad pre-nup, at Jenna's insistence-- that they finally accepted her as my partner.
Yes, our wedding. Once the division of assets was done-- almost a fucking year later, thanks to my ex-wife's desperate attempts to keep a lifestyle she'd grown accustomed to-- I bought a smaller house, and Jenna moved in with me. It was bliss. It honestly never really stopped being bliss, and within a year we were married.
Oh, like any couple, we had our issues. Some of them were the standard ones, like division of chores between two hardworking people that were very tired at the end of the day. Some were unique to a relationship with a significant age gap. But, when it came down to it, we were committed to each other and to our future. And to our kids.
Jenna was originally the one that wanted kids. My wife could be quite persuasive when she wanted to be; she was in her early thirties, and I was in my early fifties, but she argued that I was as healthy as a horse. I had to admit, after playing with my grandchildren I found myself missing the pitter patter of little feet around the house. Jenna went off the pill a few years after we were married; I got the snip after Dylan and Zoe were born. Twins. Yeah, we didn't sleep much for a while.
It was kind of surreal to see my grandchildren and my two youngest children grow up together. I did wish I was able to be just a little bit more active for them. Healthy is one thing; young is another. But we were a happy family, and that's what mattered most.
Samantha was surprisingly sanguine the first time we found ourselves together at an event after I married Jenna. It was Riley's wedding; our daughter was marrying a great guy, and we were both pleased as punch with her fiancé. Sam had finally accepted her role in the failure of our marriage, and with the passage of time, our feelings towards each other were mostly fondness for the people we'd been when we were younger and appreciation for each other as parents. We even danced together while Jenna chatted with my ex-wife's date.
Sam smiled up at me. "You seem really happy, Kyle."
"I am. Very much so."
A hint of sadness made its way into her eyes. "Happier than you were with me." It wasn't a question.
A sympathetic smile was all I had to cushion the blow. "By the end, yeah."
"I really messed everything up, didn't I?"
"We both made mistakes, Sam. I could have handled things better, too. I was so stuck on you confessing on your own. Maybe if... " I shook my head. "I don't know. It doesn't matter now."
"No, I suppose not. But still..." She wiped away a solitary tear. "I'm glad we had the time together that we did. I'll always cherish it."
"I will, too. And we have some great kids, too."
Samantha's grin was broad and brilliant. For just a moment, I saw a glimpse of the woman I'd loved so much. That woman, the young wife and mother that I'd adored, would always have a little piece of my heart. "Yeah, we do. We really do."
The music ended. My first real love stood on tiptoe and kissed my cheek, then walked arm in arm with me back to my greatest love. As I took Jenna's hand to lead her to the dancefloor, my ex-wife said, "I'm very happy for you both."
She might have been telling the truth; she might not. It didn't matter, because as my wife and I danced a slow dance, staring into each other's eyes, I could honestly say that I had never been happier.
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"This isn't Tex-Mex. This is a war crime."
Emma giggled at my complaint. "It's not that bad."
"It is! I mean, the food's not bad, but it sure as hell isn't Tex-Mex. Neither Texas nor Mexico would claim it, and certainly not both together."
We were, as was often the case, sitting in my hotel room, eating room service after a long day of work. "Often" might not be the right word, though. We'd only been together for a month, but I'd been on crunch for the first three weeks of that, with only Sundays off. Can anything that's only happened for a month be considered "often?"
Regardless, pretty much every weeknight I'd opened the door to my hotel room and found my gorgeous girlfriend lying on the bed with a room service menu in hand or, occasionally, takeout at the ready. We'd gone through most of the offerings from the hotel's dining room, but tonight, I'd finally decided to take the plunge and try their attempt at fajitas. "Attempt" was being generous.
"You've still eaten half the plate." Emma was sitting comfortably in a robe as we ate, as was I. Her hair was still damp, while mine was pretty much nonexistent after having shaved it down again a few days previous. This was another part of our semi-ritual. I'd come in, we'd make out for a little bit as we were deciding what to eat, we'd place the order, and then we'd shower together while we waited. Sometimes we made love under the spray, but almost as often we just cuddled and kissed. It was a blissful way to end the day.
That was the perfect word for the time I spent with Emma. "Blissful." It was easy to chalk that up to it being our honeymoon period, but that wasn't all of it. We were, for all intents and purposes, living together. Even in that small space-- no bigger than a studio apartment-- we never got on each other's nerves. On the weekends, we got out and spent our time either touring the city or hanging out with her friends.
We both had stressful days here and there, but that stress was always reduced when we were in each other's presence. There were worries about our relationship from time to time-- mostly about its rapidly approaching expiration date-- but we never fought, or even really argued; instead, we discussed our fears and comforted each other. I had never felt as content in my life as I was with Emma.
"I'm hungry! And it's not bad, like I said, just... wrong. The spices are wrong. The onions are underdone. The guacamole is--" A napkin landed on my head; I pulled it off to see Emma had leaned forward slightly with a smirk on her face. Her robe had fallen away just a bit, hinting at the lovely body underneath.
"Are you done? Because I don't know about you, but I'm not here for the cuisine. The food's just a way to keep my strength up."
"... You know, that's a good point."
Her eyes sparkled. "Mmm, smart man. Now eat up; I want to ask you something while you finish."
"A good something?"
Emma's smile was real, but also maybe a bit melancholy. "I think so. Or at least an interesting one." I took a bite and chewed as she spoke. "We've talked before about the things we have and haven't done in bed, the stuff we like, the stuff we want to do, all of that, yeah? Well, it's about that."
"Mmrf?"
She laughed, "Don't speak with your mouth full, you savage. It's about..." Emma looked down for a moment. "It's about what we haven't done. Either of us. I want to... when... if this is over, if that happens, I know that I'll always remember it. You. Us." She shook her head. "You know what I mean."
"Yeah. I could never forget being with you, Emma. But we still have another month to figure out--"
"I know, I know. We do. And..." Another dazzling smile. "I love you. I hope we can make it work. I know we said we weren't going to talk about this more until... well, until closer to the end, til you're supposed to leave, but I just want to say it now: I want this to be... more. More than just two months."
I let out a breath I hadn't known I was holding. "Thank God." She smiled again as I reached out to touch her face, my palm caressing her cheek. "Thank God, Emma. That's what I want, too. I just didn't... Like you said, we'd agreed to focus on now. But I want that, too."
Her hand grabbed mine as she pressed her face into it. "Good." A sillier, happier smile then, a broad grin like a kid that had gotten exactly the present she wanted on Christmas. "Yay!" Emma kissed my hand and took it from her cheek, holding it in both of hers. "But... Look, as much as we both want it, it may not happen.
"You have a life in Dallas-- even if you say it's not much of one, you do-- and I have one here, and there's all the logistics that might get in the way, too: jobs, immigration, families, all of that stuff. If... If we can't figure out a way past that, I still want to have something that's memorable for us. Something that we give each other. A first, for both of us."
I raised an eyebrow. "Like... what? A tattoo?"
"Hah! No, nothing that extreme. Although..." She looked up and to the side. "Maybe?" Back to my face, a playful smile on hers. "No, I suppose not. There's something I've wanted to try, but I never found the right guy to try it with."
Her finger traced patterns on my hand as she looked down at it. "Someone who's sweet and loving. Who can be tender or firm, depending on what I want from him. Who cares about what I want more than what he wants from me. Who loves me fearlessly." Her eyes drifted back up to mine. "Who fucks me senseless and makes love to me like I'm the only woman in the world."
Her smile was full of promise, but also tinged with what seemed like a little apprehension. "I've got a certain amount of experience. I don't regret that. You do, too, and I know it's part of what made you the man I love." She laughed, "The man that loves me so well, too. But I don't have a ton of firsts that I haven't... given to someone. There are some I wish I hadn't given at all. But for you? God, if I could, I'd relive them all with you. I'd go back and have you be every one of my firsts if I could."
My mouth hung open for a moment, then I said, "I... Thank you, Emma. I feel the same way. The time before I met you... it wasn't wasted; but I wish it could have been spent with you instead."
Her manner changed just a little, a tiny shift from the contemplative to the seductive. "So we don't have that many more firsts, you and I, of things we both want." She chuckled. "I mean, I'll try just about anything you want, even if it's not something I'm into. If we have enough time together, I'll be every fantasy you want me to be--"
"You already are."
The way she bit her lower lip made me want to launch myself across the table. "Mmm, you are too, cowboy. But I want to share one particular first with you tonight." Her hand brought mine back to her lips, and she gave it a long, slow kiss, before purring, "So what do you say, cowboy? Want to share a first with me?"
My mouth was dry. "Yes."
A tiny smirk. "Do you know which first I want with you? To give you?"
Oh my God. I nodded slightly. "I think so."
The smirk was joined by an evil little chuckle. "Oh, Jay. Where's that bravery I saw the day we met? Tell me what your guess is."
I swallowed. Who dares wins, right? "Your ass."
Emma's eyes went wide, and her hand flew to cover her mouth. "No!"
Fuckfuckfuck! "Oh god, I'm sorry, Em I thought--"
She laughed, "Not my 'ass,' you silly American. My 'arse.'"
"Woman, I swear." I shook my head, and the gaiety in her expression reached new heights at my exasperated relief.
"Aw, are you mad, handsome? Does that mean you don't want to eeep-!" I jumped up from the table and lunged around it towards her as she laughed and scooted away, the stubby wheels on the bottom of the chair squeaking out tiny complaints. But then one caught on the edge of a rug, and it started to tip backwards; I caught it just in time, pinning it to the floor.
Emma was trapped, still laughing, with a slight tinge of relief at narrowly missing a tumble. I kissed her, silencing the laugh and turning it into a sweet, happy sound for just a moment. Then, pulling away, my face only inches from hers, I growled. "Get your 'arse' over on that bed, woman."
My beautiful lover kissed me once more, briefly, as I drew back to clear the way for her. She stood and let the robe slide off her body, the bright white of it in stark contrast to the lovely dark skin its absence exposed. My breath caught for just a moment; every time I saw Emma's naked form, I was struck by just how breathtaking it was.
In one hand was a small tube; it must have been in the pocket of her robe. She handed it to me as she walked past. Her little glance over one shoulder as she climbed onto the bed was a tantalizing mix of seductive, loving, sweet, and playful. "Like this?" She reached back and pulled at one of her cheeks. "Is this where you wanted my arse, Jay?" Emma chuckled as I stared, nodding openmouthed. "Then get your ass over here."
My robe joined hers on the floor. I stepped behind her and stroked the soft skin of her back, over her ass, between her legs. The hard thickness of my erection rested between her cheeks, and Emma ground herself against it as two fingers slid into her hot, sopping pussy. There was a little gasp from her throat, and a groan from mine. "Are you sure this is what you want, Em? I love you, and--"
Her head hung low, hair brushing against the sheets as my fingers probed the wonderful tightness that I'd enjoyed so many times over the previous month. My beautiful lover interrupted my question, groaning, "Yes! God, yes. I love you, too, and I want it so-- oh god, lover-- so badly. I want-- fuck, fuck Jay-- it to be yours." She raised her head once more and looked over her shoulder, pleading with a ragged gasp, "Please!"
I knew what I'd read on the internet; it never hurt to be prepared, just in case. That's what every guide said, too, that the key to good anal sex is preparation. And I wanted this to be not just good, but great, for both of us.
Emma made a little frustrated noise as I withdrew my fingers, and her hips wiggled just a bit. I chuckled, "Greedy little thing," as I opened the tube and squirted a liberal amount of lube onto my fingers.
"For you? Always, bab-- ooooh!" My petite girlfriend gasped as a lube-slicked digit probed at her pucker for the first time. I paused for a moment, wanting to make sure it was a good gasp, but when Emma pushed backwards as if trying to draw my finger in, I was reassured. "Oooo, that's... god, Jay. It feels so-- mmmm--" I slowly slid my finger all the way in. "-- fffuuuuck, so weird." A little embarrassed glance over her shoulder. "But good, too. Oh!" She tensed slightly as I worked the finger in and out, and slightly side to side, the elastic ring giving only grudgingly as I worked at it. Only grudgingly, but giving all the same.
"I'm going to add another finger. Okay, love?"
Emma's smile was everything to me; a slight discomfort in it, perhaps, but so much trust and love. "I'm ready, baby." I withdrew the first finger, which made her frown slightly. But as the tip of a second pressed in, adjacent to the first, the look of pleasure there was evident. "Oh... oh, god, Jay. Oh, it's... nnnnf fuck so good."
I leaned over to kiss between her shoulder blades as my fingers delved deeper inside her, slowly stretching her tight little ass. "You're so beautiful, Emma. So good to me." She shivered; whether from my kiss or my fingers or my words, I don't know. But those small tremors of delight made me want her all the more.
The room was silent for a while, except for Emma's sighs and moans and gasps. She felt almost ready, but I wanted to be sure. "One more finger, love."
"Really? I already feel so full..."
I chuckled, "All the more reason for another finger. Think about my fingers, Em, and then think about my cock."
She shuddered and whispered, "I don't know if I can take it all, Jay."
Another kiss on her back as a third finger probed at her opening. "I think you can. But if you can't, we stop."
"Nnnn-- No, Jay, I want to share this with y-- oh, oh god." I was taking it as slowly as I could; like I said, I wanted this to be great for her.
"I do, too, Em. But I won't hurt you." A soft, slow series of kisses on her shoulder as my fingers fully penetrated her. "I never want to hurt you."
Emma was panting slightly. She was so small; I'm not built like a porn star, but I was still concerned that I might be more than she could handle, so I took as much time as I could preparing her with my fingers. My other hand caressed her back, then around to her side, finally playing with her perfect breasts and puffy nipples. She giggled a little at the sensation, and I felt her ass clamp down; the giggle turned to a groan. "I'm... oh, god, Jay. I think I'm as ready as I can get. Please? I need you."
There was a little frustrated whimper as I removed my fingers. Emma's eyes were eager-- wild, even-- as she watched me apply lube to my dick, running my hand slowly up and down the shaft and over the head. Her grin was so brilliant it could have outshone a thousand suns. I stepped forward a little, and the tip of my cock nudged between her cheeks. "Are you ready?"
In answer, Emma shifted backwards. Instead of me pushing against her, she was pushing against me. We both groaned at the sensation; she began to open to me, millimeter by millimeter, the earlier preparation having helped ready my beloved's body. But even that could only do so much; Emma gave out a tiny, "Nng!" and paused. I was about to reassure her, to tell her we could stop, when she suddenly pressed backwards once more. My glans was firmly ensconced in her ass, and my beautiful lover's cry at the welcomed intrusion was part triumph, part pain.
I stood stock still; that was, I assure you, not at all easy. The tightness and heat were incredible. "Em--"
One hand reached back and touched my hip as Emma panted, "Wait. Quiet. Just need to-- nnf-- to adjust." Her breathing over the next minute-- and god, it felt like an hour-- became smoother and steadier. I felt her nails dig slightly into my leg as she experimentally pushed back again, then another pause. Emma shot me a mildly pained but thoroughly pleased smile over one shoulder. "Fuck, cowboy. It feels-- God, it's incredible. So different."
"Ah-- S- Same. I--" My hips twitched, and she gasped. "Sorry, I--"
Biting her lower lip once more, Emma grunted, "I'm not." The hand gripping my leg pulled at me gently. "More, please. Slowly."
We spent the next little while acclimating Emma very carefully to my girth; sometimes I would push forwards, and sometimes she would push back. The room was almost silent other than our breathing and quiet moans of pleasure and, occasionally, discomfort. When the latter manifested, we would stop; I let my love's hand and her voice guide our pace. But, eventually, I said, "That's all of it, beautiful."
Her body relaxed, the tension in it finally melting away. There was no more for her to take, no more to fear or endure; there had been some discomfort, but no real pain. Emma's hand stroked my thigh, and she whispered, "Thank you."
It seemed such a strange thing to say. This gorgeous, amazing, unbelievably sexy woman was thanking me when she had fulfilled one of my fantasies. But I understood what she meant. I had fulfilled one of hers, too, and I had thus far been almost everything she had asked: tender, loving, gentle, patient.
But then Emma's body moved forward and back just a little, sliding my shaft into and out of her. Then her nails gripped my hip once more. Then she grinned devilishly back at me, all discomfort gone, and said, "Well, what are you waiting for? Fuck your girlfriend's ass, cowboy."
How could I deny the love of my life?
I was slow and gentle at first; I never wanted to hurt this woman that I adored so much. That tenderness didn't last long, though. Emma became more vocal as I moved in her, as my cock sawed back and forth into her, as her ass clenched around it, as she whined at each withdrawal and moaned gutturally every I bottomed out in her. "It's-- ah! Jay, it's soo-- Oh, fuck! More! Please baby, faster!"
We found our pace and intensity; not too fast or slow, not too gentle and certainly not too rough. Not this time, anyways. This particular experience was a first for both of us, but I knew that Emma liked the full spectrum of carnal experiences; we were well-suited to each other in that way, as in so many others. When my petite lover was better adjusted to this, I'm sure she'd want to try both extremes.
This time, though, it was all I could do to hold back. I was too excited; Emma came once around me, calling out my name, and that almost did me in. But the second time, when she chanted out, "I love you, yours Jay, I'm yours, love you, feels so good, please baby, please, I want to feel it, cum, please, Jay, please AH YES--!" I buried myself fully in her and let go. I had never seen stars when I came before, but I did then.
I don't remember collapsing on top of Emma or pulling her to one side, spooned against that lovely body while still buried inside her. I just remember the gentle touch of her hand as she reached back and stroked my hair, panting out, "Yours, baby. Yours, Jay. Love you. Love you. Love you, always love you." I buried my face in her neck and kissed her; I was hers, too. I'd always be hers. I'd find a way to make that happen, even if I had to smuggle myself back into the country in a cargo container.
We showered together afterwards-- our second of the evening-- and I took the time to clean and pamper her. She was uncomfortable at first, but I was careful in my ministrations, and Emma luxuriated in the aftercare. We didn't make love again, either in the shower or afterwards in the bed; it felt almost profane to try to follow that intense shared experience with another so quickly. Instead, we talked and laughed and cuddled, until she fell asleep in my arms.
I laid awake for a while, thinking of all that had transpired. Not just what had happened in the bed, our shared first, but everything that had occurred since I'd met her. And I realized, looking down at that peaceful, satisfied smile, exactly what she meant to me. What I wanted her to be, and what I would be for her, if she'd let me. Gazing at my gently snoring love, I whispered, "I'm going to marry you one day, Emma. I'd do it tonight if I could." And then I joined her in slumber, leaving the details for tomorrow.
------------------------------------------
I'll try to not take as long next time, but I can't make any promises. However! We are approaching the end of the story; perhaps one or two more chapters. Will Jay be able to make good on his promise? Will our two lovers end up together forever? Am I so much of a dick that I would break up these two sweet kids for cheap drama?
... No, no I'm not. But the journey's the important part, right? Tune in next time, fair readers!
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I had her pegged the first time I saw her at the bar: a good girl out for a night among bad people. Not the really bad people, of course; that would be too much. Instead, she was in a goth club on bondage night, when a local group of performers would take to the stage for some extreme, if not very explicit, acts of sadomasochism for the titillation of the normies.
She was pretty in a girl next door sort of way, with long blonde hair tied back in a simple ponytail and hazel eyes. Her tiny frame-- maybe 5'2" at most-- was adorned with the best mall goth gear that Mommy and Daddy's credit card could buy: a Cure t-shirt, short (but not too short) skirt, fishnets, and chunky boots. None of them had any signs of wear; they might as well still have the price tags on them.
Black lipstick and artfully applied mascara enhanced her beauty, but makeup washes off easily. The only real, concrete sign that she might be anything more than a tourist badly trying to fit in was a nose ring. But with the way she occasionally toyed with the simple silver loop, it must have been new, too.
The way the girl acted at the bar was wrong, too. Everything about her screamed "I don't belong here" from the way she stood to not understanding the protocol for ordering a drink to smiling at the wrong kind of guys, the ones who saw her for what she was: helpless prey. And then she smiled at me.
Which is how Grace ended up on the couch in my living room.
She looked comfortable lounging there, with a friendly, open smile and relaxed posture, chatting away about some trivial matter. I interrupted her nattering to say, "I'm going to put some music on."
"Okay!" Even her voice oozed sweetness as she continued to talk about... whatever.
When the music started, Grace fell silent, and her smile turned brittle. I had picked the Joy Division album "Unknown Pleasures," set on repeat, but starting with the track "She's Lost Control."
As I locked the door, turned the deadbolt, and put the chain on, the tension in her body ramped up. Grace spoke up. "Josh? What are you doing? I thought you needed to check on something, then you were going to drop me off?"
I'm a big guy, with probably a full foot and a hundred pounds on her, most of it muscle. I can be very intimidating when I want to be, but I also have a face that I'm told makes me seem approachable and trustworthy, along with a reassuring smile. The smile I favored her with then was absolutely not meant to reassure her. Grace's jaw clenched when I took a step closer, the first signs of panic beginning to surface in the young woman's manner. "Josh, I--"
"Shut the fuck up." Grace stopped speaking for one moment, then the panic turned to outrage. She made the tiniest angry sound before my open palm impacted her cheek. The girl next door touched it gingerly, tears in her unbelieving eyes. "Did I fucking stutter, bitch?"
"P- please, I--" Another slap to the other cheek silenced her, other than a pained noise. The hit wasn't particularly hard. I wasn't trying to leave marks--yet, at any rate--just get her attention. I had it.
"You'll leave when I say so." Grace's eyes were level with my crotch, and she finally saw the bulge growing there. I had thought her panicked before, but now the little slut was petrified. "Get my cock out." She shook her head vigorously, mouthing 'no.' But when I raised my hand to strike again, the gestures of protestation stopped mid-motion. "Now."
She seemed like a sweet little churchgoing thing, but even those types have usually at least given their bible thumping boyfriends handjobs. Was that what Grace was thinking as her shaking hands reached for my belt? As she gulped with fear while she unbuttoned and unzipped my pants? Did she hope, "If I just get him off with my hand, maybe that'll be enough?"
If so, she was wrong.
Grace blanched as my hard dick came into view. I'm not a porn star, but I've never heard any complaints, at least not from women that were sharing a bed with me willingly. In terms of length, it's decent, but its thickness was likely the cause of her consternation; the fingers of her small hand just barely encircled its girth.
A hiss of breath escaped my lips as she stroked it experimentally. Grace's skin was so very soft against my hardness. Between that and her easy, fearful submission, I knew I was in for a good time.
"First time touching a man's cock, little girl?"
"N- no." Her voice was uncertain. "I, um, I had a boyfriend back home. He--"
"I said a man's cock, bitch. Not a boy's."
"Yes. It's... yes. It's- it's the first time." Grace regarded my dick anxiously as she stroked. Her breath came a little faster, a little shallower. There was still fear there, but curiosity now, too. Arousal, perhaps.
"Taste it."
Her head shot up, fearful again. "What? No, I've never- I can't--"
My hand grabbed her hair and dragged her face close to it; Grace struggled against me, but she might as well have been fighting the tide. I was always going to win. "Taste it. But I swear to God, if I feel teeth, you'll lose them. I barely hit you before; I'll do much worse if you try to hurt me."
Grace clamped her mouth tightly shut. A little more pressure from my hand brought her closer to my dick. "Open your mouth, girl." She tried to shake her head 'no,' but I held it firmly in place.
With a growl, I said, "I'm losing my patience, bitch. I've been a generous host, giving you your first look at a man's dick. I'm being even more generous offering you a taste. How the rest of this night goes is up to you; if you're a good girl, we'll both have fun. But if you're a little bitch..." I yanked her hair, jerking her head to look almost straight up. "Only I'm going to have fun. And I'm going to take my frustration out on you. Do you understand?"
Grace opened her mouth; from the look in her eyes, I presume she was going to answer in the affirmative, but I didn't give her the chance. When her lips parted, I took the opportunity to shove the head of my cock against them. "Thank me with a kiss."
Tears started to form in Grace's eyes; I think it was dawning on her that she wasn't going to get away from me. From this. I would get what I wanted from her, one way or another. Shame etched her face as she closed her eyes and kissed my glans daintily. I wanted more, but this was a decent start.
"Good girl. You're going to keep being a good girl, aren't you?" A hesitant, miserable nod. "There we go. Daddy's got all sorts of treats for you if you're a good girl." Grace's slender body shivered; it could have been arousal or fear or revulsion, or a heady mix of all three. I withdrew my cock from her lips for just a moment, and there was a fleeting expression of hope on her features.
That hope proved unfounded as I reached down for the hem of her Siouxsie shirt. "Wait, what? No!" I ignored her cries and yanked hard; there was a small tearing noise as it ripped free from her hands, then a yelp at her sudden nakedness. Grace struggled for a moment longer, but she was no match for me, and the mass of black cloth flew somewhere behind me.
The girl next door had been pretty when fully dressed, but she had been hiding untold treasures beneath her clothes. Her body was slender, but the pink bra--of course it was pink--encased two of the most perfect breasts I had ever seen. As I reached for the clasp, she slapped at my hands; apparently our earlier talk hadn't been enough.
The knife that suddenly appeared from my pocket was.
She froze in fear as I flicked it open and said, "You are going to do what I want. I don't give a shit if you want to or not; I'll make it good for you if you do, but I'll happily rape the shit out of you while you scream and beg and pray." Each word was like a hammer smashing her hopes, and the blows rained down like the tears from her cheeks.
"And if you think about going to the cops? Good fucking luck with that." The edge of the knife traced up her belly and across the cup. She shivered again; this one was fear, clearly and wholly and truly. "No one's going to believe you. Everyone in that club knows me. I've slept with half the women there, and I've never forced myself on a single one of them."
Cold steel traced up her chest and under the strap on one shoulder. "I'm one of the good guys." I grinned maliciously. "Everyone knows it. All of them will stand up in court and say you left with me willingly. They'll tell the judge that I've never crossed any boundaries, and that I've only ever taken a woman to my bed that wanted to be there."
Her mouth twisted in fear and misery. "Th- then why? Why me? I--"
A sound of metal on fabric, and the first strap came apart. Grace, the pretty little church girl, struggled to not move, to not try to preserve her modesty, to not shield herself from this maniac with a knife that had threatened--promised--to rape her. "Because I respect them."
The knife flashed again, and only a flimsy clasp and elastic tension stood between me and a glimpse of heaven. "But you? You're just some dumb bitch who wanted to play with fire." And then, with a rough yank, not even those impediments remained. "And you need to be taught a lesson."
She was as gorgeous as I had hoped. The knife at her throat dissuaded Grace from trying to take back the modesty I'd stolen from her. Her naked breasts were magnificent, their large pink areolae tipped with diamond-hard nipples the size of erasers.
As I rolled one between my fingertips, Grace closed her eyes and moaned. "Good girl." She moaned louder at the words, then whimpered softly as the gentle rolling turned to a more insistent pinch. "Mmm, such a good girl. I'm going to enjoy this." The knife snapped shut and went back into my pocket. "Stand up."
I took a step back, and Grace slowly rose to her feet, furtively looking around. Looking for an escape route. She needn't have bothered, because the only way out was through me. I wiped her tears away; she flinched at first, but stayed steady when it became clear there was no slap coming, no knife or threats on display. Just a strange, seemingly misplaced kindness.
"Take your skirt off."
"What?"
"Skirt."
"I..." My eyes told her there would be no discussion, only another lesson for the recalcitrant student. Grace's gaze slid away from mine as her trembling fingers found the zipper. "Just... Please don't hurt me." I was silent as the skirt slid down athletic legs and pooled on the floor.
I roughly thrust my hand into her mismatched gray panties and was wholly unsurprised by the swamp of heat and wetness I found there. She tried to step back, but the couch prevented it, and my other hand, wrapped around her upper arm, kept her upright. "I knew it." Her eyes shot back to mine. "You're a fucking slut. You wanted this the whole time, didn't you?"
"N- no! I--" Grace's words ceased as I mashed my lips to hers and my tongue penetrated between them. Stifled speech turned to guttural nonsense as my fingers stroked her labia and teased at her clit.
She didn't want to want this, but she did. Grace was a good girl; she just needed to learn exactly what type of good girl she was. And, as the reluctant slut came on the tips of callused fingers while my tongue violated her mouth, she got her first inkling.
I broke free, leaving her gasping and voiceless. "Yes, Grace. You are. You're a fucking slut. My fucking slut." She was easy to force to her knees; "force" wasn't even the right word. The girl's legs were like jelly from the intensity of her climax, unable to bear the combined weight of pleasure and guilt. Grace was helplessly falling, and I would make sure she landed exactly where I wanted her to.
The good bad girl's eyes were still closed, but her mouth was not. It was an alluring sight, the perfect receptacle for my cock. She struggled at first as her lips felt it pass inside, then more as the glans nudged at her throat. Of course she did. This bad man had made her feel something she wasn't supposed to, and now he was violating her mouth! How could she let that stand?
But as my fingers tangled in her short black bob, I made it clear: her orgasm was a means to an end for me, and that was all. It was my orgasm that mattered now. Grace looked up at me, tears trailing down her face again, leaving black trails of mascara. Snot and spit joined the descent as well, as I fucked her face mercilessly. I savored the choking and gasping sounds she made each time I'd let her have just a little air. Savored even more the little moans that told me I'd unleashed something in her that she'd never be able to put back in its cage.
"Suck it, you slut. Fucking suck it. It's coming, whore. You want it, don't you?" The words were as much for me as they were for her; I wanted this, wanted it soon. But the degradation was also what I wanted, letting her know I knew her most shameful secret: she was a slut and a whore, and she would take my jizz and love it. Hate it. Mix those feelings together in a cocktail of self-loathing as intoxicating as any served at the bar where we'd met.
Grace sucked my dick vigorously; I couldn't say when that started, only that it was true by the end. Was it to get me off sooner, or because she wanted my cum? I doubt even she could have told you. But regardless of the reason, the first surge of jism erupted in her mouth, and it spilled out past her lips. I yanked my cock free as she choked on her reward, then gave her more, painting her face, her lips, her tits with my seed in spasm after spasm of pleasure.
Grace's eyes were shut, her expression conflicted. But when she heard the very recognizable click of the camera app, those pretty hazel eyes flew open. And when she saw I was holding her phone, the emotion written on her face coalesced into outrage. "Hey! Stop!"
I mockingly gestured with one finger, the universal symbol for "wait; there's something more important I need to deal with." She reached up, but I slapped her hands away, then slapped her face with my dick for good measure to emphasize my contempt.
The whoosh-ding of a successfully sent message made her cry out once more, desperately trying to grab the phone again. I grabbed the hand that reached up, yanked her to her feet, turned her around and pinned both arms in one of mine. She struggled, but it was a worthless gesture of impotent anger. When Grace saw the message on the screen in my outstretched hand, the one from her phone to mine, she went limp. There was no point.
Thank you for your cum, Daddy! Please give me more! The chipper tone took the ambiguous photo of Grace kneeling in supplication with my jism all over her face and turned it into a wholehearted endorsement of what I'd done to her. I had proof now that what we did was consensual, or at least enough proof that no lazy cop was going to investigate further once he saw it. And anything that happened after? Well, she was clearly asking for it.
Her body was effortlessly light. Even as Grace once more became agitated, even as she realized I was carrying her down the hallway towards my bedroom, even as she kicked and screamed and begged, I needed to expend little more effort than if I was carrying an angry cat.
She certainly fought like a wild animal. Her nails clawed at my arms and torso, but the stinging welts only made me move faster. When Grace bit my forearm, I simply shifted my grip and squeezed, forcing the air from her lungs. Nothing she could do would stop what would happen in that room. Hell, my unbuttoned pants were more of an impediment than her useless struggles.
"Please! Please, don't do this! I'll suck you off as much as you want, I'll come back here every day and do it, but please don't make me do this!"
That didn't even rate a response. I flung her onto the bed; Grace tried to scramble away, but one hand grabbed her ankle, easily holding her in place. She tried to kick, but there was no leverage for her to get in more than a few glancing blows. My free hand found what I needed on the bedside table; when she kicked next, I yanked hard, bringing her back towards me with her own momentum. Towards me, and towards the end of her pathetic resistance.
The click of the cuffs around one wrist didn't register to her at first. Then the metal bit into her wrist as I hauled her nearer to the head of the bed. She tried to get free once more, but a backhanded slap--harder than I meant, but these things happen--dazed her long enough for me to thread the other cuff through the vertical slats of the headboard and snap it shut on her remaining wrist.
"No! Please, Josh, please! I don't want this!"
Grace flailed as I tried to pull the panties down her legs, and I eventually grew frustrated enough to simply rip the flimsy material apart with my bare hands. The soaking cloth almost dripped with the slut's juices; I laughed as I showed them to her, taunting, "Yeah, you do. Your mouth might lie, but your pussy can't."
The little church mouse watched me undress with horror. It was starting to fully sink in: this was going to happen. I was going to take my clothes off, and I was going to spread her legs, and my cock was going to penetrate her. And there was not a damned thing she could do about it. The thought made my dick, now hard once more, twitch in anticipation.
She half-heartedly tried to kick me away as I got back on the bed, but all that did was let me grab her legs once more. "Please, please, please! Don't do this!"
I chuckled, "Why?"
Hesitation. Fear. Then begging. "I'm a virgin! Please, Josh, please, you're not a monster! Pleahhhhh!! NOOO!!!"
The sound of her voice as I thrust into her cunt was like music, a discordant, malevolent hymn to evil. I would be her monster, and I would revel in it, revel in the tightness of her little cunny and the despair in her eyes. "Not anymore."
Grace's sobs were almost rhythmic at first as I sawed in and out of her, my thick cock trespassing over and over where she had begged me not to. The noises soon changed, though. Her sobs shifted to moans and grunts. What she begged for changed, too.
"Please, stop! Please- p- please- I... Oh God! Please, I don't want to- No, Josh, don't make me- make me- make me cum!" Her tight pussy began to flutter around my dick. As her orgasm approached, Grace became even more fearful and frantic. "Please! I don't! I'm going to-- no-- no--!" The fear wasn't about me, or even about what I was doing to her. What I had done to her. It was about what her body was doing now and about what that might mean.
I was raping her. She was cumming. And neither of us was going to stop.
"No! Noooh oh oh god! Oh fuck, Josh! Oh fuck, I'm cumming! I- no- yeeesssss!" The thrashing completely ceased; all motion in her body did, other than the back and forth on the mattress as I kept pounding into her. And then she spasmed, her hands straining against the cuffs with such ferocity that she dug gouges into her wrists, her legs locking around my back, her head pressed so hard against the mattress that her neck muscles corded with the strain.
I chuckled darkly, "Good girl. Good fucking girl. I knew you wanted this."
She panted, "P- please... I did, but please- don't--" Each syllable broke away from the next as I thrusted into her; my own orgasm was approaching, and I charged headlong towards it. "I- Not- not on pill! Please! Stop! D- Don't cum in meeeeee!"



My breathing became ragged. "Stupid girl. Why- Fuck! Why should I care?"
I had seen panic, fear, guilt, and pleasure in Grace's eyes that night. But now I saw what I could only describe as terror. "Daddy's gonna- fuck- gonna fucking breed you, church girl." I slammed into her, primal aggression driving me towards the end. Towards how this was always going to end.
"Gonna make you carry my baby, Grace. And you can't stop me, can you? Keep you knocked up from now on, slut. Just like you deserve!" With a final, brutal thrust, I shuddered as my balls tightened. Rope after rope of my seed painted her cervix, millions of sperm desperately seeking an egg. Seeking to change her life, her body, forever.
The terror on her face morphed into ecstasy as the first surge of molten heat bloomed inside Grace's womb. She came again, harder than before. Harder than I'd ever seen. What I first thought might be an aftershock was the earthquake itself, one so strong that there could be no scale to measure it. No words came from her lips, only a keening wail that vacillated between mournful and joyful. A young woman's fear that I was stealing her future dueled with her raw need to mate with the man that had claimed her.
When the last of our shared orgasm passed, I pulled out of the pale beauty. She was sobbing; joy and fear and understanding and loss warred on my fiancée's face.
—----------------------------------------
When I'd seen her at the bar that night, I was absolutely sure I had her number. To be fair, I was half right; more than, probably. She really was a girl next door out for a night among the bad people. But the why mattered so much more than that surface reading.
It was easy to spot those superficial details, especially since we came from such similar backgrounds. Both children of highly religious families; both seeking a life away from them after severe disillusionment; both drawn to a darkness that had seemed so forbidden before, but seemed so welcoming now.
The goth scene in a college town is like the Island of Misfit Toys by way of Tim Burton. There was a sense of found family there that Grace and I had both missed since our fallings out with our families and their faiths. I was older than her, and I had, in my own way, became an elder in this secular congregation; I was a performer in the bondage act that the club's owner counted on to draw in extra revenue from looky-loos among the college crowds that packed the streets on Saturday nights.
What I had said during the scene we had just enacted was true; some of it, at least. I was trusted and respected in the scene, and I had an extensive number of paramours within it. I didn't drink, smoke, or do drugs, a rarity amongst the assembled throng; that and my general tendency to offer a shoulder to cry on made me "safe" to the women that came to dance and drink. I was someone they could trust to go exactly as far as they wanted and no further.
For many, that meant simple friendship; for some, it meant acting as friends with benefits between relationships. And for a few, it meant helping them safely engage in painplay, breath play, or even more intense activities. I would help them find their limits, then make them feel safe and cared for as they opened themselves up emotionally. Different people had different needs, and I was happy to help just about any of them.
Helping them helped me, too. The toxic faith of my parents had ingrained in me that Christian men should always lead women, regardless of their aptitude or even decency. It taught that women should submit to their husbands; there were empty platitudes about husbands loving their wives, too, but the latter was optional, while the former was mandatory. It wasn't what the Bible intended, as anyone willing to read with a critical eye could see, but it let these small men take unearned control over some part of their lives.
My time in the local scene and the people I interacted with let me tease apart the good and the bad of the lessons I'd learned. They let me embrace nurturing, protecting strength. I learned how to indulge in my dominant nature without truly harming others, to nurture and protect and care for the women that chose to be submissive to me by accepting what my parents' faith rejected: that submission was a choice. A gift.
Grace's story was the flipside of that. The lessons taught to me were harmful, but the lessons taught to Grace nearly destroyed her.
She had been every bit the good churchgoing girl. Her parents' faith taught Grace that her role was to submit to "godly" men without complaint: a pastor, a church elder, her father, eventually her husband. And because of that, a "godly" man stole her innocence.
It was a youth pastor that groomed her. He had groomed several girls‌, but that only came out later. Jerry was fifteen years older than Grace and charming in the way that older men who prey on young women can be. He complimented her on her maturity, listened to her complaints, told her he'd always be there for her.
And then, when she was vulnerable and confused, he raped her.
Jerry told Grace that it was her fault. That she had seduced him. That if his marriage failed, it was because of her. That she was Eve in the garden. She dressed like a whore; she led him on; she was stained with the sin that all women had carried since God cast man out of Eden. He had done this many times before. What he hadn't done before was to get a girl pregnant, one who truly believed the lessons impressed upon her.
He tried to force Grace to get an abortion, something anathema to everything she'd been taught. She went to her parents, hoping that they would support her. They did not. Like the youth pastor, they blamed her for seducing him. The elders did the same, and the head pastor. When Grace miscarried--most likely from the stress--they saw it as a blessing from God, although no one specifically called it that; instead, they proclaimed it "part of His design."
Grace left. She headed to college and left everything behind: her family, their faith, all of it. The trauma consumed her for the first year of college, and she barely scraped by.
But she'd always been studious, and she kept her grades and therefore her scholarship up. Grace saw a counselor provided by the school, and that helped a little. But none of it really took until she heard that the youth pastor's wife had left him and he'd been arrested for possession of child pornography.
Like me, Grace eventually sought a new place with new faces. That night she came into the club had been a lark; her roommate and some friends wanted to check out bondage night, so she had, in fact, gone to the mall and grabbed some starter goth apparel to fit in. It wasn't her parents' card that paid for it, though. She'd been working part time to supplement her scholarship. So I got that part wrong.
I know she fell in love with the scene first, with the music and clothes and the dark aesthetics that somehow always seemed to have just a little hope hidden behind them. But, like I said, I was a lot of things to a lot of people, and I was one of her first friends there.
Things progressed from there. Girls talk, and Grace was told, as she asked around about me, that I was what I appeared to be: a decent guy that looked out for people. And, almost as importantly, someone who she could safely explore some darker urges, with no strings attached.
Except that we ended up being just about perfect for each other.
We clicked on pretty much every level: intellectually, physically, socially, even our tastes in film, TV, and music. That shouldn't have been that much of a surprise, given the similarity of our backgrounds. One shared quirk was that only "safe" media was allowed in our homes: terrible Christian rock, weird religious cartoons, and bizarrely censored movies that kept a bunch of violence but not even the hint of sex or swearing in. Grace and I commiserated on this, laughing uproariously at things the people around us had no reference for, and even reminiscing about a few of the objectively good items from our past.
It was in that context, of trying to find the good in all the bad that we had gone through, that Grace told me everything that had happened to her. My experience wasn't as traumatic--nowhere near as much--but I recognized her story as kin to that of several hushed-up accounts from my youth. Her break from the church was a sudden one, born of utter betrayal. Mine had been the wearing away of my faith by the drip-drip-drip of hypocrisy and disillusionment.
Our upbringings had both left us with urges that the other recognized. But our rejection of our faiths changed the nature of those urges. I was dominant, as the church had taught me to be; but I was gently dominant, understanding that submission was a gift and a responsibility, and that strength should nurture, protect, and lift up.
Grace was submissive, but her submission was not silent and long-suffering; it was cooperative, joyful, and, when necessary, assertive. It was submission on her terms, given only to someone she deemed worthwhile. And, of all those who attempted to show their worth, only I fit her perfectly. I realized she had been what I was seeking the whole time, as well.
I wasn't Grace's first sexual partner in the scene. She wanted to play the field for a while, just as I had. I could scarcely begrudge her the experience, nor did I want to be her post-evangelical rebound. But we were constantly in each other's orbit, and we fairly quickly moved from friends to lovers to exclusivity.
I saw my beloved through her therapy, through the nightmares and self-loathing and insecurity. My strength was used to lift her up and protect her from her pain. It was sometimes used in other ways as she worked through the dark places in her soul: to inflict pain, to restrain, to break through her limits. To cause harm in order to heal. But always, always, afterwards, I would hold her and love her. She gave me strength through her love; I did everything I could to show her she was worthy of that love in return.
We had been engaged for almost a year when she came to me with the request that made me doubt if all of that would be enough.
—----------------------------------------
I had come home from work a bit late that evening. Grace was in the last year of her bachelor's degree. I had finished up college a couple of years before that, then settled into a software development position. Dinner was ready, and I was famished, but I could tell my angel was nervous. That had to come first.
"Hon? What's wrong?"
Her hands toyed nervously with the strings of her apron. "I- I need to ask you something, Josh." She sunk down onto the couch and looked up at me. "Something big."
I sat beside her and took her hand. "Grace, whatever it is--"
"Don't." Her tone wasn't harsh, but it was abrupt. She took a deep breath. "I need to tell you before you promise- well, just before you say anything. Okay?"
My other hand stroked Grace's cheek, and she nuzzled into it, eyes closed. But when she opened them again, they were moist with unshed tears. "I love you so much, Josh. You are- you've been everything I need. I mean that." She swallowed. "But I need something else from you now."
"What?"
Another deep breath. "I need you to rape me."
A heartbeat passed, then two. Three. "Rape you?"
Grace's gaze moved away from mine. "Yes. I need to... We've always been careful: used safewords, sane limits, all the stuff that we should to make sure... well, to make sure we play safely." A tear trickled down. "But I didn't have any of those when..." Grace's voice trailed off. She didn't need to complete the sentence. I knew the 'when.'
"I've talked a lot with my therapist about... about how it felt. When I was violated. How it made me feel during and afterwards. All the pain and..." Grace shook her head and smiled at me; it was so beautiful. So fragile. "All of the things you've helped me through. God, Josh, I love you so much."
"I love you too, angel."
Her lip quivered at the pet name. "But there were other things, too. You know that. How- how I felt when he... How intense it was. How my body reacted. I need to separate it all out.
"I hated him. Hate him. But some of it felt so good, and I need to understand, was it... Was it him? Was it me? Was it the rape? The loss of control, the cruelty? What was it that made me feel so much? That--" Her voice was hoarse. "That made me like it so much, even though I hated it?"
Grace's laughter lacked any joy. "How fucked up am I? Asking my boyfriend--my fiancé!--to rape me so that I can..." She shook her head again. "So that I can feel whole. To put these doubts to bed."
"Doubts?"
"That I deserve to be happy. That I'm... that I can ever be good enough to deserve you." A furtive glance at me. "That I can ever feel... God, Josh, you're so good to me. And- and with me and for me. All of it. I love you so, so much.
"But I felt something that night that I've never felt since, and I wonder, is it just... am I broken? I love the way you make love to me. I love the way you fuck me. And the way you take me and use me when I want it... well, you know what that does to me. But I've never... since that night, I've never felt something so intense, and, and, and I..." She covered her face with her hands, unable to say the words she feared would hurt me. "Please don't hate me!"
I pulled her into my arms as she sobbed. "Shh shh, it's okay, Grace. I love you. I could never hate you. It's going to be okay. We'll figure it out." I had my doubts, I'll admit. But I didn't want to let her down; not my angel. We sat there together until she regained her composure.
She pulled away and wiped at the mess of mascara that trailed down her cheeks. "I'm sorry. This is so dumb. I shouldn't have even- Just forget I--"
"What do you need me to do?"
"I..." Grace hesitated for a moment; I think if she hadn't already said so much, she would have let it go. "I need to feel... unsafe. Out of control."
"So, no safewords?"
She nodded slowly. "That's part of it, yeah. But there's more."
"Do you want me to act like him? Your pastor?"
"No!" Her eyes went wide. "No, that's exactly what I don't want. I'm trying to... I want to separate how I felt because of what was being done to me from how I felt because of WHO was doing it to me."
I carefully worked my way through the idea. "So... you want me to not be him. To be me?" She nodded. "But to rape you."
Grace held her hands up. "I know that's- I know you're not like that. I love that about you, that you're... I love the things you do to me, even the rougher stuff." A little chuckle. "Especially the rougher stuff. But they're, you know, consensual. I want to..." She sighed. "Do you remember how we met?"
I laughed. "How could I ever forget how I met my future wife?"
Grace's smile was the first genuinely happy one I'd seen on her face since I'd come in. "God, you were so hot. And I was--" She rolled her eyes. "--so fucking dumb. I was going to take a drink from that guy!"
"You weren't dumb. You just didn't know better. That's not your fault."
She shrugged. "Anyway. I want to... I guess to be that girl. The person I might have been if Jerry had never- if none of that stuff happened. If I was just the 'me' you met at that bar, but a 'me' who had gradually fallen away from my faith, like you did."
"And you want me to... what? Be like one of those assholes at the bar?"
"Yes! No. Sort of? I want you to be... you, I guess, but... more. Or less. You, but without the decency. Like--" She snapped her fingers. "Like if you were only pretending to be a good guy until you got me alone. Or, like, if you were trying to teach the stupid new girl a lesson."
I nodded thoughtfully. "Okay, I think I get what you want." There was a queasy feeling in my stomach. "But I don't know if I can... I'm not that guy. I can't- I don't want to be."
"I know. I know you aren't." She sighed. "I'm sorry. This is dumb. I shouldn't have asked. I know you, and I know this..." Grace caressed my cheek. "I can see how much it's bothering you. Just forget--"
"No. It's bothering me, yes. But you need this. You wouldn't have asked for it if you didn't." She nodded unhappily. "I just... We're going to be okay, right? After?"
Grace nodded again. "Yes! Yes. Of course we will." But it felt forced. She couldn't predict the outcome. Neither could I. But we both knew it was a thing that would fester if I didn't do this for her. We might not be okay if I did as she asked. But we definitely wouldn't be okay if I didn't. There would always be a doubt in her mind about who she really was.
In a way, that made things easier for me. Once I knew I had to do this for her, it was a matter of logistics. "No safewords, and you want to roleplay. Anything else? Any other limits?"
Tentatively, as if she was feeling out my reaction at each statement, she laid out the list. "I don't want anyone else involved, either as a participant or watching. Somewhere private and controlled, like the house. No permanent marks or injuries." I raised an eyebrow. "I meant anything, Josh. Anything you want to do to me within the limits of what we agree on. I want to be... scared. Surprised. I don't want to know what you're going to do."
I chewed on my cheek, thinking. "If it's supposed to be a surprise AND a roleplay scenario, you'll need a signal to know when it's starting."
"Yeah, that makes sense. A song, maybe?"
"How about..." I chuckled. "'She's Lost Control?'"
That got a big laugh. "God, you're so corny. A bit on the nose, don't you think?"
With a shrug, I just said, "I am who I am, angel."
"I know. That's why I love you so much." A small, melancholy smile. "I'm sorry to ask for this. I just need..." She sighed. "Hell, I can't even really explain it. I just know that I need to know, and there's only one way to do it."
"Yeah. I get it." I looked at Grace; she was so different from who she'd been when we met. "You should get rid of your piercings. Other than the nose one, I mean. Can't do much about the tattoos, but the piercings need to go. It'll be easier to... I dunno, get into character, I guess. For both of us."
"Okay. Anything else?"
"You're sure that's your only list of no-gos? Just us, here at the house, no permanent marks? Those are the only restrictions?"
Grace grew still. Anxious. It suddenly had become real; I had tacitly agreed to this, and now we were just discussing to the details. "N- no. I can't think of anything else."
I sat for a long while with the idea. The woman I loved wanted me to rape her. But she was asking; that was just submission of another type, wasn't it? I wasn't forcing myself on her; not exactly.
Except that I would be. To make it work, to scratch the itch, I'd have to do things she wouldn't normally want me to do. Things she'd otherwise safeword out of. I could spin it however I wanted to: that we had agreed to it, that she had asked me to, that it was consensual. But those were all to assuage my guilt. They weren't the truth.
The truth was this: I was going to rape Grace.
—----------------------------------------
A tap on my phone's lock screen ended the music still playing in the living room, and a few quick movements unlocked the cuffs on my lover's wrists.
Grace took a swing at me as her hands came free, but I caught the flailing attack and held her close to me, whispering, "Shhh, angel. It's over. You're safe. It's over." Her eyes shone with tears, then with understanding. A quick nod told me it was safe to release her; my reward was a slow, loving kiss.
I tasted blood. When I pulled back, I saw that the last slap had split her lip. "Oh God Grace, I'm so sorry!" But my angel silenced me with another kiss, a longer one, before nestling into my shoulder. My arms encircled her slight form; she tensed for one moment, then let herself go. I was no longer her captor, her tormentor, her rapist. I was the man she was going to marry in a few short weeks. I was her lover and her protector. That was what I told myself, at least, even as fear roiled in my head.



We laid silently together for a while before she squeezed me. I heard Grace whisper, "Thank you, Josh."
"Are you- We need to talk about it."
A small shake of her head. "Not tonight. I need to... I think we both need a little time to process." She went up on her elbows and looked at me. "But I need you to know: I love you now more than I ever have. That was... it was perfect. It was exactly what I needed." Her head came back to rest on my shoulder. "You're perfect. I love you so much."
Grace and I showered together afterwards. We spent a good portion of the time kissing under the streams of water; she pressed her lips to mine too insistently once, and the slight flinch of pain made me feel as low as I could. But then my angel kissed me again, forcefully, hungrily. "Don't. It was what I asked for." Her head lay against my chest, and she sighed happily. "You're everything I've ever asked for, sweetheart. Everything I prayed for."
When we returned to our bed, Grace fell asleep, but I couldn't. Instead, I watched her as she quietly slumbered, her chest rising and falling with shallow breaths. She hadn't always slept so soundly or so quietly, but the nightmares had gone almost a year before. I was seized suddenly by the fear that they might return now, but they didn't. Instead, she slept as well as I'd ever seen in our three years together.
Grace was so beautiful. So smart and loving and kind. She'd gone through some of the most awful things a person could, and she'd come out the other side a wonderful, vibrant, incredible person. And she loved me. "You're perfect," she'd said. As I finally dozed off, my last fleeting hope was that she'd still feel the same way in the morning.
Her side of the bed was empty when I awoke. Cold. Grace had been gone for a while. I almost always woke first; she'd sleep in until noon if she could. I stumbled from the bed and out into the living room to find her gone. Oh God, I'd pushed too far, breached the boundary she'd always pushed back on, and now my fiancée was gone! Her keys were gone, her phone was gone, she was--
Walking through the front door. "Morning, handsome." Her smile was brilliant; my Grace was back. Even her piercings were back in place, the industrial and helix and labret. She hadn't worn a bra, and I could see a hint of an outline that told me the rest were back as well. In her left hand was the reason for her absence: donuts. "Babe? Are you okay?"
"I thought--" I slumped down on the couch, relieved. "I thought you'd gone. Left. Because of..."
"No!" Grace dropped the box onto the table and almost leapt onto the couch. She clung to me, comforting me as I'd comforted her before, when she'd first told me what she needed. "No, Josh, no! I'm never- Look at me. I am never, ever going to leave you. Ever." I nodded wordlessly and pulled her back in, hugging her close as she stroked my hair. "Never, baby. I'm yours. I'll always be yours."
Eventually, she disentangled herself from me and started coffee while I took first pick of the donuts. Between bites, I said, "You scared the shit out of me."
Grace favored me with a sympathetic smile. "I'm sorry, Josh. I woke up early and felt... I dunno. Amazing. Energized. Last night was..." A wicked grin. "Incredible. Perfect, like I said." She took a quick bite of the donut in my hand, then kissed me. "Perfect."
"So, did you find out... whatever it was you needed?"
"Yeah. It was..." A big, deep breath. "Enlightening. The first thing is that I learned that what I felt the night that Jerry raped me was... There were things that excited me, but they were in spite of him, not because of him. Last night, with you, that was- Fuck, Josh. I've never felt like that before. I love you, and you're always amazing in bed, but last night? God, babe. If I wasn't addicted to you before, I sure as fuck am now."
I laughed. "So, just for my notes, anything in particular that you liked?"
"All of it." A bite of her own donut caused her to wince. "Okay, almost all of it. I could do without the split lip, but even..." Grace looked suddenly guilty. "Even that, in the moment. Because I knew... we'd agreed 'no permanent marks.' I knew that was the worst it was going to be, and then the way you reacted afterwards, when you realized you'd actually hurt me? It just..."
Her eyes shimmered with moisture. "You'll never hurt me. Never really hurt me; even if I hadn't had that rule, I know you wouldn't. I knew that before, but now I really know it. Like, down in my soul. If I let you loose to do whatever you want to me, even if I beg you to be evil and cruel, it'll only ever be an act. You just don't have it in you to do otherwise."
Grace wiped the nascent tears away with her free hand. "But that wasn't all. Even without really hurting me, you found a way to- to force something on me that I really didn't want. Or- or at least I thought I didn't want. That, I guess, I didn't understand or hadn't accepted or—"
She sighed and looked away. "You knew I was ovulating."
Here it was. "Yeah. I tracked your cycle."
"And that's why you waited so long. Because you wanted to- to scare me. Really scare me. By not using a condom." Her gaze shifted back. "By coming in me, even though you know that I don't... Didn't want that."
Grace didn't take the pill, because it made her feel sick. Sometimes we'd use a condom, sometimes I'd pull out, but after what happened to her, she didn't want to risk pregnancy again. We had talked about it, about having kids after we were married, and there was always a fear there; she wanted to have kids, but she was terrified of getting pregnant.
"Yeah. It was..." I sighed. "It was the only thing I could think of. Something that would terrify you."
Her head tilted to one side. "And?"
"... And I wanted to. Fuck, Grace, that's the truth. I love being bare in you, and I wanted to cum in you. You told me to do what I wanted, so I did."
"What if I'm pregnant?"
I swallowed. "We could keep it. I love you, and we're going to be married soon. I'll admit that it kind of gives me a little thrill, the idea of you walking down the aisle with our child already inside you." Now I couldn't hold her gaze. "But if not, I got you some Plan B. It's in the bathroom."
A finger on my chin tipped my head back towards her. "You knew that after what happened with... with my miscarriage, that I didn't want to risk it again. That I thought..." Grace shook her head. "I was wrong. Or, I was right, that I didn't want it before. But I do. I want it with you. I love you, and I want it."
"Really?" I couldn't help but give her a big, goofy grin.
She caressed my cheek. "Yes. I was so mad when you did that. So scared. Just... God, I was furious when I realized what you were going to do. That freak out wasn't acting." Her wicked grin made my dick stiffen. "And then I came so fucking hard. It was... I felt scared, and angry, and turned on and... And loved. So, so loved, Josh.
"I know that what I asked you was hard on you. Just so... not you. That's not who you are. But you still did it anyways, for me. You forced it on me, but I forced all of this on you first. And that just reaffirmed for me how much I need you. Love you. I want to be everything for you, just like you have been for me.
"When you said you were going to breed me and make me carry your baby?" A soft, loving kiss. "You'll never have to 'make' me, Josh. Ever again. I want it. I want to feel you coming inside me every fucking night of our lives. I want to make a new life--" Her throaty chuckle made me want to take her right there. "-- maybe a lot of new lives with you, 'Daddy.'"
I laughed, "The 'Daddy' thing wasn't too over the top?"
Grace put down her donut and straddled me, grinding herself against my cock with a purr. "It was just the right amount of over the top. So evil and nasty and--" Her breath was hot on my neck. "-- exactly what your naughty little girl needs."
My angel pulled back and looked into my eyes, biting her lower lip. "Please, Daddy? Take your good girl to bed and make me a mommy? I need more of your cum in my little puss puss. I'll be sooo goo-!" Her voice squeaked as I stood, hands cupping that wonderfully firm ass as I carried my giddily laughing fiancée to our bedroom. Grace and I didn't leave it except to eat for the rest of the weekend.
We'd be alright. No, we were alright. If I wasn't sure of it then, I was on our wedding night. It had been a lovely ceremony, with mostly friends and a few of our saner relatives. Once we had said our goodbyes and made our way to our hotel room, we separated for the first time in hours.
My bride was a vision. She always was, but that night especially. But it was the twinkle in her eye, even more than the lovely curves of her body, that intrigued me then. It meant mischief. And as she locked the door, turned the deadbolt, and put the chain on, I knew what was next.
Grace bit her lower lip, a playful, challenging expression on her face. "Just don't rip the dress."
The strains of "She's Lost Control" played, and so did we. Very, very roughly.
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I woke to the sound of water running. A shower. Mid-morning sunlight shone through the window and onto the empty spot in my bed. Bonnie had woken before me; odd for a Saturday, but not entirely unexpected. She crashed almost as soon as we got home, while I laid awake thinking about that immediate slumber. That, and a slew of other indicators that made me wonder how solid my marriage was.
It's not that I suspected Bonnie of cheating; she's always been loyal and loving. But the previous night's activities--or, to be more accurate, the lack thereof--had forced me to think about the lack of intimacy that we'd had since our youngest left for college. I don't mean only sexual intimacy, although that was the catalyst for my late-night musings. All forms of it seemed increasingly absent.
We were loving, but not close. That's what it boiled down to. If we watched TV together, one of us would be on the couch and the other on the loveseat, usually with her glued to her phone while I watched my chosen show or vice versa.
Bonnie and I dined together, but our talk always returned to either our jobs or the kids, never our marriage or even shared interests. Did we even have any of those anymore? I struggled to think of some; the list was short enough to fill an index card.
We still had sex, and it was... fine. Occasionally good. Rarely excellent. Never amazing. Bonnie had stopped initiating, and most weeks we only had sex on our scheduled night, Thursday. It used to be that Thursday night sex was our way to make sure that we absolutely, positively made love at least once a week, a concession to the juggling that was necessary with our careers and our kids.
Now, it rarely felt like making love at all. Sex became another of our weekly chores, at least for Bonnie. Another check on the weekly task list. Trash taken out? Check. Carpet vacuumed? Check. Husband orgasmed? Check.
The decline took place over several years. At first, I tried to believe the kids' activities or the stress from our jobs had crowded out our lovemaking, but when we went into our empty nest phase, nothing changed. Not for long, at least. I initiated more often for a couple of months, and she reacted with at least a little more enthusiasm. But even these sessions lacked any real passion on her end.
She did it for me, not with me. I did my best to make it enjoyable, and I knew her body well enough to ensure that she got off at least once each time. None of that translated into any additional intimacy.
To be clear, I didn't just throw Bonnie down on the bed and ravish her. In all ways, I did my best to romance my wife, to bring the passion back into our marriage through methods beyond just the bedroom. I arranged candlelit dinners, a vacation, dates to the theater and ballet, and... nothing. Bonnie appreciated these attempts. The sex on those nights was better, and her mood lifted for the rest of the week, but none of it brought about any kind of sustained improvement. I kept trying, though. I loved Bonnie, and I knew she loved me.
The previous night, though, had told me that things were fucked. The whole day had.
Bonnie forgot my birthday. Forty-nine isn't one of the big ones, but it's still another trip around the sun. In the past, she had tried to be extra nice to me on my birthdays, even as our intimacy had waned in the previous few years. A wakeup blowjob was a common way to start the celebration; it wasn't necessary, but I sure as hell liked it. Failing that, a wakeup kiss would have been welcome. That didn't happen either.
She was still getting ready for work that morning, humming happily as she poured her coffee into a travel thermos. "Good morning, handsome!" Affectionate. Loving. I tried to kiss her, and she turned her head. "Sorry, hon, just did my lipstick." But not passionate.
My wife flitted around the kitchen, grabbing her laptop bag from the table and lunch from the fridge. I silently watched her. Had she actually forgotten? When was the last time that had happened?
Never. Bonnie never forgot birthdays or anniversaries. Was she planning a surprise? Or... no. She was preoccupied with something else. "Oh, and, Jeff, don't forget, we've got the awards dinner tonight!" Of course. She was receiving an award for her team's sales output.
"Got it. Coming home to change?"
"Yup!" My wife squeezed my arm as she turned to leave. "I'll... Is something wrong?"
I shook my head. It was important to her.
I didn't throw a tantrum. If she forgot, she forgot. We could talk about it later. Forcing a smile on my face, I said, "Just thinking about some things."
Bonnie wasn't convinced; that much was clear. But she was also in a hurry. "Okay. I'll... I'll see you tonight." A worried but hopeful smile. "I hope whatever it is, you figure it out." No, there was no surprise. She had forgotten entirely. It didn't matter enough to remember.
With a little nod and an unconvincing grin, I said, "I'm sure I will. Have a good day, hon."
I'm a grown man. I don't need a party or cake or gifts. Hell, I don't even need a card. But for my wife to have completely forgotten my birthday? Even if she had the excuse of an important event on the same day? That hurt.
The kids, Danny and Julie, called later in the day to wish me a happy birthday. That made me feel better while I was on the phone with them but worse afterwards. A pair of college kids had remembered to call, but my wife of almost twenty-five years couldn't even remember the date.
I tried to throw myself into my work, stopping only long enough to have a sandwich for lunch and to use the restroom, but it didn't work. Between lingering irritation with Bonnie and distractions from co-workers, sitting at my computer was a waste of time. I ultimately decided to take a half day and relax with a swim; we had a pool for a reason, even if it had gotten little use recently.
The swim turned out to be less relaxing and more tiring than I'd hoped. Was that why things had fallen apart between us? Because I was out of shape? But I wasn't, not really. Yeah, some gray flecks had started to appear in my hair, and I probably could do with losing a few pounds--no, I definitely could--but I wasn't ugly or unfit. I just had a dad bod.
As I prepared for Bonnie's dinner, I had a fleeting thought that perhaps she really had been unfaithful. However, the notion was quickly discarded. She showed absolutely no signs of infidelity: no particularly long hours; no changes in our sex life, other than a slow, steady decline over years; no deviations in the way she dressed or her routine; no new hobbies; no rapid shifts in attitude or mood. My wife was as much a homebody as me, so no girls' nights out, either.
No, Bonnie wasn't cheating. That realization was both heartening and a touch disheartening. She was still my loyal wife. But absent an outside influence, that meant that something had gone horribly wrong with us, and I had no idea how to fix it.
Bonnie's arrival home derailed my train of thought. As soon as the door closed, I heard, "Oh God, Jeff, I'm so sorry! I completely forgot it was your birthday today!" She hugged me close and gave me a wonderful, passionate kiss. It felt like going home, like the way she'd kissed me when we were kids in our first apartment.
She pulled away sooner than I would have liked; but then, any amount of time would have been sooner than I would have liked. "I feel like such a bitch. I've been so caught up in everything that I... God, I can't apologize enough."
I chuckled, "Well, I can think of a couple ways."
Bonnie laughed and said, "Oh, I'm sure you can." Another kiss; this one was less intense, but still plainly heartfelt. "Tonight, after the dinner. Hell, the whole weekend, babe. Anything you want."
With a raised eyebrow, I said, "Anything?"
She froze for a second, realizing what she'd said. A lot of things had been off the table for quite some time. Then, rallying, my wife proclaimed, "Anything. But first, we have to get ready! We're going to be late!"
Bonnie hastily changed into a lovely green dress that matched her eyes. The red curls that she found so aggravating at times were tamed through arcane womanly techniques into a stylish updo. I tried to start our celebrations a little early; nothing too aggressive, just a little kiss on the back of the neck as I zipped her up. My affection was met with an eyeroll and a "Hurry!"
"I can't help it. You're so beautiful."
Another eyeroll. "You're my husband. You have to say that. Now go!"
The dinner was okay. Just a typical corporate do. Bonnie's acceptance speech was well-received. It ought to have been, since we'd skipped Thursday night sex so she could practice it.
It wasn't a particularly exciting night for me, but she was happy, so I was happy. Unfortunately, she got a little too happy; my wife forgot sometimes that she could no longer hold her liquor the way she could in college, and this was one of those occasions.
By the time we were in the car, I knew nothing was going to happen that night. I tried not to show irritation and failed miserably. Fortunately, Bonnie was too far gone to realize it. Unfortunately, she was too far gone to realize that she was going to pass out before she could make good on her promises. Her green eyes sparkled as she slurred, "Gonna treat you ssso good when we get home, birthday boy. Gonna... Gonna... zzzz"
Bonnie was semi-coherent as I got her out of the car and helped her to the door, but coherent enough to grope me and mutter vulgar promises she couldn't keep. Thankfully, she was also coherent enough to run to the bathroom before vomiting. I held my wife's hair, as I had many times before, then helped her rinse out her mouth before putting her to bed in panties and nothing else. I couldn't remember the last time she'd worn so little to bed.
I barely slept, turning the situation over and over in my head. It wasn't the fact that she'd forgotten my birthday in the morning, or that she got so soused she couldn't keep her promise. It wasn't that we'd skipped Thursday night sex so she could make her speech. All of those were in my mind, but more as indicators than issues; any of them by themselves would just be something to shrug my shoulders about. But together? And with the trajectory of our love life, both in the physical and emotional sense?
No. I realized I'd shrugged my shoulders for too long. As I laid there, staring up at the ceiling as the most beautiful woman in the world snored, I knew that if things were going to get better, I was going to have to do something. We would have to, together; but I'd need to take the first steps.
All of this occupied my mind as Bonnie showered the next morning. I still had no idea what to do, but I knew I would have to take action soon. I needed to use her guilt over the way she's acted over the previous few days; it appalled me to think of manipulating her, but I chose to view it instead as an intervention. I just didn't know whether I'd be opening her eyes or forcing her to acknowledge something she already knew. I hoped for the former but suspected the latter.
The time to decide on a course of action was short. I heard the shower shut off; Bonnie would brush her teeth next, then come out and dress for the day. Nothing came to mind; or, rather, too many things did, and I soon realized I'd need to see what she did and said upon her return to the bedroom.
The door opened, and a little residual steam puffed out. Bonnie was so beautiful to me, and I rarely got to see that beauty in full daylight. We had both been so busy, with schedules that were slightly off from each other; I typically left for work when she was in the shower, or did household chores on the weekends. When was the last time I'd seen this vision of loveliness in the morning? I couldn't recall. That made me feel even worse; yes, she'd been less than receptive, but I'd been less than appreciative, perhaps.
She noticed I was awake; I noticed she was hungover. Bonnie rubbed her head gingerly, saying, "Hey, handsome. I'm- ah, I'm sorry about last night." The chagrined, slightly hopeful smile she sported was intended to soften the impact: she was really, really sorry, so please don't make a big deal of this.
"Which part?"
The smile drooped a fraction. "All of it. Drinking too much, throwing up, passing out."
"Anything else?"
Bonnie sighed, shoulders slumped. "Yeah. Yeah, that too." She tried to rally. "You know, I would have been fine—happy, even-- if you had..." A test balloon floated up in the form of a naughty grin. "... ah, taken advantage of me."
I looked away. "I wouldn't have."
Her brows furrowed. "What?"
"I wouldn't have. I wanted..." My gaze drifted back. "Fuck, Bonnie, when did you stop wanting to have sex with me? When you were drunk last night, that was the most amorous I've seen you since... Hell, I can't even remember. Do you need to be three sheets to the wind to want me?"
"Hey! That's not true!" Shock more than outrage, but at least some of both.
"It feels that way. You don't initiate. We have sex one time a week, if we're lucky, and I have to 'remind' you about it. Hell..." I sighed. "It's not even just the sex, Bonnie. When's the last time you... I dunno, even just tried to cuddle with me on the couch instead of looking at your phone? Am I that boring to you now?"
"No!" She sat next to me and rubbed my back. "No, Jeff, no. I love you. And I do still enjoy when we make love. I do."
"Just not enough to actually want to do it more than once a week. Or to--"
Her tone shifted slightly towards offended. "Is this about your birthday? I told you, I'm sorry that I forgot. I just--"
"No!" My voice was louder than I'd intended, and she flinched. "No. That's just... it was what made me see, part of what made me see that things were wrong. Have been wrong for a while."
Bonnie was quiet, and the look on her face told me everything I needed to know: I wasn't opening her eyes. I was just making her face a truth she already knew. "I love you." A soft tone, almost a whisper.
"I love you too, Bonnie. This wouldn't hurt so much if I didn't."
My wife sniffled. "I'm sorry. I just... I don't know why. I do love you, Jeff. I do. I promise. And I don't- when we have sex, it's enjoyable for me. I'm glad we have our Thursday nights, even if... Even if I might not seem like it sometimes. I just..." Her voice petered out. "I don't know." She sighed sadly, and we sat there together for a while, just holding each other. It was clear we both wanted things to be different. It was equally clear we also had no idea how to get there.
"Can we go to counseling?" She quickly nodded, but I continued, "I don't want to- to live like roommates that occasionally have sex. I want to have my wife back, like--" A lightning bolt struck. "You said 'anything,' right?"
"What?"
"This weekend. 'Anything I wanted.'"
Bonnie pulled away and looked at me, slightly suspicious. That annoyed me; did my wife suspect I was going to bend her guilt towards some kind of sexual favor she wouldn't normally grant? Did she really think so little of me?
"Yes?" A statement phrased as a question. No, as a tacit rejection, intended to shut down any request too outre.
My jaw tightened at the irritation, but I let it go; anger wouldn't help, only hurt. "Do you remember when we were in college? And then when we were first married?"
"What about it?"
I chuckled. "Before the kids came along, we barely wore a stitch of clothing around the house."
A slight roll of those lovely green eyes, but a friendly one. "Yeah, because you wanted to have sex all the time."
"Me?"
"... We."
"That's what I want this weekend." I held up a hand as she opened her mouth. "Not the sex all weekend. Okay, well, yes, that would be nice, too, but I know my limitations. Mostly, though, I just want..." I kissed her softly. "I miss that. That... openness that we had. That's what I want this weekend."
"I don't know..." She did know. She knew she didn't want to.
"That's all I want. No gifts. No cake or party. Hell, not even any sex, necessarily."
Bonnie frowned. "I told you, I don't mind--" A quick change of both expression and tack. "--I enjoy sex with you."
"Then maybe that will happen, too. But..." I looked at the ceiling and sighed. "I miss you Bonnie. I miss seeing your body and the way your skin feels against mine; not even in a sexual way, just..."
I smiled and stroked her cheek, looking in her eyes again. "Do you remember how it was back then? How we'd sit on the couch, and I'd lay my head in your lap and we'd just watch TV? And sometimes... Well, I admit sometimes something more would happen.
"But sometimes it was just that, my face pressed against your naked thigh while you stroked my hair. Just the two of us enjoying the closeness. If that's all that happens this weekend..." I swallowed, trying to fight emotions I hadn't understood were hiding so close to the surface. "That's more than we've had in a long time. That's what I want for my birthday." It's what I wanted for our life.
The emotions were close to the surface for her, too; maybe closer than for me. She'd known something was wrong longer than I had. A lot longer, I think. A tear rolled down one cheek, and I gently brushed it away.
Bonnie's voice was hoarse. "Okay." She smiled, swallowing the sadness. "Let's do it." A little laugh, driving her melancholy further from the here and now. "A naked weekend! Yeah, let's do it." She leaned in and kissed me; I felt the desire in me rise, and my body responded. Bonnie looked down and laughed, "Sure you don't just want sex?"
"I do, but only if you do, too."
Her smile dipped. The moment passed as a lie slipped too easily from her lips. "I'm still a little hungover. Why don't you go grab a shower, and I'll make some breakfast?" She'd acceded to my wishes more than I expected, and I let the dishonesty go uncommented upon. After all, did it really count as a lie if we both knew it was?
I showered slowly, taking the time to think under the cool water. Not cold; I wasn't that frustrated. Just cool enough to tamp things down a bit. She had agreed to my request, which was great. And there was clearly something there, some desire of her own that she was... what? Afraid of? Unhappy with? Angry at? I couldn't tell. But it was a start. And, even if the weekend didn't result in more than seeing Bonnie in all her glory for two days, she'd also agreed to counseling. I toweled off feeling cautiously optimistic, if still a little trepidatious about what she was hiding.
Bonnie was standing at the stove when I came in, hair pulled back in a ponytail and humming softly as she cooked. She had on an apron, and somehow that was even sexier than simple nakedness. The loose ends of the bow dangled down, as if intentionally directing my attention to her curvy ass. We'd both put some weight on since those college days, but she wore it well. Very, very well.
She must have heard me approaching, because she half-turned with a smile. "Hey, handsome, breakfast is almost- oh!" Bonnie's eyes strayed down to my half-hard dick, then went wide. Suddenly flustered, she stuttered, "Uh, in a, in a few minutes." The blush on her face was certainly appealing, but her manner wasn't.
The distance there hurt me, as if either her being naked or my body responding to her beauty was an awful burden. Maybe this was a bad idea. Maybe I should have been satisfied with lackluster sex and a promise to go to counseling instead of this attempt to reclaim our past intimacy through shared nostalgia. I was about to speak when she found her equilibrium once more, smiled broadly and said, "Why don't you put some coffee on?" I could not have been more grateful for the out.



I made us each a mug and placed them at our usual seats, then sat and sipped on mine. She asked without looking back, "So, did you have anything else you wanted to do today? Anything outside the house?"
No, I didn't. I hadn't expected her to forget my birthday, nor had I expected the chance to have Bonnie naked for the whole weekend. I took another sip to buy time, then said, "Nothing specific. Maybe go swimming later? I thought we could curl up on the couch and watch something together. There's that new romcom streaming I know you wanted to see."
The offer made my wife glance back, a disbelieving expression on her face. "It's your birthday weekend. Don't you want to pick?"
"I just want to spend time with you. No phones, no computers, no distractions except shared ones."
"Okay. But you could still pick the movie."
"And I am." I put down the mug. "I know this is making you a little uncomfortable. Maybe more than a little." A guilty look flashed across her face. "I want to... I love you, Bonnie. More than anything in the world except maybe the kids. If we spend the whole day watching stuff you want, but I get to spend it cuddled up to you, skin to skin? That's a good day. And..." I sighed. "And maybe I haven't shown you that lately. I'm sorry if the reason we've gotten distant is on me, and I just didn't realize it."
"No, it's not... I don't know. Maybe." Bonnie sighed and looked back at the stove. "Can we... I need to think about it, okay? You're right. We're not as close as we were, and I don't like it either. Can we just have breakfast and cuddle, like you said? I promise I'm not trying to avoid it. I just need to think."
We sat and ate mostly in silence. She kept her apron on; I didn't object. When we were done, I helped clear the table and do the dishes. Bonnie was still lost in thought, but routine easily carried us through. As we finished and headed to the living room, I finally said something about her state of dress. "You still have your apron on."
"Oh!" My wife laughed with a brilliant, open smile. "I forgot." There was no hesitation as she pulled the string to open it and pulled it over her head. God, she was gorgeous. I loved her with every part of my being. Bonnie laughed again at how much one particular part seemed to love her. "You going to be okay there, babe?"
"I'll manage." I waggled my eyebrows. "Unless you'd like to help?"
That brilliant smile turned unsteady. Unsure. "I, ah, of course." Bonnie rallied. "Nothing's too good for the birthday boy." There was still something behind her eyes, though. The enthusiasm was, if not forced, then at least reluctant. That wasn't what I wanted, at all.
"Bon... if you don't want to, I don't want you to feel like..." I sighed.
"I do! I really do, Jeff. It's just... this isn't what we normally do. But I love you, and I want you to feel good." She sank to her knees in front of me. "I want to make you feel good." Her hand grasped my shaft, stroking it slowly. "Let me? Please?"
It was real, if not entirely wholehearted. I believed everything she was saying; I also believed she wasn't saying everything. But the most beautiful woman in the world was on her knees, staring up into my eyes as she licked the tip of my cock. How the hell was I supposed to say no to that?
I wasn't.
When my hand caressed her cheek, she grinned, then took my glans into her mouth and sucked on it like a lollipop. My wife gave the best blowjobs I'd ever had, even when we first started dating. She sometimes joked that was how she hooked me; she wasn't entirely wrong. But now, almost thirty years later?
"Oh! Oh god, Bonnie!" I have no doubt that, if she wanted, my wife could have gotten me off within seconds. Instead, I was treated to a marvelously drawn out edging session.
Her hands caressed my balls and stroked my shaft, maximizing pleasure while never quite getting all the way to release. Bonnie's mouth was indescribably good, kissing and sucking and licking up and down my cock. She knew what I liked, and while she didn't give it all to me—no deep throating, which she could do but didn't enjoy—I certainly had no complaints.
"Sweetheart, I'm close—" I warned her; she gave me what I liked, so I tried to do the same. Like deepthroating, she would swallow for me sometimes, but she didn't especially enjoy it. That was okay, though. There was something we both liked.
Bonnie drew back, looking up at me with bright eyes. One hand slid up and down the shaft, slick with saliva, while the other caressed and gently squeezed my balls. "Cum for me, baby. I want it. C'mon, handsome, cum all over me. Give it to me love, I want it."
She laughed happily as I tensed, as the first rope of jism arced from my cock and onto her chest. "Yessss, baby! I love your cum." Another spurt landed on her cheek as she moved closer. A third painted her throat, and a fourth, smaller one joined it.
Only then did she lean forward to take me back in her mouth as the fifth and final spray made its way out. It wasn't my taste she minded, only the volume. Bonnie sucked greedily as I moaned, too overcome with sensation to do more than lean against the wall. A loud pop was followed by my sexy wife's voice. "Mmmm. So good, baby." I looked down at her, and any hesitancy I might have seen before was gone, replaced by pure devotion. "I love you, Jeff."
Bonnie made a little happy noise as I cupped her cheek, pressing her face into my palm. Panting, I said, "Ah- hah- love you, Bonnie." I pulled her to her feet. I would have kissed her—if she'd swallow for me, why wouldn't I kiss her afterwards?—but she just smiled and said, "I'm going to go clean up. Put the movie on for us?"
I nodded, still trying to catch my breath. Bonnie moved towards the hallway, making me smile. I loved to watch her as she walked. "God, sweetheart. You're so beautiful."
She flashed a little smile over her shoulder. "You're just saying that because I'm covered with your cum. Now shoo!" There was a little extra bounce in her step; I enjoyed every second of it until she was out of view.
We settled in to watch some romantic comedy; I don't remember the name. It was an inoffensive little confection and reasonably funny. But mostly, I just enjoyed laying with my head in Bonnie's lap, savoring the warmth of her skin and her laughter. She stroked my hair as we watched, occasionally dipping her head down to kiss me gently. Those moments, even more than the amazing blowjob, felt precious to me. To both of us, from what her smile said.
By the time the movie was over, I was well past recovered, but I didn't feel the need to indulge. There was time. We had all weekend, and I didn't want to make Bonnie think that the nakedness and closeness that I desired was purely about sex. I mean, it was about sex; I'd be lying if I said that wasn't the impetus. But the longer we cuddled, I found how much that simple pleasure filled a void I'd scarcely registered.
We were partway through another movie, one of my choosing, when I heard her stomach rumble and realized we were well past lunch time. Bonnie had cooked breakfast, so I took care of lunch. It wasn't anything too extravagant--just a couple of BLTs--but still tasty. She laughed at my naked ass hanging out of the apron, so I wiggled it at her, which made her laugh even harder. The loving expression on my wife's face as we cleaned up made me feel as content as I had since... hell, since the kids had moved out. Maybe before. "I love you, babe."
"I love you, too, Jeff." My wife stretched, unintentionally putting her full body on display for me, and I felt myself stir again. She saw it, too; that brought back the self-conscious Bonnie from before, and it broke my heart a little bit.
Still, this was a process; we had to make our way back to each other. This weekend would be a part of that, but I couldn't expect that whatever had broken between us would be fixed in a few hours of naked cuddling and a blowjob, no matter how fantastic both had been.
"God, hon, you're so beautiful."
Bonnie chuckled. "You have to say that. You're my husband."
I frowned. This might be a process, but part of the process was speaking up. "Why do you do that?"
She cocked her head to one side. "What?"
"That. Where you... I say you're beautiful, and you deflect. You don't thank me—which is fine, that's not why I'm saying it—but instead you imply that I'm..." I struggled to find the right phrasing. "Lying is maybe too strong. But that I'm being disingenuous, maybe? That it's false flattery?"
My wife bit her cheek, weighing what I'd said. "I didn't realize I was doing that. I'm— I believe that you mean it, at least to an extent. But..." She sighed. "But that doesn't make it true. And it doesn't mean it's not a reflex."
"A reflex?"
Her gaze focused on the table. "When we were younger, I was beautiful. I know that. And I don't think I'm ugly now, just... just not beautiful. And I think sometimes you've kept saying it because it's something you've always said."
It pained me to see the look in Bonnie's eyes when she raised her head again. "I know you love me. I know you want me to feel good about myself. But I've also seen you look at other women." I started to speak, but she raised her hand. "I'm not jealous. I look at other men, too. Our young next door neighbors, for example; I know we've both stared at them."
She laughed at my chagrined expression. "I'm not mad, hon. They're very attractive. She's stacked, and he's got that six pack; they're both incredibly hot. And they're both always out doing their yard work half-dressed. We wouldn't be human if we didn't stare.
"But they're... she's beautiful. She is. And I'm..." Bonnie looked back down. "I'm just me. A middle-aged mom with wrinkles and cellulite." Her sigh was part accepting and part disappointed. "I can't compare with that."
"Bonnie..." She didn't look up. "Please." Her head inclined the tiniest bit, but she mostly looked with her eyes. "You are the most beautiful woman in the world to me." That got her to look at me, then to open her mouth as if to object. "Don't. It's not reflexive. It's not me trying to make you feel good, although I hope it does that, too. It's the truth."
I looked up at the ceiling for a moment to arrange my thoughts, then back at her. "I'm not saying that you're objectively the most beautiful woman in the world; it's not like there's an objective mark of that, anyways. I'm not saying you're even... you're not a model. But you are the most beautiful woman in the world to me."
My elbows rested on the table as I leaned forward. "Let me ask you a question. Do you think I'm handsome?"
Bonnie hesitated, as if she was afraid I was trying to trap her. To be fair, I was. "... Yes. But--"
"I'm not asking if you think I'm the most handsome in the world, or to rate me against anyone else, okay? So you think I'm handsome, even though I'm starting to see gray hairs, and I've gotten a little soft around the middle. Yes?" She nodded. "And I think you're beautiful."
"It's not the same. Guys age better than--"
"That's bullshit! Who says that? Creeps that want to bang supermodels or teenagers. The fashion and makeup industries that are trying to sell shit. Guys that don't..." I shook my head. "It doesn't matter. That's not what I'm talking about. I'm talking about you and me, and how beautiful that I find you. Not what someone on the street might say. You think I'm handsome. Do you think our neighbor does? Or a random person on the street?"
"Yeah, probably. You're a good looking guy, even if..." She turned a little red, and I laughed.
"Even if I've let myself go a bit? It's okay, hon. It's the truth. I should get back to the gym. But I'm glad you think so. Let me ask it a different way: do you think I'm as handsome to a random woman on the street as I am to you?"
"... No."
"I think you're beautiful. I think that, of the two of us, a random stranger would find you more attractive than they'd find me. And I think that doesn't matter at all for what I'm saying. It's not about what some arbitrary person thinks, or a beauty magazine, or our neighbors, or anyone else. For me, you are the most beautiful woman in the world. You were when we married, and it's more true every single day. You're more beautiful to me today than you were when we met."
"How? I'm..." Bonnie gestured to her body. God, no wonder she didn't want to be more intimate. Did she think that she was ugly? Or that I thought she was ugly?
I stood, smiling, and took her hand. "Come with me? Please?"
Bonnie started to object. Or possibly only to question; regardless, her body language made it clear she was reluctant to come along, but ultimately she did. I led her to our bedroom, then into the master bathroom. Bonnie stood uncomfortably in front of the mirror, not quite looking at her reflection, and I just behind her.
"Look at yourself, hon. You're beautiful. I think you're amazing. Gorgeous."
She did as I asked, but all that led to was a shake of her head. "I get what you're trying to do, Jeff. Can we just drop it? I'm sorry. I won't deflect anymore, okay? I'm beautiful." She said the words, but there was absolutely no force behind them.
My hand brushed her hair aside to touch a nearly-faded scar on her shoulder. "Do you remember how you got this?"
She laughed, "That mountain bike excursion you talked me into on our honeymoon."
I kissed it softly. "Do you remember how I took care of you afterwards? I felt so bad about that."
Another laugh, along with a more contemplative expression. "Yes, you fussed over me so much. It wasn't even a bad tumble or that big a scrape. But..." She leaned her head back against my chest. "Yes, I remember."
"You say that you're wrinkled. And... Okay, yes, you are. Maybe not as much as you seem to think. But I love those wrinkles. When you laughed just now, I saw where so many of them came from, all the laughs and smiles and shared fun we've had. And the worry lines, those were shared, too."
My arms encircled her, holding her close to me. That lovely warmth again, spreading between our bodies. "You say you have cellulite, but so what? Okay, yeah, maybe we should get in better shape; I'll be happy to do that with you. But it's another... We've been comfortable. We're able to just enjoy our lives together. Maybe we overindulged occasionally, but that was because we were happy, yeah?"
"... Yeah." She worried at her lip, thinking.
"And more than that..." One arm moved lower, stroking her side. "Some of it, some of how your body has changed is because you carried our children. My children. You gave them to me, sacrificed your body and your health to give me that wonderful gift. " A finger traced the thin, silvery stretch marks on her belly, a trail of scars gained in service to our family and our love.
Then they moved to another scar, the one that marked the cesarean she underwent for our daughter. "Even when it almost killed you. You would have sacrificed your life for Julie; I know that." Bonnie nodded, eyes misty at the memory or my words or both; I couldn't know. "You see wrinkles and cellulite and scars, but I see the woman I love and how much she loved me. How could I think of you as anything but beautiful, Bonnie?
"You are the most beautiful woman in the world to me. It's not hyperbole or flattery. It's what I see every time I look at you." She nodded, unable to speak.
"And it's not just... I'm not saying that as a platitude. You are sexy to me, too, Bonnie. So damned sexy. You can feel it, I know." My wife shifted slightly, not quite grinding against me, but acknowledging the hardness pressing against her. I kissed her neck as one hand made its way up to her breast, cupping it gently. She stifled a moan. "Gorgeous. So gorgeous."
Another hand made its way down. "Even here. I know you'd keep your bush full, but you keep it trimmed. You do it for me, because you know I like how it looks."
Bonnie chuckled, "Even though you want me to shave it all off." But then she gasped, eyes half closed as my fingers made their way lower, teasing at her labia.
I kissed her neck again and whispered in her ear. "Good marriages are all about compromise, right?" She ground herself back against me, harder this time. "Look at yourself, love."
My wife's eyes opened again, looking directly at our reflections. "I love the way that flush spreads out down your neck and across your chest." Two fingers made their way between her lips and inside as my thumb stroked her clit. "I love the way it turns your pale skin pink. How you gasp when I touch you."
She whimpered slightly as I stroked faster with my fingers, juices drenching them. Her legs spread slightly to give me more access. "I love you. Everything about you. Do you see how beautiful you are to me? How desirable?"
Bonnie started to shake slightly. I knew those little tremors so well, the herald of her oncoming orgasm. Breath came faster, moans grew louder, eyes started to close. "No. Watch yourself." She struggled to keep them open, only barely managing. "Watch the most beautiful woman in the world cum for her husband." My words took Bonnie the rest of the way to her climax. Tears trailed down her face as she gasped and sobbed with joy and love, shaking like a leaf in my arms.
When she regained control, at least enough to stand on her own, I asked. "Do you believe me?" Another nod, then she turned her head away from our reflection, lips seeking mine. It was a soft, sweet kiss, one that stood in marked contrast to the almost violent spasms dying down in her body.
She broke away. "Bed. Need you."
We stumbled out of the bathroom, lips locked together, trying not to trip each other. The bed seemed so distant, but the journey was pretty damned great. Our kiss in the bathroom had been gentle, but this one decidedly was not; my lover tried to devour me as I manhandled her body, mauling that curvy ass and those magnificent tits.
Bonnie's legs bumped against the bed, and she fell backwards onto the mattress, laughing, arms open wide. "Please." Her voice was almost bashful as she lovingly smiled up at me, adoration and lust mingling in her gorgeous green eyes.
I didn't even bother getting onto the bed. Instead, I spread my wife's legs and placed them on my shoulders. That loving smile turned pure wicked as she realized what she'd done to me, what all her moans and sighs and kisses and groping had brought out in her man. With a single thrust, I filled her, to the sound of a triumphant "Yes!" from her lips.
We needed each other. That was the only way to describe it: need. Past desire or lust or even love, I needed to be inside her, and she needed to feel me there. We made love with an ardor that our bed hadn't seen in years. It was a renewal not just of intimacy, but of passion, and it was glorious.
Bonnie's nails dug into my biceps as my cock pistoned in and out of her, her emerald eyes alive with a wanton need. She was always vocal, delighting me with moans and whimpers and sighs. When we were younger, though, she had been verbal as well, groaning filthy urgings that inflamed me; now she was again.
The Bonnie I fell in love with decades before had returned, and she urged me to reclaim her. To reclaim us. "Mmm, fuck Jeff! I missed this, missed the way-- ah! Oh god, baby! Please! I need— fuck, Jeff! So good! I need your dick, your perfect dick! I— I- ah ah oh YES!" The most beautiful woman in the world came again, and I followed her. Each throb of my cock drove more seed into my wife's womb, and each drove her to further heights of ecstasy.
We were drenched in sweat as we came down, panting and gasping, but we still found the breath to tell each other over and over again, "I love you." There were tears, too; happy, mostly, but some shed for the years where we hadn't been what we should. We had been a shadow of ourselves, and the brilliance of us—the real us, the right us— was overwhelming in its splendor.



Passion turned to cuddling, which gave way to napping. I was disoriented when I woke, uncertain what time it was. Bonnie was asleep in my arms, her naked skin pressed to mine. How long had it been since we had last woken up like this? Too long. I didn't want to stir and break the spell, so I laid there and watched her sleep.
Eventually, though, she stirred with a sleepy grin. "Mmmorning, handsome." We kissed again; even this felt like a renewal.
"I don't think it is actually. That's sunset, not sunrise."
"Hmm." Bonnie nuzzled close. "Want to get up or stay here?"
"Both."
"Both? Think you've gotta pick one."
"Stay here for a few minutes, then get some dinner?"
"Such a rebel."
We decided on a reasonably nice restaurant, and Bonnie put on her little black dress and high heels. She and I did each take a quick turn in the shower; my lover pushed me gently out of the bathroom when I tried to join her, asserting—probably correctly—that if I did, we wouldn't leave the house.
At dinner we talked about our usual topics, but there was a new spark. Or perhaps not new; perhaps merely rekindled. Even though we were just talking about our kids or our jobs, there was a playfulness that hadn't been there before. When a lull in the conversation came, it wasn't uncomfortable or empty; it was just a chance to enjoy the silence together.
It was during one of these silences that I saw her expression shift from happy to thoughtful, and then to what seemed an unpleasant realization. "Hon?" A mask went up in the form of a guarded, disingenuous smile. I hadn't seen one of those in hours, and I was unhappy about its return. "What's going on?"
"I just..." She dabbed her eyes. "I figured something out. But I..." The smile felt more real. "I want to think about it a little more, okay? It's not bad. Or, at least, it's not bad now. But I want to... to process, I guess. Is that alright? I promise, I'll explain, once I can." I slowly nodded, and she took my hand. "I love you. Thank you. For everything today." Then she laughed. "I was supposed to get you a present, not the other way around!"
When we got home, the door was barely closed before the little black dress came over her head and her bra joined it on the floor. She hadn't worn panties, and the come fuck me pumps beckoned me to... well, it's right there in the name. "Why are you still dressed, Jeff?" Her hips swayed seductively as she made her way to our bedroom, while I hopped on one foot trying to get out of my damned clothes. It was well worth the struggle, though.
I slept like the dead that night. It had been a rollercoaster day emotionally, starting with a talk I was afraid might have spelled the end of our marriage and ending with a night unlike any I'd had in years. I dreamt of Bonnie and her perfect, pillowy breasts, of her smiling face, of her lips wrapped around my cock, the soft wetness enveloping my—
It wasn't a dream. Light pierced my eyes, but I didn't give a damn. I saw the love of my life laying between my legs, red ringlets swaying as her head bobbed up and down. When she realized I was awake, she let my cock slip out of her mouth for just a moment, kissed it, and said, "Good morning, love."
"Helluva wake up, hon." My hand caressed her cheek, and she closed her eyes and purred.
"I didn't get to do this yesterday, birthday boy. Or Friday." Bonnie sucked the tip of my cock, teasing me with a little pout. "Forgive me?" Then she took me into her mouth again, and further, into her throat. I groaned and clutched the sheets; I loved when she did this, and it had been so long.
But then she pulled off again and said, "Your hands don't belong there, Jeff." Taking them each in turn, my wife placed them on her head, fingers tangling into her hair. "There. Perfect." The words were barely out of her mouth before she had swallowed me to the hilt once more.
It was, as ever, heavenly. Even more than yesterday's, which was the best blowjob I'd gotten from my wife in I couldn't say how long. This was a different animal entirely: aggressive, sloppy, and noisy. A performance worthy of a porn star, there in my bedroom, with my ultimate fantasy woman. When I pulled at her hair, she moaned; I would say it was theatrical, but it felt completely genuine. She was pleased to please me, and that was the biggest turn on of all.
It wasn't long before I was ready to explode. "Bonnie—"
She didn't hesitate, caressing my balls and humming, milking my glans with her throat. She wanted it, wanted the thing that she normally refused me, and she was doing it purely because it would make me happy. I called her name out once more as my balls emptied themselves into her mouth, her throat, her stomach.
Bonnie didn't manage to capture all of my issue; a bit of spend trickled out of the corner of her mouth. But as I released my grip on her hair and my cock slid from her throat, she dabbed at the remaining seed with a fingertip, then licked it clean. A devilish smile lit up her face. "Happy belated birthday, baby. Ready for breakfast?"
Breakfast was light, as was the conversation. Our back and forth felt effortless and charged in a way that it hadn't for a long time, a pleasant mix of affection, flirtation, and genuine interest in what the other had to say, even if it wasn't a topic we had any special interest in. Eventually, there was a lull, much as there had been the night before; this time, though, Bonnie was ready to talk.
"I want to make something clear before we begin: I'm not blaming you, at all, for anything I'm about to say, okay?"
"Uh..."
"I'm serious, Jeff. Some of this may be hard to hear, and some of it may feel like I'm... like I think you did something wrong. And you didn't--" She sighed. "Or at least not as much as I did."
Bonnie took a deep breath, and it all spilled out. "I think this, the distance, started when you had that problem with your medicine."
"My medicine? What... Oh. Oh!" About five years before, the doctor had put me on blood pressure medicine. It had some unexpected and unpleasant side effects, but I didn't connect them with the medicine, because they started slowly and ramped up over a couple of months. Eventually, I realized what was causing it, we switched medicines, and everything was fine; all told, it took maybe six months to get everything straightened out. But in the interim...
She nodded. "Yeah. When you... When we couldn't make love, I got inside my own head. A lot. 'Am I not attractive anymore? Does he still love me? Is there someone else?'" I opened my mouth to speak, and she smiled sadly. "I know there wasn't, hon. I know. You're... God, you're such a good man. I know you'd never cheat. But..." Another sigh. "But that doesn't mean I didn't think about it."
Bonnie swallowed. "Like I said yesterday, I've seen how you look at other women, and I don't begrudge that, especially since you aren't a hypocrite about it; I look, too. But when you couldn't get an erection with me, I just... It hit me in ways I didn't expect. You could still get hard with a little blue pill, so I figured it was about me.
"And even though later you didn't need them anymore, after you got on the new blood pressure meds... I dunno. It was still there in the back of my mind. 'He's only fucking you because you're his wife. He's only staying because he's a good man.'"
"Bonnie--"
"I know! I know it's... Like I said, I'm not blaming you. It was irrational. But ..." Bonnie shook her head. "I didn't feel attractive, so I stopped initiating; I figured that you'd let me know when you wanted me. I still wanted you, but I... That first time you couldn't get hard, it was such a blow to my ego. I didn't even realize how much at the time. But I can see now that I was afraid that... I knew you'd never reject me. But your body might. So it was safer, I think, to just wait for the times I knew you wanted me.
"And then we were running around getting Danny off to college, and with Julie's afterschool activities, and the weekends, and our jobs and then it became easier to just stick to Thursdays. I still enjoyed it. I did, I swear. But it was always... I was always afraid. Afraid that this would be the time when we'd find out the ED wasn't just a symptom of bad medication, but a symptom of..." She smiled sadly as a tear fell. "Of our marriage dying."
"Bonnie, no! I would never--"
"I know that!" She wiped her eyes. "I do. I know that now. And I knew it then, too. But what I felt... I hadn't even realized I felt all of this until..." She took my hand. "Until you made me understand how wrong I was. When you told me all of those things yesterday about loving my body because of all the scars and wrinkles and not in spite of them.
"And before that, even, the way you watched me yesterday, the way your body responded, all of it. You made me feel sexy and beautiful in a way I haven't in a long time." I opened my mouth. "Don't! Don't. You did nothing wrong. I told you that, and I believe it. You kept trying to initiate, and I turned you down. You told me every day that I was beautiful and sexy, and I didn't believe you.
"I didn't tell you how I felt, because I didn't fully understand it, and what I did understand made me feel... Dumb. Dumb for how irrational it was. Angry at being dumb. Afraid... Afraid the little voice was right, that you'd eventually realize what I always knew and leave me for someone else. Younger. Prettier."
"What is it that you 'knew?'"
Bonnie kissed my hand. "That I had the most handsome man in the world for a husband, and that he was sweet and loving and loyal and kind. That he works hard for his family, he takes care of all of us, and he would do anything to make us happy." She laughed. "I don't think guys realize how rare that is. But women do."
"Most handsome man in the world?"
My wife laughed even louder at that. "Of course that's the part you zeroed in on." She kissed my hand again. "Yes. For the same reasons you think I'm so beautiful. But it's true what I said: guys age better than women. Not inherently, but because, like you said, society thinks so. And trust me, babe, you could easily pick up a twenty-five year old sugar baby if you tried." She narrowed her eyes in mock hostility. "I see those wheels spinning, mister."
"You're the one that said it!"
Bonnie stood up and moved around the table to sit in my lap. "Well, I guess I'll just have to distract you, then." She kissed me lovingly, then drew back. "So... Do you have any of those little blue pills left? You might need one today."
I did. We were like teenagers again, spending the day making love and cuddling, taking breaks to eat and nap. There was one distinct difference, though: we owned our own house with a pool and a privacy fence. In the afternoon, she dragged me outside to "swim." There was water involved, and aerobic exercise, but I'd be hard pressed to find anything we did at the Olympics. Maybe in the Olympic Village, but that was about it.
As we snuggled together that night, kissing and caressing each other before we drifted off to sleep, I murmured, "Thank you."
Bonnie nuzzled into my neck and said, "No, thank you. Thank you for... for not giving up on us. For loving me enough to say something."
"Do you still want to go to counseling?"
She was silent for a few moments, then said, "Yeah, I think so. Not because there's anything wrong between us, but to make sure we keep things from going wrong again, you know?"
"Okay." With a yawn, I closed my eyes and said, "Mmm, I wish we could stay like this forever. Goodnight, beautiful." I was asleep before I heard her response.
The next morning was a Monday; I sighed with regret as I got out of the bed and started getting ready. Bonnie was up by the time I was dressed, already in the shower. I stopped in for a kiss, which she granted. But when I tried for a bit more, my wife chuckled, "Go to work, sir! It'll still be here when you get home." A little wink. "Promise."
With a spring in my step and an erection in my pants, I headed to work. We texted back and forth most of the day, something we hadn't done in a long time. It wasn't quite sexting, but Bonnie was clearly trying to keep me aroused. I was pleased, but also amazed; we had been at it all weekend, and she had to be sore. Hell, I was, at least a little bit.
That night, Bonnie was home before me. That was rare; she had a longer commute and, frankly, a more demanding job. When I opened the door, she was there, as naked as the day she was born--except for a pair of heels-- and just out of view of the neighbors. I could smell something delicious cooking, too. She gave me a big kiss while unbuttoning my shirt. "You're breaking the rules, love."
"What?" I helped her undress me; I might have been confused, but I sure as hell wasn't going to look a gift horse in the mouth.
"You told me last night that you wished we could stay like this forever. And I can't promise forever--we're going to have houseguests sometimes--but..." She smiled and bit her lip. "I like being able to look at you, too. And cuddle with you naked. And have--" Bonnie's hand trailed up and down the front of my boxers. "--access when I want. And I did tell you that you could have whatever you wanted this weekend; what you wanted was for it to continue."
"You're going to let me get away with wishing for more wishes?"
Her nose wrinkled as she laughed. "Only if it's what I wish for, too. And I do." Once I was as naked as my wife, she pulled me along to the kitchen. "Now come on; I've made us lasagna. I have a little bit more to do on the sides, but you can sit and rest while I do that."
Taking a seat, I said, "Don't you want some help? You've got to be tired."
Bonnie laughed as she put her apron on and began to tie it, "Not so much. I took a sick day today and went back to bed after you left. I am very well rested, thank you."
"So, what did you do with the rest of your day?"
A wry grin. "Besides teasing you?"
"Yes, besides that."
"Oh, a few things. I got us an appointment with a counselor; I went looking for some of our old toys--" That got my attention. "--and I did a little shopping for some things we were missing."
"Oh? What?" Nonchalant. Cool. That's me.
"A little trip to the grocery store for dinner, of course."
"Ah. Right."
She laughed loudly. "I'm sorry, baby. Were you thinking maybe whips and chains? I'm a bit sore, you know. Someone really wore me out this weekend."
"Okay, fair. I'd say I'm sorry, but..."
That wicked little grin. "Yeah, neither am I. Looking forward to more tonight, actually. You up for that?"
"I thought you were sore."
"Oh, my pussy definitely is." She turned towards the counter and bent over it, ostensibly to reach for something. Her cheeks parted slightly as she stretched, and I saw a glint of metal there, one I recognized but hadn't seen in a long time. "Like I said, though, I went looking for our old toys. And I've had all day to, ah, reacquaint myself with them. You know, to prepare." A coquettish smile as she glanced over her shoulder. "It's been a long time, after all. Care to show me how much you've missed my ass?" An evil chuckle. "Because it's missed you."
Dinner would have to wait.
—----------------------------------------
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The fluorescent lights flickered and whined overhead. I should have felt more nervous than I did; everything in me screamed that my present life was about to end, one way or another. But it already had, and no matter what happened in the next however long, seconds or minutes or hours, knowing would be better than not knowing. That's what I told myself. That's what I clung to.
Waiting rooms are liminal spaces, holding pens for those whose lives are about to change. In the limbo between two quantum states, the one before and the one after, the waiting room is the buffer. Is it allergies or a cold? Is it benign or malignant?
Is it my child or his?
I looked across at Trevor, as distant from me in the waiting room as he could be. Not long before, I would have expected him to be waiting out here by himself, pacing nervously, ready with cigars for me and flowers for Julia.
We'd been friends since high school, inseparable as the three new kids that all came in on the first day of our sophomore year. We went to college together. He was the best man at our wedding. And nine months before, while I was away for a couple of days, he and my wife had hung out together, gotten drunk and high, and fucked.
I didn't suspect at first; we all had our own things going on, and Trevor not coming over to hang out for a couple of weeks wasn't that surprising. He was trying to get established in business, and Julia and I still acted like newlyweds, so he'd given us a little space lately anyways.
I'd like to give her credit for telling me as quickly as she did, but I can't. Julia claimed it had only happened once, and one time at that. No all night fuckfests, just a quick, passion-filled tryst, followed by tears and guilt as they realized what they'd done. She was remorseful, she claimed, but wanted to live with the guilt rather than hurt me.
If it hadn't been for the pregnancy, they would have taken it to their graves. Maybe they would have still tried, if there was any chance of passing his child off as mine. But the simple fact is that I'm white, and Trevor is Black. They could have waited to see, but they both knew that if I greeted "my" child and it clearly was not, that would be the end of my marriage. Julia was taking the chance that by getting out in front of it she could soften the blow, just in case. That maybe she could save her marriage and keep her child, regardless of who the father turned out to be.
The flying fists and black eyes had taken place months ago, but Trevor still gave me a wide berth. To his credit, he only defended himself by keeping his arms up, never trying to hit back. To my credit, I stopped hitting him once he was down.
I allowed his presence here because Julia had been only half-right: she could save our marriage if she carried my child, but not his. I could try to forgive her drunken mistake, a one-off that she took steps to prevent happening again. But I wouldn't raise another man's child, especially one that so clearly wasn't mine. He was here because Julia's mother, Maria, insisted that she would need the support if I walked out; I allowed it because I knew that's exactly what would happen if things happened as I feared they might.
Maria acted as my proxy in the delivery room. We all agreed that it would be better that way. I'm a relatively even-keeled man, but I'd beaten the living shit out of my best friend when I found out he'd slept with my wife. Even I had no idea how I'd react if Julia's child looked like him. Would I scream? Faint? Curse and walk out? No way to know. So the two potential fathers sat and waited. He looked at me with guilt and sorrow and pain. I fixed him with a dead stare.
When Maria walked out, her face told me everything I needed to know. Our future had been set since that night nine months before. Her tone was sympathetic but pleading as I stood; she had to try for Julia's sake. I hugged her, kissed her on the cheek, and walked out without a word.
—----------------------------------------
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August 28
She wasn't what I expected, in that I wasn't expecting a "she" at all. When Don retired, I knew that I'd have a new partner for my shift; union rules and--more importantly to PanOpti Consolidated--insurance underwriting required it. I knew my new partner was named Fred, but that was about it.
"Fred" turned out to be short for Winnifred. She was twenty-two and much shorter than me; I expect she just barely passed the minimum height requirements for the job. The uniform didn't fit her very well, but even with that, I could tell she was not exactly a small girl; not big, but just a bit the other side of average. A little chubby, but it only made her eager, uncertain face cuter. A service cap fought to contain her frizzy orange hair, and she smiled nervously as she extended her hand.
"Tom." I shook it, and she smiled broadly. Her youthful energy made me feel old. I knew that was silly; I was only nine years older than her, but I had wanted to be so much further along in my life than this. Night security isn't a bad job, especially a gig as cushy as this one, but it's not exactly a stepping stone to a better career, either.
I had hoped the Marines would be that for me, but it turned out to not be the case. I liked the discipline and regimentation, the feeling of being part of something bigger than myself. But then a training accident came awfully close to killing me for no reason other than that some REMF didn't plan shit out correctly.
If that had been all, I probably would have stuck with it, but a couple of days later, I found out my fiancée had been fucking one of my so-called brothers in arms for months. "Always faithful," my ass. My reenlistment was coming up the next month, and I chose not to sign back on.
"Nice to meet you, sir." I cringed inwardly. 'Sir' provoked a number of reactions in me. The first had been beaten into my head for most of a decade, the 'I work for a living!' one. Inappropriate, under the circumstances. A couple more were inappropriate for other reasons.
I finally settled on, "Tom is fine. I hope I'm not old enough to be 'sir' yet."
Fred blushed in a thoroughly adorable manner. "Sorry. I didn't mean-- ah- that is, I just wanted to-- it's my first day." I had to stifle a laugh at the poor, flustered kid's consternation.
"It's cool. Come on, let me show you around."
She fell into step beside me. I slowed my walk to let her more easily keep up with my longer stride. We had all night. Not much ever happened; that's one of the things that made the job so great. I talked as we walked.
"So, good news for you: you've found what is hands down the easiest job you'll ever have. I don't know if you know someone or you just have some kind of preternatural luck, but you have to fuck up-- ah, I mean mess up in a really massive way to get fired from this one."
She chuckled. "I don't mind profanity. I've even been known to use some from time to time."
With a grin, I continued. "Okay, then. The long and the short of it is this: we're guarding a big warehouse with almost nothing in it."
"Why?"
"Because they pay us to. For you and me, that's the important answer. Don, the guy you're replacing, said that it had something to do with the company that owns it not being able to find anyone to buy, but they also don't need to store as much inventory as they used to. And it's a big enough company that it's kind of fallen through the cracks; 'a line item of a line item' is how he described it. Could be talking out his ass, though. Don was like that."
"And we just... watch it?"
I shrugged. "Yeah, pretty much. Keep squatters out. Occasionally, tweakers will try to steal copper; that's part of why there's two of us. Oh, and, uh..." Now it was my turn to blush. "There's a, um, a tradition at the nearby college. Graduating seniors will sometimes try to sneak onto the premises to film... um..."
Fred laughed. "Yeah, I go there. I know about it. Nice vantage point of the clock tower for a photo op. The good ol' 'Fuck U'."
Taking the opportunity to change the subject, I asked, "What're you studying?" We started walking up the stairs to the 'command center.'
"English. Creative writing."
The door opened, revealing a big empty office space overlooking the rest of the building. Inside was a conference table, a bank of monitors, some office chairs, and a ratty couch that had been scavenged from the warehouse we were supposed to guard. No one had ever checked on anything here in the three years that I'd been here; I doubted anyone ever would.
"Cool. You should find this is a great job for getting coursework done; it has been for me." I motioned to one of the chairs in front of the monitors and we sat. "So here's how a typical day goes: we sit here and keep an eye on the monitors, one or the other of us does a foot patrol every hour or so to hit the blind spots and check the doors, we fill out a log affirming we've done it and... that's about it."
Fred looked dubious. "Really? That's all?"
"That and try to overcome boredom. Hell, we don't even have to take too close a look at the monitors; there are motion sensors on the perimeter. All part of the PanOpti Premium package. No, I don't know why the client is paying for the premium package." I stretched and started to unpack my backpack onto the conference table. "No one ever checks up on us, and we want to keep it that way. We do a good job, nothing bad happens, and we get to study, watch Netflix, and nap on the couch pretty much as we want."
"Jesus. I feel like I'm robbing them instead of watching the place." She looked at the books coming out of my pack. "Comp sci?"
Shaking my head, I started shuffling through my notes. "Nah, IT security. Not good enough at math for comp sci. Got another year to go. You?"
Fred shrugged. "Same, probably. Might try to go for my master's, but I dunno. I don't really want to teach, and I don't want the extra debt, but I also like academia. We'll see." She tentatively slipped a book out of her pack, watching me with a sidelong glance to make sure I wasn't just fucking with the new girl.
"I'm not."
"Huh?"
"Messing with you. I have neither the interest nor inclination in hazing anyone." I'd put up with plenty of that shit over the years, and I had no intention of being on the giving end. And since there was plenty of time for me to study, I decided to try to make her more at ease. "What kind of stuff do you write?"
Her cute round face brightened. "Oh, all sorts of stuff! Drama, romance, fantasy, sci-fi. I don't see a reason to segregate literary and genre fiction; I like the whole smorgasbord."
"Nice. I'm a big Tolkien fan."
"Yeah? Me too!"
We chatted affably off and on for the rest of our shift, comparing favorite books, talking about the job some more, and generally shooting the shit. I mentioned offhand that I'd written a bit, too. Nothing as serious as her, but I found it a relaxing and cheap way to pass the time. She brightened at that and opened up even more.
I liked her. We didn't share anything too personal, but the more we shared, the more I wanted to. I think she felt the same. But the easy rapport that tipped ever-so-slightly towards intimacy presented me with two problems.
The first was that she was so much younger than me. She didn't seem naïve or inexperienced for her age, but that was the key: for her age. We were separated by nearly a ten year age gap, and she hadn't ever been out in the real world. I had spent a decade in the military and gone back to college, which gave me a very different view of things.
The military has its own weird culture of arrested development. It's very different from the college experience, but still a kindred spirit. You had a bunch of teenagers kids that couldn't afford to go into college or didn't have the grades to. Then, there was a tier of guys just above them that remembered what they were like at that age but had never been out into the civilian world, either.
But all of these kids were being given training that could run into the hundreds of thousands of dollars on equipment that went well into the million and even billion dollar range and given the keys to things that could literally destroy city blocks. It blended into a bizarre mix of deadly serious business and Peter Pan Lost Boys hijinks, which sometimes turned tragic.
A world of difference separated our lived experiences. That could have been fine by itself, but once we mixed in that ten year gap, I couldn't justify approaching her as anything more than a friend. It didn't mean I wasn't attracted to her; I love curvy, short girls, and Fred's charming, unaffected sweetness made it hard to not look at her that way. Very hard, honestly.
But the second problem convinced me to keep things between us solely within the bounds of friendship. My dad used to say, "Don't get your meat where you get your bread." I didn't love my job as a career, but it was about the best damned job I'd ever have for where I was in my life. One more year, and I'd have my degree and be on my way, and my life plan didn't involve me getting fired over a workplace romance gone bad. I didn't need to screw this gig up, and it seemed to me that she didn't need that, either.
So, reluctantly, I rebuffed any probing by her towards more than what we had: the fine start of a work friendship. Our discussions of college and literature made for a helluva lot better time than listening to Don rattle off conspiracy theories about mind control nanobots and cursed magical objects that lurked waiting for the wrong person to find them. Don was... yeah. I definitely preferred Fred's company.
As the shift came to an end, I asked, "So, any chance I can read some of your stuff?"
She bashfully toed the carpet. "I dunno. None of it's very good."
"I doubt that!" Fred still seemed uncertain. "Look, how about I let you read some of mine first? If you'd like? Then you'll see I have absolutely no room to criticize."
That cute little nose crinkled as she laughed. "Yeah, okay. I'll show you mine if you'll show me yours." Then she turned crimson in about the cutest way I'd ever seen as I tried not to laugh.
November 24
Fred groaned on the couch, thoroughly gorged on chorizo-stuffed turkey, black beans, rice, flan, and more. "Oh my Goooood, I think I'm going to die."
I struggled against my own food coma. We had both gotten all kinds of fucked up on tryptophan. "Told you Mexican Thanksgiving is the best."
"And so many leftovers! Your mom sent me home with, like, a duffel bag of stuff!"
"She likes you." Thank God Fred didn't speak Spanish; my whole family loved her, and I got to hear many and varied responses to her presence, from 'c'mon, you two are dating, don't hide it,' to 'why aren't you two dating,' to 'she's a little young, isn't she,' to 'hey, cousin, if you aren't going to, can I--?' That last one got shut down by glares from myself and half the woman in earshot; Hector was a dog, and we all knew it.
"I like her! And your dad. Your whole family's great." She got a wistful look on her face. "You're really lucky."
"I am. And I'm glad you could come, too."
A little smile and nod. "Thanks for inviting me. And I'm sorry I pushed back so much. I just..." Fred shook her head, and the red curls underneath her cap displaced it once more. "I don't have a lot of experience with... with happy family gatherings. And I didn't want to be in the way, or--"
"You weren't! You weren't. I promise. They loved you, Ms. Frizzle."
Freddy laughed at her new nickname; one of my nieces said she looked like the teacher from the Magic School Bus, and the rest of the kids started to call her that, too. I could see it: the red hair, the freckles, the sweet attitude, the compelling mix of bookishness and enthusiasm. They'd found the perfect one for her.
Our work friendship had developed into an outside-of-work friendship over the three months we'd worked together. We went out to bars, hung out at her place or mine, and really gotten to know each other. During that time, she'd hinted at the unhappiness of her home life. Fred had told me enough to know that being away at college didn't only mean running towards a new future, but also getting away from an unpleasant past.
I found it hard sometimes to reconcile her sunny personality with the storm clouds that presented themselves when she talked around her pre-college years. Then again, I knew plenty of folks in the Corps that were there as much to get away from home as anything else.
The sunshine came out again. "I'm glad. I really did like them all. Sure as hell beats..." Fred shook her head again. "Never mind."
"What?" I leaned forward just to catch her gaze.
"I... My family probably didn't do anything for Thanksgiving this year; we haven't in years. Christmas, either. Well, unless my mom and the potential-stepdad-of-the-month getting blackout drunk and ordering Chinese counts." She sighed. "And Dad, well, I haven't heard from him in... a decade now? More? So, yeah, holidays have never been my thing. Other than Halloween; that one didn't rely on my family giving a shit about me."
I hugged her. It wasn't the first time, but those had always been in greetings or farewell; this was the first time it meant something. I hugged her to give comfort now, and I heard her sniffle as she squeezed me before we pulled away. "Hey, as long as you're my friend, you're always welcome, okay? And you HAVE to come for Christmas."
Her smile was mostly happy, but something else hid between her lips and her eyes, some small distaste or disappointment. Fred hid that impurity quickly, though, turning her smile into a broad grin. "I'm really glad to be your friend, then."
February 12
"Thank you so much for taking care of me. You didn't have to--" Fred's voice still sounded a little raspy.
"Yes, I did. God, hon, you need to learn how to just say 'thank you' gracefully. And I didn't do that much."
"Yes, you did! You need to stop being so humble. You brought me soup, did the dishes that my asshole roommates left in the sink--"
"You need to get out of that place."
"Yes, I know, but where? They're assholes, especially since they went from roommates to fucking, but the rent is cheap. It's not like I've got a boyfriend I could move in with, either, and your apartment only has one bedroom. I mean, not that you were offering, but, you know, you're the only friend I can think of that I'd even slightly consider living with."
"Thanks? It's good to know I'm an option." My tone teased just a little; over six months, she'd become one of my closest friends, and I was pretty sure that was mutual. Hell, she was probably the best friend I'd had since the Corps; maybe even before that.
Fred rolled her eyes, opened her mouth to speak, then coughed before continuing. "I just said you weren't offering, asshole." She shook her head. "Anyways, I'd like to move out, but I can't. Maybe I'll look a little closer when the lease ends in a couple months."
"I'll help you. I'm sure we'll find you something together." She smiled at me gratefully, and I couldn't help grinning back. "Oh! By the way, I read the latest chapter of your book. It's really good!"
Freddy's gaze slipped away. "Ah, I dunno. Sometimes I think I should scrap the whole thing and start over."
"Why? I'm really enjoying it!"
Her eyes flitted back to me. "Yeah, but you're my friend."
"Which is why I would tell you if it was bad. I have before, remember? That set piece that didn't work?"
She nodded and sighed. "Yeah, I suppose so. I dunno. I just feel like- like a fraud sometimes. Like I'm wasting my time and eventually someone's going to catch on that I'm not half as clever as I think I am."
"That's bullshit, hon. If anything, you don't give yourself enough credit. I like your stuff as well as anything on the shelves right now; more than a lot of it. In fact, I--" A chirping alarm sounded from one of the monitors. I saw motion on it, and I had a pretty good idea why. "Shit. Already?"
"What?" She turned to look. "Trespassers?"
"Yeah." I zoomed the camera in and found two intruders wearing domino masks and comfortable clothes. "Fuck. Early start this year."
"Early start for what?"
"Looks like a couple of college students getting ready to...." The woman pulled her sweatshirt over her head, revealing a pair of breasts that looked fantastic even on the grainy black and white feed.
"Oh!" Fred exclaimed. "For that." She woozily stood. "It's my turn to go. You wait here; be right back."
I placed a hand on her shoulder and gently pushed her back into her chair. "No, you rest. I'll take care of it." A bit of my old sergeant voice came out as she started to object. "Don't, young lady. Listen to your elders."
She threw a mocking salute. "Aye aye, sir." I glared at her and she laughed; the laugh quickly turned into another cough. "Okay, okay. But I've got the next two."
"Deal."
This was the easiest duty. Tweakers were dangerous sometimes, and rousting homeless people made me sad; if they seemed harmless, I usually showed them where the blind spots were and gave them ten bucks to go get food. But college students? Trivial. And fun, too.
I made my way to the young lovers, creeping around the last corner as quietly as possible. Sometimes I'd get an eyeful if I was careful. I didn't think of it as peeping, really; they were already planning to video themselves and put it up somewhere. I was just getting a ringside seat.
Regardless, I found the two of them locked in what looked like incredibly uncomfortable coitus, with her pressed against a brick wall as he rutted away. They hadn't lost many more clothes since I'd left the security room, and I was somewhat grateful for that. She looked pretty hot, if a little bored, but he seemed like a scrawny guy with an inflated sense of his sexual prowess. It might have been a ringside seat, but it was to some of the least appealing amateur porn I'd seen during my entire tenure as a security guard.
"Hey!" My voice boomed out, startling both of them. He slipped loose and wilted almost immediately, not that there was much difference. They both sported shocked, frightened looks as I advanced, until she slapped his chest, grabbed their clothes, and began to run. He was only a few steps behind. Good. I wouldn't have to call the cops and have them busted for trespassing, and they'd have an exciting story to tell, even if they didn't get the selfies they wanted to.
I called up to Fred on my walkie talkie. "I'm gonna do my perimeter walk now; might as well get it out of the way."
She came back, staticky and sounding worse than when I'd left. "Okay. See you in fifteen?"
"Yeah, around that. Get some rest, okay? Go lay down."
I could almost hear the eyeroll on the other end of the radio. "Okay, dad."
"Put you over my knee, young lady."
"Promises, promises."
I didn't find anything else; hadn't expected to, but the job's the job. When I got back to the security room, Freddy was nowhere to be seen. "Fred?" Nothing came back on my radio, but shortly after, I heard the loud clunk of boots on metal as she stomped her way up the stairs.
Fred panted as she burst through the door, face flushed and eyes glassy. "Sorry, had to- hah- had to run to the bathroom."
"You okay, Frizz? Need to take the rest of the day? I can cover for you."
"No. Just..." She sighed. "I'll take it easy, okay? Just write and watch the monitors. Thanks, Tom. For... Well, for everything. For taking care of me, and being my friend." A big laugh. "And for chasing off those dangerously horny college students. The horror!"
"Fucking Valentine's Day always seems to bring them out, but usually not two days before."
Fred took up her spot at the table again and opened her laptop. "Speaking of, you have anything planned?"



"Nah, you know me. Too busy with school and work."
She squinted at me. "We manage to go drinking and hang out all the time. You've got plenty of time for that."
I shrugged as I sat across the table. "Yeah, but I'd rather be with my friend than..." A sigh. "My ex really did a number on me. You know that. And I'll be honest: I've been out a few times, but it just doesn't seem worth the effort. I always end up sitting there wondering if this one's going to fuck me over, too. And even without that, it's hard to date if you're thirty-one, have a night job, and go to school. I'd rather spend my time working towards my goals and hanging out with friends for now."
Fred laughed, "You don't have to 'date,' just get on an app and hook up! You could easily find someone to spend Valentine's with if you wanted to, Tom."
"So could you. Why don't you?"
"I'm married to the written word!" Her tone was light, but I knew what she really meant: dating had been a series of disappointments, and it had burnt her out. When she'd had a little to drink, Fred opened up about the disastrous nature of her romantic life. It wasn't the shitshow her home life had been, but that was a pretty low bar.
"If you say so. Anyways, it's too late to get the time off, right?"
"Well, convenient excuse for both of us, then." She patted my hand. "You know, for someone I've never met, I fucking hate your ex." I snorted, but she continued. "I'm serious! There are so few really good guys out there, and she messed one of them up." Freddy's hand squeezed mine. "Makes me want to gut the bitch." I snorted again, and she laughed, and we both got back to our studies.
February 26
Fred looked up from her book as I walked through the door. "Have a good weekend?"
"Yeah. Sorry I couldn't hang out. Needed to do some things. You?"
She smiled and shrugged. "It was fine. Worked on my book some. Studied a little. Went through apartment listings." Her brows furrowed. "What's with the bag?"
In addition to my laptop bag, I'd brought my old duffle with me; it wasn't very heavy, but it did make a satisfying thunk as I put it on the ground. "Oh, that was part of what I needed to work on this weekend."
"Do tell!"
I chuckled. "All in due time, Frizz." After getting my laptop out and setting it up, I sighed. "Actually, I need to talk to you about something."
"Everything okay?"
"Maybe. I..." With a shake of my head, I turned my laptop to face her. The webpage was blue and white with black text; the classic version of it had a distinctly retro vibe. "I found your story about us."
The color drained from Freddy's face. "What?"
"About us. About you and me and... and what I assume you were actually doing a couple weeks ago when I went to roust those two college kids."
Her cheeks went from a pale white to bright red in seconds. "Tom, I'm sorry. I'm so sorry, I didn't think that..." Freddy put her face in her hands. "Fuck! I'm so embarrassed! I'm so sorry!"
I patted my adorkable coworker's shoulder. "Hey, no. Fred, c'mon, look at me." One eye peeked out over her fingers, and I laughed louder than I should have. "I'm not... Hon, I'm not angry that you wrote it. Or that you feel that way. I just..." A deep breath in, then an exasperated sigh. "It's just that it's too close to us. To the real us."
A bit more of Fred's face appeared. "What?"
"Look, the content of the story aside--and I assure you, we'll get back to that--there are too many details that, if anyone put them together, would identify us. You described both of us, our job, that we're both college students, the 'Fuck U' tradition, and that we work in an empty warehouse. Hell, the two characters are 'Todd' and 'Ed, short for Edwina.' And your username is MsFrizzleFucks!"
Fred's mouth hung open for a moment. Then, "Shit."
"Yeah. Beyond the chance of us getting in trouble at work, I'm worried about your safety. There are a lot of weirdos out there, you know?"
A little of her snark came back. "Like you?"
"Oh, precisely like me." She laughed. "Look, just make some changes and throw an edit up; the story is fine, you just need to obfuscate it a bit, okay?"
"Fine? It's..." Freddy groaned. "Fuck, I'm sorry, Tom. That was so... I shouldn't have written about you. It was--"
"Fucking hot."
"... What?"
"It was fucking hot, Fred. I loved it."
She tilted her head. "You- you're not mad?"
"That you wrote it? Or that you fantasized about me? No. Not at all. It was flattering. Is flattering."
MsFrizzleFucks frowned. "Just flattering?"
I sat back in my chair. "I thought about how I should respond all Friday night after I read your story. Thought about you and me before that, even. Fred, I need to ask... Was that story just you fantasizing about a coworker, or is it actually how you feel about me? Are you in love with me?"
"I don't..." She looked away. "Yeah. Yeah, I am. But I don't want to make you uncomfortable. I wish... Fuck! I wish I'd never written that."
"I'm glad you did."
Her eyes darted back. "Why?"
"Because it made me rethink some things. Or, I suppose, to be honest about stuff I already knew."
Fred cocked her head to one side. "What does that mean?"
"The first day you came in, I thought you were cute and sweet. But I also thought you were too young, and that we were too different. I thought there was too much of a gap in our ages and experiences. Even Thursday night--the night before I found your story--that's still how I thought of you."
I looked up at the ceiling. "I'm not trying to compare trauma or anything. But you've had a fucked up life, and you had to grow up a lot faster than I did. Yeah, I was a Marine, and yeah, I'm older. But you have life experience I don't, too. You have your shit together in ways I wasn't even close to at twenty-two. And reading how you felt about me forced me to think hard about how I felt about you, and whether we could be compatible like that."
She bit her lower lip. "And do you think we are?"
I chuckled. "Fred, let me ask you a question: how do you think I found your story?"
"Looked on the new stories page? Or searched for some tag?"
"No. I followed you. On the site, I mean. I pretty much always follow writers that follow me, especially if they're into the same things I am."
Freddy's eyes went wide. "What? Who--"
"Well, hon, I'm mildly insulted now." I leaned forward, an evil smirk on my lips. "Think about who you follow that writes about the same kinks you do. Narrow it down to ones whose male main characters tend to be in their late twenties or early thirties, often with a military background." Recognition began to wash across her features. "Now, of those, which one seems to have recently started writing about curvy leading ladies with red hair and glasses?"
My adorable, dirty-minded, thoroughly fuckable coworker gasped, "DomBombadil! You're..." Her breathing turned shallow. "Oh. Oh, fuck. Really?"
"Yeah. Really." I reached out and twirled one of her curls between two fingers, then tugged at it, drawing a tiny whimper from her throat. "So, what do you think, Frizz? Do you think we're compatible?"
The faint whine in her voice made my cock twitch. "Yes!" She turned her face to the hand tangled in her curls and kissed it. "Yes, Sir."
"Sir?" An arched eyebrow let her know she'd misstepped.
Delicious panic suffused her manner. "What? I- I thought-"
"Is that what 'Ed' called 'Todd?' Is that what you really want to call me?"
Fred's breath caught. She realized for the first time what this was: her fantasy being brought to life by the man she loved. "No, Daddy. I'm sorry."
I caressed her cheek. "Good girl." She shivered at the words. "I know you're sorry. But you still have to be punished."
Her eyes went down. "Yes, Daddy."
I stood and pulled her to her feet. "Fred." She looked up at me. "I want this. I hope you do, too. But if you don't--"
My good girl nodded vigorously, happy tears in her eyes. "Yes. I do. God, yes. Since I... I've wanted you since that first day, and I- I fell in love with you after Thanksgiving. How good you were with your family, and how much you loved your mom and your nieces and nephews and then when you held me and--" She let out a deep breath. "Tom, I want this SO much."
I kissed her softly and sweetly; our first kiss needed to be like that. She had to know that I cared for her. That was important, given what would come after. "I'm glad. But there are a few more things."
"Yes, Daddy?"
I shook my head. "Tom. For just a little longer." Fred's manner changed, a seriousness eclipsing her joy. "First, I need to know your safeword."
"Epitome."
I smiled reassuringly. "Good! Good. Does that mean you've done things like this before? Or are your stories pure fantasy?"
A little frown. "No, I haven't. Not really. I had a boyfriend that I asked to... indulge me. He tried a little, but he thought it was weird. And then..." She looked to one side and hugged herself, rubbing her arms. "I hooked up with someone online, and he tried to tell me that a true sub wouldn't need a safeword. Creeped me the fuck out."
A finger on her chin tipped her face back to mine. "I will never do that to you. I promise." She nodded, her expression happy; that changed to aroused fear as I chuckled. "But I will punish you. I will hurt you; not more than you can take, and maybe not tonight, but right to that edge. You understand that, yes?"
Fred tried to regain her composure, but I could almost smell the scent of her need. "Y- yes. I- I... Please, Tom, I want that so much. I want to show you- show you I can be your good girl."
I smoothed her hair and intoned, "I know you can. I believe in you, baby girl." Another shiver.
Kneeling, I opened the duffel bag. The first item I needed for the night came out, placed on the table next to her: a length of leather; a buckle; a tag reading 'Good Girl.' Her hand hovered over it, but that was all. It wasn't hers yet. She needed to wait. To please me with her restraint.
I stood once more. "I'm going to do a perimeter sweep. If you want to take this further, then I expect you to be wearing this, your glasses, and nothing else by the time I return. Do you understand, baby girl?"
"Yes, Daddy." Her hand twitched, fingers flexed. "May... may I? Please?"
"You may." She took the strap in her hand, eying it with wicked need. "But!" Fred looked up at me. "If you're wearing only what I told you when I return, I'm going to punish you. I'm going to fuck you. And I'm going to breed you." My fingers stroked her cheek, trailed down to her neck, gripped her throat. "That's what this is: me claiming you, to use as I want, for as long as I want. Forever, if I choose."
I released her from my grasp. "If that's not what you want, we can go back to how we were before and be friends. We can even try just dating, if you'd like. I won't force you into anything. I'll never, ever force you." A light kiss on the forehead. "Back in a little while, hon. Take your time; I want you to be sure about your decision, whatever it is."
The door had barely opened when she called out. "Tom." I half-turned to look. The collar encircled Freddy's neck, nimble fingers working to fix the buckle in place. "Hurry back, Daddy. Please? I'll be waiting, just like you asked."
My mouth went dry with anticipation, but I got out, "We'll see. Be standing at attention when I return. Oh, and don't look in the duffel." And then I walked out the door with a steel hard erection in my pants. This was going to be a very uncomfortable patrol.
I took my time, double checking doors and lounging in blind spots for a little while. The best part is the anticipation, right? And, to be honest, I really did want to give her time to think. Maybe I was a little overprotective, but I didn't want any second-guessing or regrets. It's easy to agree to things during the rush of discovery, but what I had said was true: I planned to make her mine in every way I could. She needed to be sure that was what she wanted.
Upon my return, I knew she was.
Winnifred stood nervously at attention, in full view of the door as I opened it. She was a vision; the ill-fitting uniform I usually saw her in and the shapeless, oversized casual clothes she wore while hanging out had hidden a truly stunning example of the female form.
Fred wasn't and would never be a model. That's okay. I didn't want a model. I wanted the very real woman before me: large breasts with thick pink nipples begging to be sucked; full, shapely hips; a cutely round tummy; beautiful pale skin dotted with freckles; an untrimmed bush the same orange red as the curls atop her head.
With difficulty, I suppressed a smile until I circled behind her. To Fred, this was an inspection, a last check before I claimed her as my submissive. For me? It was appreciating a work of art. Her plump ass was perfect, as were the dimples on her shoulders. I struggled to maintain the affect of the stern, dominating father figure. While I remained out of her eyeline, I allowed myself a smile. God, how I wished I had been braver before. But now, we could make up for lost time.
The smile turned back to a neutral, appraising disinterest before I returned to stand in front of her. "Hm." With one finger, I plucked at the D-ring on her collar, tugging it gently outwards. She started to moan softly, but my expression warned her away from that. "Comfortable enough?"
Now, looking down at her, I saw a new light animating her eyes. We had spent a lot of time together over the previous six months, and I thought I had seen the full spectrum of her emotions. This was new, though. Her body language projected anxiety, but her face, her smile, her rapt gaze all spoke of happiness and devotion. She was alive in ways I had never seen before.
"Yes, Daddy. Thank you for my present."
I leaned down and lovingly brushed my lips against hers. Fred sighed as her anxiety melted away. I realized then that she wasn't anxious to be naked, or to submit, or of what I might do to her: she was afraid that I would change my mind. That would never have happened.
"It's not a present, Fred." Her eyebrows furrowed. "It's a commitment. You're mine. Do you understand?"
A broad, overjoyed grin. "Yes! Yes, Daddy!"
"Mm. I don't know that you do." Concern creeped across my good girl's face. "Go sit on the table. Legs spread."
Fred couldn't scramble fast enough to get over there, but I took my time gathering what I needed from my duffle. I knelt behind her, so she couldn't see what I retrieved from the bag, only hear cloth and leather and metal sliding against each other as I searched for each item. I took longer than I needed to, of course.
"Eyes front." She complied instantly, head swiveling forward, hands clutching the edge of the table, body rigid for fear of disobeying me. The sounds of water splashing in metal, then metal on wood must have aroused her curiosity, but Freddy was a good girl. I beamed with pride, knowing she couldn't see it.
I played my role once more as I rounded the table and stood in front of her. She wouldn't see pride there. Not yet. For the moment, she needed to see the serious and stern Tom, the one that had until recently only existed in fantasy for her. "When I say that you're mine, I mean all of you. You belong to me, body, heart, and soul. I can choose to do--or not do--what I want with you. Do you accept that?"
"Y- yes, Daddy."
"What if I said that I want you to put your clothes on and that I'll never be intimate with you?" She hadn't expected that. "Or if I said that I wanted to share you with another man? Or many other men? Would you?" Her gaze dipped. "Eyes up!" She jumped, unsure again for the first time since I'd kissed her.
"I- I belong to you. If you asked me... told me to, I would."
"Would you like that? Would you like me to whore you out to my friends? To our friends? To strangers?"
"I belong to you. It... whether I'm happy doesn't matter. I'd do it. For you."
My hand caressed her cheek. "I promise you this, Fred: I will never ask that of you. I can, as you said. But I never will. You're mine, and I don't share." My hand slid down her face to her neck, then to her breasts. "This is mine, and no one else's." I lightly pinched her nipple, and she gasped.
"Whether you're happy does matter to me, baby girl. And I will hurt you." My fingers tightened, the pressure driving a loud whine of pain from her lips. "I will alter your body with piercings and tattoos. I will put my child inside of you and change your life forever. And I will, I absolutely will, ravish every single part of this beautiful body until you beg me to stop. But I will always do my best to make you happy. The collar is a commitment, Fred. But it's my commitment to you, too."
Her hard nipple slipped from my grip. The pressure had hurt, but the tears in Fred's eyes were those of happiness, not pain. She nodded vigorously. "Thank you. I understand. I do." I opened my arms to her, and she surged forward, hugging me tightly. "I'm yours. Yours. I promise, Tom... Daddy. Yours."
"I know, baby girl. Daddy knows." I kissed her hair, relishing this brief moment of tenderness. There would be more, but for now, this little assurance would be enough. Everything I did for her would be done with love, even the cruelties. Especially the cruelties.
I pulled away and stepped back, surveying my property. "Hmm. This won't do." My hand shot down to tug at her pubic hair. "No, this won't do at all. This is my body, and I want to see it, all of it, whenever I want." My eyes locked with hers. "Lean back and keep your legs apart. I won't be responsible if you get hurt." A dark chuckle. "This time, at least."
Fred did as I asked, smiling all the time. This was an easy request. The next one wouldn't be, but we would ramp up to the harder stuff. I reached past her to pull my tools forward: a bowl of water; a can of shaving cream; a razor; and a set of clippers. Turning the clippers on, I went to work, shearing away the dense thicket of red fur between my good girl's legs.
When that was out of the way, I lathered her up and repeated, "Stay very still." I worked with painstaking care to remove the fuzz that the clippers had left behind, stopping after each stroke to dip the razor in water. Once her mons was clear, I gently manipulated her labia to clear any errant hairs; she shuddered a few times as my fingers pressed and pulled at her slick lips. Fred's clit poked out of its hood; the urge to bury my face in her snatch and suck at it until she begged me to stop was almost overwhelming.
Finally, though, my good girl's beautiful pussy was fully revealed. Fred's breath came in shuddering spurts as I stroked my fingers up and down her slit. "Much better." She nodded, eyes on mine. "This is how I want it from now on, and you will keep it this way." Another nod, then a groan as a finger slipped inside. "Wax it or shave it. I'll leave that to you. But this is how my cunt will look from now on." With the word 'my,' I thrust two fingers deep inside, and she cried out.
My cherubic lover writhed against my hand. "Is this what you wanted, Freddy? Is this what I should have done that night instead of chasing off those kids?" She nodded wordlessly, desperately. "How long, Fred? How long have you kept us from being together like this? How long have you wanted to be mine?"
Her knuckles whitened as she gripped the table. "Always! I wanted to be yours the first day we met!" Her words broke into grunts. "Wanted you- need to- oh god, oh fuck! Daddy, please! Wanted you so- so bad! So long!"
My thumb joined in, sliding back and forth across her clit. "Fucking slut. Wanting to fuck a man the first day you met him?" One of Fred's hands flew free and grabbed my wrist, not trying to stop me or even guide me, just to grasp at the thing buried deep in her cunt, the thing bringing her so close to ecstasy.



"Yes! Fuck, Daddy! Your slut, I'm you slut, always wanted to fuck you! I- I- Oh God! I--" And suddenly, she was empty, my fingers drawn away. Her hips thrust against air, her hand desperately tugged on my wrist, her anguished voice cried out, "NO!" Then, realizing what she'd said, Fred began to babble, "I'm sorry, Daddy, I'm sorry, I didn't mean to, you own this body, I didn't-"
A growl ended her protestations. "Off the table. Now." Frustration, need, and fear warred on her face as she obeyed. "Turn around." Freddy didn't even try to hold my gaze as she moved to face the table. "Bend over." No hesitation. I stepped behind her and kicked her legs apart. "Stay there."
Rustling sounds echoed in her ears, the clank of metal and whisper of leather on cloth as I rummaged through my bag again. Freddy was facing the bag this time, but I had placed myself between her and it. She had no way of seeing what I withdrew, and I sheltered it from her view until I rounded the table once more. The swish, the smack, the pain of the first stroke: these were the ways my lover learned I had chosen to punish her with a crop.
The instrument I wielded was short with a wide keeper at the tip. It generated a lot of noise, a moderate amount of pain, and little actual injury. Perfect for an enthusiastic novice's first real taste of impact play. It was one of many toys in my bag; not knowing Fred's experience level, I had brought a selection with me. Preparation is key. I had been an excellent Boy Scout, although I doubt William Boyce would appreciate my particular application of their creed.
"Ah!" Pain and fear and surprise, even a little anger, all encapsulated in a single burst of noise. Wonderful. Beautiful. Just like her. A pinkish-red mark formed where I first struck my love, well-placed on the ample flesh of her ass. I retrieved my phone from my pocket and took a quick snap; it would be the first of many that night.
Fred went rigid when she heard the click of my camera app but didn't object. I imagine she struggled harder with that than taking the blows themselves. It was one thing to choose to be naked in front of me, to choose teasing and punishment and delayed ecstasy. It was quite another to have it documented, especially for someone who had long been told--quite wrongly--that she was ugly because she wasn't athletic or model-thin.
But that's what made this so important: she needed to see how beautiful she was as she lay prostrate with my marks on her. She needed to see the splendor that I saw in her submission, so that I could lead her to the understanding that she was always that desirable, no matter the time or place. That she was gorgeous and amazing and sexy. That she was loved.
I tapped the crop on Fred's other cheek. Her rigidity ceased as she started at the touch of leather on skin. "Don't move. You can whine and cry and howl all you want." A sinister chuckle came from a dark place inside me. "And as much as I want, for that matter. But you. Will. Not. Move."
"Y- Yes, Daddy." Her voice, so timid and fearful, opened the path to that dark place inside just a bit more. I shoved hard against it, choking it off. It pleased me to dominate her, to control her, but self-control had to come first.
A rhythmic tap-tap-tap raised gooseflesh on her unmarked cheek; a loud THWACK! brought it to parity with its twin, granting a new red mark to match the other. Freddy yelped, but didn't move. "Better."
I moved the crop back to the first cheek. Tap. "You need to understand why I'm punishing you." Tap. "It's not just because you tried to keep my fingers inside you." Tap. "Do you know?" THWACK!
"Ah! No! No, Daddy, I'm sorry!"
Again to the other cheek. Tap. "You do." Tap. "Or you should." Tap. "Why?" THWACK!
"AH! I- I'm a slut! I'm a bad little slut!"
And back. A sigh. A tap. "You are, but that's not why." Tap. "One more try." Tap. "Why?" THWACK!
"OW! I'm sorry, Daddy, I should have- I was yours the first day, and I didn't tell you! I'm sorry!"
"Look at me." My good girl turned her face to me. The tears streaking her cheeks were from pain, but whether physical or emotional, I couldn't be sure. "I forgive you, baby girl." Freddy smiled, and I snapped another picture. She laughed, and I knew then I would always have ended up in love with her. "But you still need more punishment. Don't you?"
The wicked little slut bit her lower lip. "Mmmm, yes, Daddy."
"Resume the position." A tiny shiver went through her body; I'd allow it. She braced herself, then gasped as the crop went to the inside of her thigh. Tap-tap-tap-THWACK! Another loud yelp.
Taptaptap-THWACK, faster, on the opposite thigh. "Ow! I'm sorry!" Then a loud gasp as I tapped the keeper against her swollen labia. "Please, Daddy!" Tap. "God, please, no!" Tap. "I'm sorry, Daddy, I won't--" The crop fell to the ground, and my fingers plunged into her sopping wet cunt. "OH GOD!" Her relieved, needful voice loudly cried out, "Thank you, Daddy! Thank you!"
Almost immediately, she returned to the heights I had brought her to before. "Don't you dare fucking cum until I tell you, girl." But even as I said this, I amped up the pleasure, stroking her clit with my thumb again. "'Body, heart, and soul,' Fred. Remember?" She nodded violently, shuddering as she fought against the inevitable. "Your orgasms are mine, too, 'MsFrizzleFucks.' You have them when I say and only when I say." Piteous whining was her only response. "Tell me you understand."
"Y- y- yes! I- I understand!"
"Then show me how beautifully you cum, little girl." Her tunnel clenched around my fingers as all the pent-up need in her body released itself. She shook, and she wailed, and she called out my name as though worshiping a god. I had never felt as powerful, as loved, and as protective of someone as I did when my lover first accepted the gift of her orgasm from me.
Finally spent, she lay flat on the table, twitching with the aftershocks of her climax. I ran my hands over her ass and thighs, over the marks that I had so cruelly laid upon them to show my displeasure. She jumped when I touched the first, but then relaxed at my gentle caress. "Good girl. Such a good girl. I'm proud of you, Fred."
Her soft, happy sigh was like music. "Thank you, Daddy. I love you." She looked back at me, worried. "I mean that, Tom. I do. I'm not just--"
"Shh. I know, Fred. I love you, too." Sometimes self-control isn't about what you keep yourself from, but what you allow yourself to embrace.
"Really?" New tears welled up in her eyes.
"Yeah. Yeah, Fred. Really."
She wiped her eyes, then put her 'good girl' face back on. "Do I need more punishment, Daddy?"
I chuckled. "Hrm, I don't know. You probably do." I ran my hand up and down her back, then slapped her ass hard. She yipped, then giggled. "But Daddy needs something, too."
Freddy bit her lip and asked, wide-eyed, "What, Daddy? What do you need? I'd do aaaaanything to make my Daddy happy."
That was all it took. I flipped Fred onto her back; before she had even settled, her fingers were tugging at my belt. Our lips locked together as I leaned over, tongues dancing with each other. My left hand mauled her tits; she lost focus at that new sensation, but then got her head back in the right space. The belt was gone, slacks unbuttoned, zipper opened.
Freddy gasped as her hand wrapped around my dick. I didn't wear tight clothes, and we hadn't hung out during the hotter months, so she'd never seen me in shorts. I could never be a porn star, but my girth and length were both well on the righthand side of the bell curve. Her lips broke from mine, and she looked down, straining her neck to see. "Oh fuck, Daddy!" Freddy's eyes locked with mine; the expression of concern on my diminutive sub's face seemed genuine.
My hands slapped the table on either side of her head. "Put it in." A moment of hesitation. Fear. "Put. It. In. Girl." Acquiescence. Her small hand stroked the shaft, then moved to the head, gathering the copious precum that oozed from the slit and lubricating it.
A naughty grin on her lips as she toyed with my cock. "Will it hurt, Daddy?"
I hissed with pleasure at her touch. "Yesss, baby girl. I'm going to fucking split you in half."
Fred's eyes burned with a wicked fire as she placed the mushroom tip at her entrance. "Promise? Promise, DaaAAAH!" She screamed as I thrust into her, not even penetrating half way. "Ah huh hah hah Da- Daddy!" Her hands grabbed my hips, one pushing, the other pulling, as if torn between escape and embrace. Then, finally, both pulled as one, and I pushed deeper into her. She moaned in pain and pleasure; it had been a long time for her. For me, too. With one final, ferocious thrust, I hilted in her, and she sobbed, head tossed to the side and eyes closed tight.
"That's- that's all of it, baby girl."
Fred rolled her hips experimentally, moaning, "Oh, god, it's so fucking deep!" Another small shift. "Fuck, fuck, fuck, Daddy, how are you so thick?!" Her eyes opened partway, brows knit together. "So... Oh fuck, Tom, it's so good! Please! Oh god, please, I need- AH!" I withdrew from her and thrust again. "Oh god! It's- Jesus, it's- I can't!!"
Another thrust. "You can." Another. "You will." Another. "Your cunt was made to take my cock, girl." An impassioned nod from her, wordless groans and whimpers replacing any other sounds.
I took my time at first, letting her adjust, albeit not as fast as another woman might have liked. Not Freddy, though. Her hands clawed at my hips, then my sides, my back. She found her voice again, calling out, "Daddy! Please, please, I'm- oh God, I'm going to- oh! Please- ah- please let me!"
Fred's desperation excited me beyond all measure; perhaps I should have let her stew in that frustration, but I'm only human. "Cum on Daddy's cock, little girl."
That perfect, tight pussy convulsed around me, but I gritted my teeth and beat back my own orgasm. I wanted more, to give her more and to take more. She thrashed and wailed, calling the name of her loving master over and over before falling limp to the tabletop. I did not cease.
Fred touched my wrist. "Tom." Gratitude in her voice and her eyes. "So- fuck, Daddy, so good." She tugged at my arm, and I raised it up, slowing my thrusts. Both my lover's hands encircled it, and she brought my fingers to her lips, kissing the tips. Then Freddy spread the digits apart and placed my palm on her throat.
Time stopped. This was supposed to be her fantasy, not mine; that could wait. It could come later, after I'd made her comfortable. But she reached up and stroked my face, whispering, "I like your stories, too." An evil little chuckle as she tightened her hand on mine. "Mmmm, tell me a bedtime story, Daddy? Put me to sleep?"
I hoarsely croaked, "Fred?"
That fucking irresistible lip bite. The little girl giggle. Her wanton need to please. "Choke me, Tom. Please, Daddy? I want it!"
This was the ultimate form of trust, putting her life in my hands. I would never have asked her to. But when Freddy offered it to me, it felt like a bomb went off in my head. I squeezed, and her eyes went wide. "Too much?" She shook her head 'no' as she pulled on my arm. My sweet little fuckdoll's cunt rippled on my cock; she was excited, too, maybe more than me.
"Fuck, Freddy!" I slammed into her again, resuming our frantic coupling. My orgasm was coming fast, but so was hers. Freddy's eyes stared up at me with a delirious panic, and I eased my hand up just a little. She struggled to draw breath, but her eyes never left mine. "Gonna- oh God, baby girl- Gonna fucking breed you!" My lover gifted me with a blissful smile, mouthing, 'I love you' as the first rope of cum splashed against her cervix. Then she pressed her throat hard against my hand, closed her eyes, and joined me with her own climax.
My cock throbbed inside her, painting her insides with my seed. It felt like minutes, but it couldn't possibly have been that long. Still, when I drew my hand away from Fred's neck, I was terrified that either she or I had hurt her. She coughed once, then rasped. "Oh, fuck, Tom." Her eyes were bright as she opened them. Adoring. "You're so perfect for me." Her arms pulled me down on top of her, hugging me tightly to her body. She sobbed, "God, Daddy, I love you so much!"
I wanted to stay there and hold her, but the surface of a table isn't exactly the most comfortable surface to cuddle on. Freddy whined as I withdrew. God, she was more beautiful than ever: hair disheveled, eyes watering, dazed, flushed.
Her abused pussy was red and gaping, dripping with her juices and filled with my jism. She had been shattered. Ruined. Loved beyond limits. I snapped another picture to commemorate the moment; she smiled bashfully this time, but that was all.
Fred staggered to her feet, and I helped her to the couch. We laid together on that old, too-small seat, her leg thrown over mine, my arm holding her close to keep her from falling. Fred nestled in, head on my shoulder, and I stroked her back. I chided her. "That was dangerous."
"Mmm no it wasn't."
"Yes, it-"
"Not with you." She raised her head to look at me. "I've spent months with you. Almost every night. Most days, too. I've read your stories--although I didn't know it at the time--and I've met your family. You have never, even once, made me feel unsafe. You have always cared for me, from day one, trying to set me at ease." Fred laid her head back down. "I have never felt safer than when I was under you, with your hand on my throat. I knew you'd protect me, even from myself."
I had no response to that, so I sat with her words. Then, I kissed the top of her head. She let out a satisfied little giggle. "You did fucking split me apart with that cock, though."
I laughed, "I warned you!"
"See?" She chuckled. "Perfectly safe."
"Ah, speaking of safe... You're not on the pill, are you?"
"... No. I thought you knew."
"I suspected; when I was taking care of you, I saw your roommate's pill case in the bathroom, but not yours."
"I, uh, I haven't been with anyone for over a year, and I don't like how they make me feel." I felt a sudden awkwardness in her embrace. "I- When you said you were going to breed me, I thought you knew."
My arms wrapped around her, hugging her close. "I wanted to--" I sighed, and she looked up. "How real do you want this to be, Fred?"
"What do you mean?"
"This. Us." I brushed a lock of hair away from her forehead. "If it were up to me... I love you, Fred. That wasn't pillow talk. I've fallen in love with you over the time we've been together."
"I have too! I told you that!"
I nodded. "I know, baby girl." She bit her lower lip almost unconsciously. "Stop that, or we're not going to finish this conversation."
Fred laughed. "Okay, okay." She mused, "What do I want... what do I want..." She pushed herself up, straddling me. "I want this. You. All of it. I want to be your little free use slut, and your girlfriend, and your good girl, and- and-" She closed her eyes. "I am head over heels for you. I want all of it, Tom. All of it." Her hand took mine and placed it on her belly. "Every bit of it. The mother of your child; if it's too soon, fine, I can go take Plan B and--"
"No."
Her eyes opened again, shocked and sad. "No? What- Do you not want me?"
My hand caressed Fred's belly as I smiled up at her. "No, I want all of it with you, and I want it to start right now." I snorted. "Or, I suppose, about an hour ago."
"Really?!"
"What did I tell you before, Fred? What did I say I was going to do?" An evil grin. "Whose body is this now?"
Her bashful smile made me want to take her in my arms and never let her go. "Yours. Yours, Daddy. Tom."
"That's right." I took her left hand. "And that includes this, yes?"
She tilted her head to one side, perplexed. "What?"
"Your hand, silly. In marriage?" She gasped. "Not, like, right now. But, if you are pregnant..." I laughed. "And if you're not, you will be soon, won't you?" A blush spread across her face, then her chest as embarrassment became arousal. "But if you are, then maybe sooner rather than later?"
I tugged at the d-ring on her collar with one finger. "We've already made at least one commitment tonight." I stroked her tummy with the other. "Maybe more. And that one... That one will tie us together for the rest of our lives. So why wouldn't I want to stand up in front of God and everyone with you?"
"You- I-" She started to cry.
"Fred?"
She nodded, tears flowing freely. "Yes! Yes. Wh- whenever you want!"
"Hey now, it's okay. I love you. Don't cry, baby girl."
Freddy sniffled. "I just- God, Tom. This is a dream come true. Like, why would a guy like you want to be with... with someone like me?"
I growled, "Don't," and she froze. "Don't run yourself down like that. You're wonderful, Fred. I'm the lucky one here."
She laughed ruefully. "What are you talking about? You're tall and handsome and strong and smart. You're so- even when we were just friends--" Another laugh, louder now. "--you know, an hour ago--you took care of me. And just now... mmm, you really took care of me. You're great in bed, kinky as shit, with a fantastic cock, and I'm just... me. I'm--please, just let me say this--I'm a fat, ugly, nerdy freak with a fucked up past and..." She shook her head. "I'd be an idiot to not take whatever you want to offer. And marriage? Your child?" She tugged at her collar. "This? God, I feel like I've hit the fucking lottery."
"Baby..." I sighed. "Fred, I'm not going to go down the list of everything I love about you. It would take too long, and... honestly, I think you'd just try to tell me I'm wrong and run yourself down some more." Her lips pressed into a thin line; I had told her an unwelcome but unassailable truth. "I'll say this, instead: I chose you. It may have taken me too long, and it may have taken you writing an incredibly unsafe story--" She laughed. "--but I finally did what I'd wanted to for months."
I hooked a finger into her collar and snarled, "And when you run yourself down, girl, you're insulting me, too." Fred's eyes went wide with the sudden shift. "You're saying that I have bad taste, or that I'm foolish, or that I have to settle. And you are not going to disrespect me that way.
"So you are going to stop talking bad about yourself. You're going to talk about yourself and, eventually, see yourself as I see you: curvy and beautiful and sexy. A fantastic, creative writer." Freddy smiled bashfully. "An intelligent, loving, sweet woman that will be a great mother to my children. And let's be clear: this is just our first child. I'm going to indulge that breeding kink of yours as much as you'll let me. I'll fuck a baby into you every chance you give me." She nodded, face flushed, breath coming in soft little gasps. "But if I hear you talk bad about yourself again, I WILL punish you."
Freddy bit her lip teasingly. "Promise?"
"Not in a fun way, Fred. I'll use the cane or put you in chastity. Maybe both, if you keep doing it."
"Oh." She blanched slightly. "Uh. I'll, uh, I'll work on it. I will, Tom."
A tug on the collar brought her forward and down. I kissed her sweetly. "Don't worry, little girl. Daddy's going to tell you how much you mean to him all the time."
She ground her hips against me. "Will Daddy show me, too?"
I laughed. "Every day, sweetheart." A pinch of her nipple rewarded me with another one of those sexy little whimpers.
Fred frantically started to unbutton my shirt. "Take your uniform off, Daddy, or I'm gonna get it sooooo messy. I need you inside me again. Right fucking now."
We might have missed a patrol or two that night.
August 28, one year later
I ascended the stairs to our apartment, ready to be home from work. A little over a year in IT security had shown me how boring it could be sometimes; not as boring as nighttime warehouse security--well, except for those last few months, which were anything but--but still pretty humdrum. On the other hand, I wasn't getting shot at on a regular basis either, so I'd call that a win.



I liked my job well enough, and more than that, I loved what it had made possible. Fred essentially moved in with me that night. I don't think she saw her roommates again for longer than it took to grab everything of hers, and her lease was up a month later anyways.
I lived in a shitty little studio apartment then, but there was still plenty of room for the two of us. It turned out we made excellent roommates, too: we were both kind of neat freaks, and we each enjoyed the chores the other one didn't. She was a fantastic cook, and I'm one of those lunatics that enjoys doing the dishes.
Of course, the sex was fucking amazing. We shared way more kinks than we didn't, and we were both happy to indulge our lover's tastes. Fred stayed naked except for her collar and glasses almost every hour we were alone, both at work and at home, but I spent most of our time together clothed. Even that simple power imbalance kept her hot.
I regularly exercised my ownership of her body when she least expected it, as when in the middle of her homework or cleaning. Taking Fred roughly and without warning caused her to positively explode. She said "no" sometimes, but never her safeword. "No" was just foreplay for us.
We were both a little disappointed when her period came the first time after we got together, but also a little relieved. She and I both looked forward to the pitter patter of little feet, but it felt good to know that we were still as in love and committed to each other without "needing" to be.
Fred grew concerned when the next four months went by without getting pregnant, but by the end of the summer, we were celebrating. On Thanksgiving, she was showing an adorable baby bump; that plus the ring on her finger got us both a lot of smartass comments from my extended family about "just friends."
We moved into a two-bedroom apartment. With my salary, Fred could stay at home and work on her novel. It turned out that it wasn't academia she liked, but the constant inflow of encouragement from her instructors and peers; I filled that role ably, providing incentive with both carrot and stick. Admittedly, for my twisted little girl, the lines sometimes blurred between the two.
I did lean heavily on the stick a few times; Freddy's habit of negative self-talk had deep roots. She required discipline to move past it, but we got her there together. When we did, she blossomed: her writing became more evocative and powerful; she spoke up for herself and what she wanted more often; and she finally started to believe in her own beauty and strength.
I cannot overstate my pride in Fred's transformation, and her love for me grew with her resilience. Her submission did, too; she found further strength in the safety of my domination, in a place where she could surrender to weakness when she needed to. My sweetheart granted comfort to me as well; in Freddy, I had found someone who joyfully provided love and support at the end of a bad day, in whatever form I needed.
Our little Maria came along in May, not too long after the wedding. I had heard horror stories about loss of intimacy, sleepless nights, frayed nerves, and postpartum depression, but we dodged all of that. We had less naked-and-collared time, but that was to be expected with a new baby. Fred hadn't complained, and I made sure we still had plenty of time for us, both as a married couple and as dom and sub.
Hence my surprise when I found my wife kneeling in the center of our living room, naked except for her thick glasses and old leather collar.
"Fred?"
She looked up at me, defiance in her eyes. "You broke your promise, Daddy."
"What? Fred, I-"
"You told me you were going to fuck a baby into me every chance you got. Well, it's been three months since Maria was born--" She rubbed her belly. "--and there's not another baby in here, is there?"
My laptop bag went to the floor as I crossed the distance to her. "Don't you take that tone with me, little girl."
Fred looked up at me, a provocative smirk on her lips. "Why? You gonna punish me, Daddy?"
"Where's Maria?"
My curvy slut started to undo my belt. "Your mom has her. Wanted to show her off to her church friends."
I slapped her hands away. "Then we've got time. Assume the position, little girl. You're going to learn what happens when you talk back to me."
"Yay!" She almost clapped as she danced to her feet and leaned over our kitchen counter. Looking back, she grinned. "And then?"
Her ass felt smooth and warm as I caressed it. "And then? Then I'm going to spend the next three hours pumping you so full of cum you're going to have to put a towel down for a week. I expect a son this time, baby girl. Now, eyes front." I raised my hand.
"Mmm, I love you DaddEEEEE!"
—----------------------------------------
This was originally supposed to be my On the Job story for this year. The name came to me first, a goofy play on the title of a videogame series. It was just going to be a little smutty story with two security guards falling in love over several nights. And then I got the idea into my head, "wouldn't it be funny if the two of them were both writers on Literotica, and one of them figured it out?" And then I thought, "wait, what if I created accounts for both of the characters and wrote their stories, too?" By then, there was no way I could get it all done in time, so I put it aside for the following year.
But then I started thinking about it, and I realized I'd missed the mark. I was being greedy. Yes, the meta-story idea is fun, but it's not just a love story between Fred and Tom. It's also a love letter to this crazy site that's been kicking around for almost 25 years, before social media or the internet bubble popping or even Y2K.
Authors come here and put their stories up. Readers read them. Sometimes it's just to get off--no shade there!-- but sometimes it's because they need something in their life: a little romance, a shared experience, some itch that they've never been able to scratch elsewhere. They comment on the ones they love (or hate), they argue, they send feedback, they get on the forums and connect. They form friendships, become lovers, maybe get married.
It's easy to see in Tom a guy who came to the site unhappy after his breakup, lonely and looking for something to distract him. Maybe he kicked around Loving Wives for a little while, binging on BTB stories. Then, once his heart had healed, he probably bounced around to other categories until he decided he wanted to put something of his own out there.
And Fred? Fred has "fanfiction aficionado" written all over her. If she doesn't have reams of slash fiction hiding on her hard drive, I'd be amazed. But, of course, I don't know that for sure, because I'm not Fred. I mean, I'm not Tom, either, but I'm really not Fred.
When I said I was being greedy before, I meant it this way: yes, I like to think the idea was clever, but doing it by myself wouldn't have been in the proper spirit. I talked about the site and the community, and about how Five Nights With Freddy and its corresponding works are meant as a love letter to both. And if that's the case, it would be dumb to write all of them myself, wouldn't it?
seraph_nocturne is a marvelous writer whose current work, sadly, does not intersect very cleanly with mine. I kept looking for opportunities to spotlight her stories, but the things she's posted here and the things I'm planning to post in the near future don't mesh thematically or category-wise.
She has a fantastically dark, long-running zombie apocalypse epic called The Dead World and a great Sci-Fi story called Collective Intelligence, but neither of those are ones where I can say, "Hey if you like X of mine, check out Y of hers." You should still totally check out those stories, though.
You may have seen some links throughout Five Nights With Freddy. Following those will take you to the accounts and stories of Tom (DomBombadil) and Fred (MsFrizzleFucks). I wrote Tom's story and maintain his account. seraph_nocturne does the same for Fred.
We worked together on FNWF, with me writing it and her beta reading and offering suggestions. Then we went off and separately wrote a story for each of the characters. It gave us the chance to do things we hadn't previously, which was a lot of fun.
I wrote Tom's in a florid third person point of view, a story that was almost entirely sex with only a little characterization. She wrote Fred's in a sweet, gushing first person POV that really, really reads like an early twenty-something girl fantasizing about her crush. While I'm happy with mine, I'm incredibly proud of hers.
In the process, we've become good friends, too. And that's really what this is all about, as much as the creation of these stories. We're here to share them, to enjoy them, and to talk about them, of course. But it's easy to forget sometimes that there are people on the other side of the screen and that they're worth getting to know.
So, thank you to the other writers that brought us to the site in the first place. Thank you to our beta readers: elizaloo, Djmac1031, and MediocreAuthor. Thank you to laurel and manu for running the site (and for giving this little bit of meta goofiness their blessing). Thank you to the folks on the Authors Hangout forum, and Story Feedback, and Literotica chat and all the other places people get together.
But most of all, thank you to the people that read our stories. Without y'all, we'd just be shouting into the void. Every time you comment, or rate, or favorite, or follow, it makes it all worthwhile.
Oh, and if you want all the links in one place, here you go:
MsFrizzleFucks
DomBombadil
Confessions of a Bad Girl (Fred's story)
Four Motivations (Dom's story)
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"You're going to get caught."
Her voice startled me. I was at the bar getting a drink, doing the usual pre-game for Friday night out with the girls. There were five of us that night; there had been a sixth, but she had already found what she was looking for before we even got to the club, a tall blonde stud that oozed sex appeal. We all knew we wouldn't be seeing her again until Monday morning at the office.
Turning slightly to my left, I saw an attractive and well-dressed older woman. The word that immediately sprung to mind was "elegant." Her black dress was sexy without being sleazy, her jewelry expensive but not showy. The woman's blonde hair was done in a style that suited her face and age, an attractive pixie cut that made her look younger.
Truthfully, I found it hard to pinpoint her age. It didn't look like she'd had any work done, but the laugh lines on her face were one of the few indicators of a life lived. I hoped I looked half that good at her age, which I made a wild-ass guess at somewhere in her fifties. What I couldn't guess was what the hell she wanted with me.
"Excuse me?" I didn't bother to hide the annoyance in my voice.
"I said, 'you're going to get caught.' I've been watching your friends since they came in the door. Getting ready for a big night?"
"Yes, I- wait, what? Watching us? And caught at what? Who are you, anyways?"
She chuckled. "My name is Amanda, and you know exactly what I mean. You and your friends are going to go out to a club? Probably? And you're all here for a little liquid courage first. Am I right so far, ah... what is your name, dear?"
"Erin. And, yeah. What are you supposed to be, some kind of psychic?"
Amanda laughed, a pleasant, if slightly superior sound. "No, not at all. Just someone who... well, who's been in your place, or something like it, before."
The bartender put my drink down in front of me. I tipped him generously, as I usually did on these nights. He was going to have to put up with women like my friends all night long, and he deserved it. I eyed Amanda as I took a sip. While I was inclined to rejoin my friends, this was one of the most interesting conversations I'd had in some time. It sure as hell beat listening to Darlene and Cindy trying to one-up each other.
"Oh? And where is that?"
She smiled, but it felt more predatory than friendly. "You're planning to cheat on your husband."
I sputtered, "No, that's- How dare you! I love my husband!"
The smile changed to one just a little sadder, her tone to a placatory one. "I'm not judging you, Erin. I'm trying to help. And I didn't say that you don't love your husband; I believe you. I did, too. But I still cheated on him."
"Well, I'm not going to cheat on mine! I... Fuck you! You don't even know me! You don't know any of us!" I started to move, but Amanda laid a hand on my wrist. She didn't grab me, though, instead applying only the lightest touch.
"Please. Stop. Just listen. There were six of you when your group came in; one, wearing a ring, already left with a guy, to the catcalls and applause of the rest of your group. Two of the remaining girls, including you, are also wearing rings. Three are not. If I had to guess, one of them is married and put her ring away, and one or two of the others is divorced."
I stopped in my tracks. "Are you... What is this? Are you a detective? Following us? Who the fuck--"
"No, I'm just a woman, like I said, who's been where you are. I had friends like that once, and I've seen groups like yours dozens of times over the years. You may have not cheated yet. In fact, I'd give odds you haven't. There are..." She waved her free hand. "... tells. The way you keep looking at your ring. Your expression when your married friends speak; by how raucous the group becomes, I assume about how they're planning to get laid, or about how the hubby will never be the wiser?" I looked away, uncomfortable. "Like I said, dear, I'm not judging. Not really."
Without looking back, I said, "Not really? What's that supposed to mean?"
"Everyone cheats for a reason. Some of them are good and some of them are bad, but it can be hard to tell which is which in the moment." She shuffled slightly so that she was fully in my view. "I'm trying to help you, Erin."
With a snort, I asked, "Help me how? Tell me not to cheat? Darlene said--"
"Your married friend? The profligate cheater?"
"... Yeah. She said that it hasn't hurt her marriage at all. What he doesn't know won't hurt him, and--"
A loud, condescending laugh from Amanda interrupted me. "Oh, no, my dear. That's definitely true. But I guarantee you, her husband's going to find out. Your divorced friend--what was her name?--found that out, didn't she?"
"Cindy." I said it quietly, but then I rallied. "But she knows how she messed up. She said--"
"--That she knows what she did wrong, and she can keep any of you from getting caught, and anyways, things turned out fine for her, right?" I just stared. "Like I said, Erin, I've seen many groups like yours. And, while I haven't always seen the aftermath, I do know what they're doing--and what they intend to get you to do--is going to end up with one of your group caught, and then it's going to end up with all of you caught.
"'Three can keep a secret if two are dead,' and there are six of you. And that's before the possibility that one of them is hoping you'll fall so that your husband will fall with you; and then she can pick him up again afterwards. Or perhaps he's already cheating on you, and this is revenge?"
I growled, "Stan's not like that!"
With a placid voice, she asked, "Are you?"
"I- I don't--"
Her hand gently squeezed my wrist. "People cheat for many reasons, Erin. Boredom, or anger, or revenge, or unhappiness. Because they want out. Because they want to get caught. Because they think they need a thrill. Why are you planning to?"
"I'm not, I'm--"
Amanda shook her head. "How long until you're supposed to go with your friends to... dance, I assume?"
"Uh, maybe an hour?"
"And have you already cheated on your husband?"
I looked at my feet. "I... no. Danced a little too close, when I got drunk. Um, let one of them kiss me. Got groped, but stopped him. But... but nothing more than that."
Her finger went to my chin and tipped it up. "But tonight, you were going to?"
"... Maybe. It all... Darlene and Cindy made it sound so harmless, like it was just another... like it had nothing to do with him and me, just like going to the spa or the gym, except he wouldn't understand because of his ego. That if--"
Amanda finished the sentence with a sigh, "--'That if he really loved you, he'd let you do this.'" With a shake of her head, she said, "Idiots."
"Hey!"
"Not you, Erin. Well, maybe. But not as stupid as them, at least. You haven't done anything irrevocable yet. There's still time for you."
Laughing, I said, "Oh, so the repentant cheater is trying to keep me from breaking my vows? You got yours, and it ruined your marriage, so now you go around helping young women to not fall from grace like you did?"
The grin on Amanda's face seemed almost demonic in its glee. "Oh, no, not at all. I mean, perhaps; but I cheated on my husband hundreds of times over twenty-three years of marriage. I'd still probably be cheating on him now if my beloved Donald hadn't passed away. And I never, not once, got caught.
"That's how I'll help you, Erin. If you want to cheat, I'll teach you everything I can. And if you follow in my footsteps, you'll never get caught unless you're exceptionally unlucky."
"... What?"
Amanda took her purse from the stool next to her. "There's an all-night diner just across the street. I'm in the mood for some coffee and perhaps a light snack. If you'll join me--after telling your friends you'll be back in about an hour--I'll tell you my story. In it, you'll learn all you need to successfully prosecute as many affairs as you choose to have."
"Are you serious?"
"Oh, quite serious. A magician never reveals her tricks, but perhaps it's time I took on an apprentice." She could tell I was still hesitant. "Look, I'm not asking you to get into a car with me; we're going to go to a public place, have coffee and share some fries--which I'll pay for--and talk. Then, when we're done, you can do whatever you want with what you learn. Worst case scenario, you get to tell your friends all about the crazy broad you met tonight." She said the last with a self-deprecating chuckle.
"I, ah, I- "
Amanda turned to leave. "I'm going over there either way. This place is dead this early, and your friend walked out with the only guy I had my eye on. If you come over? Great! If not, well, I guess I'll have to put some more time in on the stairclimber, because I'm sure as hell going to finish that basket of fries." And with that, she left.
What the hell had just happened?
On the one hand, she was right; everything the girls were doing was risky. Even I could see that. Maybe it took someone who really knew what they were doing to get me to listen to what I'd already been telling myself.
I wasn't even sure if I wanted to cheat, my behavior the last couple of weeks to the contrary. I really did love Stan a lot; my growing urge to fuck other guys didn't change that, at least to me. After all, I'm sure he fantasized about other women, and I hadn't gone all that much further than fantasy. That's what Darlene and Cindy and the others told me anyways, even if deep down I knew that I'd be pissed as hell if I caught Stan doing what I'd been doing with another woman.
But if I decided to pull the trigger, why wouldn't I want to be good at it? If Amanda was telling the truth, and she got away with it for two decades and hundreds of guys without her husband figuring it out, why wouldn't I want to hear what she had to say? And if she was lying, then, like she said, it would still make for a funny story later.
I told the girls that I wanted to get some fresh air before we headed out, and that I'd be back soon. They were already inebriated, so Darlene just yelled, "Better get back before we go without you and take all the good ones!" Then they returned to the group's game of marry/fuck/kill, this time about the guys in the office. Yeah, I definitely needed to get a different point of view before one of these idiots got me fired as well as divorced.
The diner was one of those places that only had DINER in big neon letters over the entrance, without an actual name. It could have been built any time from the 40s onwards, and its decor reflected that. It had a weirdly timeless quality. All the stuff--the tables, chairs, bar, and so on-- seemed cheap, but sturdy as hell, too. After a night out dancing, the girls and I had found ourselves here more than once; the ones that hadn't hooked up, that is. The food was nothing to write home about, but it was cheap, greasy, and abundant.
Amanda was staring off into the middle distance when I came in, hands around a mug. As I approached the table, she shook off her reverie and smiled broadly. "Hey! I wasn't sure if you were going to come or not. I'm glad you did."
I slid into the booth opposite her. "Maybe I should have my head examined, but I figure this has to be more interesting than listening to Darlene and the girls hype themselves up for the rest of the night."
She laughed, "That doesn't seem like a very high bar to clear."
I shrugged. "It's not. But if you can tell me what you say you can..."
The older woman nodded, maybe a little wistful. "I can. But... I'm sorry, would you mind telling me about yourself first? Not your whole life story, but what you do for a living, how long you've been married, that kind of stuff? I want to be sure that what I can tell you... well, I think it's all interesting, but I want to make sure it's useful for you, too. I don't want to waste your time or mine."
"Okay. Um, I'm twenty-seven. Met my husband near the end of our junior year in college; I majored in history, but decided later I didn't want to teach, so now I'm an administrative assistant. Stan and I started dating exclusively around the beginning of senior year; we've been married a little over five years now."
"Is it a happy marriage? On balance, I mean?"
I slowly nodded. "Yeah. Yeah, I'd say so. I've got no real complaints. He makes me happy, for the most part. I mean, I'd like him to pick up his socks instead of dropping them off the side of the bed at night, but he'd like me to stop watching so much reality TV."
Amanda chuckled. "Fair enough. What about your sex life?"
I felt myself blush slightly. "I, ah, it's good."
"Good?" She raised an eyebrow.
"Yeah. Great, a lot of the time, although not as great as it was at the beginning. You know how it is. That rush early on. We're kind of settling into married life now. Talking about kids. But he still, um..." I chuckled. "He still more than gets the job done. And he tells me I'm the best he's ever had, which is nice."
"Is he? The best you've ever had, I mean."
"Ah... sort of? Now, yeah. Or, I guess, even two or three years ago he was. I had more experience than him, and I kind of had to teach him what I liked, but he picked it up well. Once he got to that point, yeah. But, like I said, well, things lately have gotten a little..."
"Stale?" That damned raised eyebrow again.
"That's... no, I wouldn't go that far." I searched for the right word for a moment, then found, "Comfortable, I guess? I love him, and it's still good, but I can't remember the last time we did something new in bed."
Amanda sagely nodded. "Okay. No real complaints, happy marriage, better sex would be good. So, why are you thinking about cheating on Stan?"
Before I could answer, thankfully, the waitress dropped off the fries and poured me a cup of coffee. I used the time to think about how to phrase my answer; I didn't come here to get grilled by her, I came here for her story.
"I'm not. I mean... Yes, I'm putting myself in the way of temptation. But I've never... I don't want to cheat on him. I'm not going out with them thinking, 'I'm going to find a guy and get laid tonight,' I just... I miss the excitement." A fry went into my mouth, followed by some hastily chugged water when I realized it was way too hot.
"Of single life?" She took a sip of her coffee, lipstick leaving a pale outline on the rim of the cup.
"Ow. Ow." I fanned my mouth. "Yeah, of... I guess of being free? And desired? It's not that I want to cheat on Stan, but when we started talking about kids and buying a house and..." I sighed. "I just wonder if I got married too young. If I should have played the field longer."
"To see if there was someone better out there?"
"No!" I smartly dragged the next french fry through some ketchup and let it cool this time. "No, I love him. I really do. He's such a nice guy, and I want to spend the rest of my life with him. And I sure as hell don't want to hurt him. But... I dunno, I just feel like..." I chewed on the ketchup-soaked spud while I thought.
Amanda stared at me expectantly until I finished. "I wish there was some way I could put a pin in my marriage and come back to it, you know? Not hurt Stan, and not... if there was a way I could do it without cheating, that would be ideal. That's kind of what I've been doing, at least a little. But..." I shrugged.
Her stare cut through all of my bullshit. "But the temptation to cheat is getting stronger, especially given the company you keep?"
"... Yeah. I hate to say it, but yeah. I don't want to, but knowing... I know I'm still desirable. There have been plenty of opportunities to go further with guys at the club, and I haven't." My gaze shifted to my hands. "And I like that feeling of being desired, so I go back, but I'm worried that eventually... eventually being desired won't be enough."
She smiled kindly and put her hand on mine. "I understand. Believe me, I understand. And I think I can help you."
My head snapped back up. "To cheat? I don't know if--"
Amanda patted my hand and withdrew hers again, leaning back in her booth. "Not necessarily. I'll tell you my story. I'll tell you why I did it and how I got away with it. And if you want more detail, I'll stay here and talk with you as long as you want. It's so rare I get to tell anyone my secrets, and you seem an ideal candidate."
She laughed at the look on my face. "I'm not saying you will cheat, or that you've got the Mark of the Beast on you, or whatever you're afraid of." She took a nibble of one of the fries and spoke around it; how the hell did she make talking with her mouth full look elegant? "You're young, beautiful, and smart enough to know that what you're doing right now isn't working.
"By that I mean whatever's going on in your marriage, and your friendship with... Darlene, was it? And Cindy?" I nodded. "You've got a yearning you can't quite define, and it's leading you in a direction you may or may not want to go. And..."
Amanda sighed a little sadly. "Frankly, you don't have kids, and your marriage hasn't gone on that long. You have more room to change course than you might think. I don't mean to sound grim, but leaving your marriage is a possibility, one that... Well, that I wasn't brave enough to do." Another bite and a brighter disposition. "But let's not worry about that just yet. Still want to hear my story?"
I nodded. Listening couldn't hurt, right? "Yeah. Yeah, I do."
The distinguished older woman flashed me a brilliant smile. I had no doubt I was in for a tale. "Then I'll begin at the beginning. Well, perhaps a little later than that; you don't need to hear about my earliest days, except that my home life was very... normal. Average, in just about every way. Middle class, middle America, middling happiness. If my parents could have actually had 2.5 children, they probably would have.
"But I wasn't an average girl; I grew from a goofy, big-headed child to a gawky ugly duckling. Always smart, though; probably too smart for my own good. I was a bookish and sharp-tongued little thing. Then, in my senior year, I changed. The ugly duckling became a swan; it wasn't just my appearance, although puberty did finally bestow bounteous gifts on me.
"No, it was my intellect that truly allowed me to flourish. An expensive gift is merely a pleasant thing without proper packaging. But wrapped correctly? Presented only in teasing and tempting glimpses to hint at what's inside? Now that's where desire manifests.
"Think about it: on Christmas Day a child opens their gifts, plays with the toys for a few hours, maybe a day or two, then puts them aside. But in the month they're under the tree? How often do they shake them, poke at them, try to guess based on size and shape and weight what lies within? A month of delicious anticipation, followed by a few hours of rhapsodic pleasure. Which is more fun, looking back?"
Another nod from me, although I'll admit I was a little disappointed so far. "So, you figured out how to present yourself. You got pretty, and then you learned makeup and fashion. Okay?"
She laughed. "I know, it doesn't sound like much, but you have to understand. I... Let me ask you, have you always been the gorgeous young woman sitting across from me?"
I blushed. "Uh, I don't know if I'd go that far, but I'm... I've never been 'ugly.' I had a little bit of an awkward phase, I guess."
"But you don't know what it's like to be invisible or even repulsive to your peers, then suddenly be the object of desire for one half and scorn for the other."
"Uh, no. Not really."
Amanda popped a fry into her mouth, apparently relishing the flavor as much as the storytelling. "I did. And that's when I found my first and longest love: being desired. For me, that's what it's always been about, that rush of being pursued. Sex is fun, but it's like opening the present on Christmas: a culmination of an experience. The burst of joy that justifies the longing."



I took a sip of water. "Okay, yeah, I can see that. But that doesn't explain..."
"Hold your horses, apprentice. I'm just setting the stage." She chuckled. "Building the desire, if you will. So I started dating in my senior year, lost my virginity on prom night--after having a half-dozen of the most eligible boys at school ask me to it--then went on a tear in college. That's actually where I first tried to be monogamous; utterly disastrous."
Amanda sighed, the energy that had animated her seeming to dissipate as the breath left her lips. "I hurt some good young men then. Messed up my reputation, too. There was one boy that I know absolutely loved me, and I loved him, too. I mean that, I really did. But I..."
She took a drink of her Coke, seemingly lost in thought. That was the first time I'd seen her showman mask slip that night. "My husband was the love of my life. But I think Jeremy could have been, if I hadn't treated him so shabbily. I didn't even..." The older woman chuckled ruefully. "I wasn't good at cheating then. Flat out bad at it, actually. Jeremy didn't catch me; he didn't have to. He just needed to not be completely blind, and he wasn't."
"Why did you cheat on him?"
Amanda looked at the table. "That's the question, isn't it? Why did I cheat on him, and my husband, and all the wonderful men in between?" When she raised her gaze to mine again, pain laid behind her eyes and in the tight smile on her lips. "Because I'm an addict."
"Like... a sex addict?"
She laughed, "No. No, not a sex addict. Although I did try to..." Amanda sighed. "I'm getting ahead of myself." After a deep breath, she continued. "The thing about addiction is that you don't want to believe it's addiction. No one does. It doesn't matter if it's booze or food or heroin or gambling.
"The excuses are different, but they're cousins to each other. 'It's just one drink' is very close to 'All I did was dance with him.' For someone that's not an addict, they can have a beer or dance a little too closely and have that be all, at least if nothing else is going on. But for an addict? It's opening themselves up to disaster.
"And then they... we turn to rationalization when disaster does strike. 'I had a hard day, and that's why I downed a bottle of vodka.' 'It's my birthday, and I'm allowed to have as much cake as I want.'" Amanda's face twisted into a little grimace. "'The relationship was already going to end, and I just hadn't told him yet.' All ways to justify excesses that we don't want to admit are excesses."
She smiled brightly, returning to center stage. "I didn't know it was an addiction then. I thought I was just a slut. I went back and forth between being intentionally single and being sure, absolutely sure, that this time it was going to be different, that this time I'd found the perfect guy, and what had happened before was stupid college girl shit. Eventually, I stopped pretending, though. I decided I was inherently fucked up--although not yet recognizing it as an addiction--and decided I was just going to be single. That lasted until I was twenty-eight."
Amanda's smile wasn't in any way performative then. It was blissful. Loving. Her eyes seemed to sparkle as she spoke. "Then I met Donald. I was working as a pharmaceutical sales rep. Still am, for that matter. He was a doctor. God, that man was amazing.
"It wasn't even how handsome he was--and he was absolutely gorgeous--it was just... him. His presence. The kindness in his voice, the way he carried himself, how he could be effortlessly, expansively intelligent and then turn around and tell the absolute dumbest jokes. Easily the best lover I've ever had, almost from the beginning. Top ten, maybe top five all-time best fucks, too. I was smitten in a way I'd never been, even with poor Jeremy.
"I fell in love with him so easily. That's... that's why I pushed him away for so long. He pursued me and pursued me, though, and eventually he wore me down. But he didn't stop pursuing me, either. In retrospect, I think that's why I was able to convince myself that this time it was going to be okay, that he and I could work.
"No man, before or since, has ever wooed me the way Donald did, and it didn't stop even once we were steady, or engaged, or married. For the first time in my life, I didn't feel the need to be pursued by anyone else."
"But you cheated on him."
"But I cheated on him." She held up her glass, and the waitress came to refill it. "Although not until a couple of years after we were married. He stopped pursuing me the way he had. I'm not blaming him; it's impossible to keep up that kind of intensity forever. And I loved him so much. I tried to hold out as long as I could. But I felt this little... itch. Right there in the back of my head, and I couldn't scratch it. He would kiss me or take me to dinner or dancing, and it would be like..."
Amanda looked up at the ceiling. "Do you know what methadone is?"
"It's, uh, it's for heroin addicts, right? To help them quit."
"That's right. It's a weak opioid that mimics some effects of heroin without being as addictive or dangerous. It's effective, but..." She chuckled. "You'd be amazed how many heroin addicts hate it, recovered or not. It's so close to being what their body is telling them it needs, but not nearly enough.
"After people get off of methadone, unless they make some other major changes in their life, there's a pretty high chance they'll relapse. Some people just stay on it for the rest of their lives, replacing one addiction with another. That's what most recovering addicts do, truth be told: replace one habit for another. It's part of why there are so many chainsmokers and coffee drinkers at AA meetings.
"Even celebrities, with all their resources, do it. Johnny Cash threw himself into religion. Robert Downey Jr. became a fitness fanatic. Have you ever seen the movie Trainspotting? No? Great movie. Starred a very young Ewan McGregor. His friends and him--all junkies in Edinburgh-- play soccer or football, whatever, against a group of guys early on in the film. All of those guys were real former junkies that had helped the writer with his research. They turned into football fanatics after kicking the habit. It was another obsession, but one that probably wouldn't kill them."
I held up a hand. "I'm sorry, but what is your point? I thought this was about--"
Amanda made a 'yeah, yeah, I'm getting there' motion. "It IS about how I cheated and got away with it. But you need to understand why I did it first; that informed how I did it. Understand?" My blank expression showed that I did not, in fact, understand.
She sighed. "You will. So, methadone. Donald's affection, after we were married for a couple of years, was like my methadone. It was enough to keep me clean, but not nearly as much as I wanted. It scratched the itch without actually making it go away. And that was... God, it was so much worse in some ways."
Another deep breath. "It was just under three years into our marriage when I cheated on him the first time. I was out at a bar in another city, visiting an old girlfriend. And, suddenly, I was desired by strangers again, and free, and..." She shook her head. "And it was like giving a recovered alcoholic a bottle of vodka. I danced, and I flirted, knowing, for sure, what a bad idea it was.
"This one guy wanted me SO badly. Just so so badly. I could almost smell it on him. I let him pursue me, knowing how dangerous it was, knowing where this was going to end up, and hating myself while I did it. He groped me on the dance floor, and I let him. We found a dark corner, and he shoved his tongue down my throat.
"And then I went into the restroom and bought a cheap pack of condoms from a machine. We snuck out the back of the club to his apartment, and he took me in just about every single way a man could take a woman. The only stipulation I made--the sole nod of loyalty to my husband--was that rubber had to separate us.
"A few hours later, I stumbled back to my hotel room, sore and tired and euphoric and..." She frowned and sighed. "And feeling about the lowest I ever have. I got into the shower with my dress still on and cried under the water for probably an hour, wishing I was dead. Wishing that I died before Donald had ever met me."
Amanda sat quietly for a while, staring into her cup as though she might find answers there. She didn't look up as she resumed her story. "I thought about telling him, but I knew my husband. It would kill him. He loved me so fully, even though I'd told him about my past.
"I didn't understand the... the depths of my need then. I still thought I was just an asshole when I was younger, and that I'd finally found someone to make me into an honest woman. A good one." A sad smile. "And he did. He really did. Just not good enough."
She looked up at me. "I drowned Donald in affection when I got back; I always did, though, because I loved him so much. That made it easier. He didn't suspect anything, and I did everything I could to never act guilty around him.
"After that, I stayed on the straight and narrow for a while. Lasted a few months, but the itch came back. I eventually had to travel for work, and..." Amanda shrugged. "It was nice to believe that I could be a good person, at least for a little while. That I had just made a mistake.
"That was the pattern for most of the rest of my life. I traveled for work a lot, so when I felt the itch, I'd find someone to hook up with. Never the same person twice--hell, not even the same bar twice if I could avoid it--always using protection, and taking whatever precautions I could to not get caught. And I never did."
"Ever?" I couldn't hide the doubt from my voice.
"It was a narrow thing a few times, I'll admit. Early on, I made the mistake of hooking up with a jackass that tried to fuck me while I was talking to my husband. I hung up, threw him out, and then claimed that the hotel phone had a bad connection when I called Donald back. I'd never liked when they talked shit about him, but from then on, guys that disrespected him were a no-go."
She chuckled when she saw the look on my face. "Disrespected him more than... well, you know. It was always disrespectful. I accept that; I know that he deserved a better wife. I just couldn't give him up." Amanda looked out the window. "I guess I was an addict in more ways than one."
"You keep saying that you're an addict. Honestly, though, that..." I struggled to find words that wouldn't piss her off.
"... Sounds like a pile of shit? Yeah, I know. And when it comes to something like this, it often is. When I was trying to fix myself, in between all the cheating, I went to a sex addiction group. You know, like AA, but for..." She waved her hand. "And while I found that I didn't fit the criteria exactly, I also found there were a LOT of people there that...
"Mmm, let's just say they were going there because someone had caught them fucking someone they shouldn't have and 'sex addiction' was an effective dodge for them. 'Oh, honey, I know I fucked your sister, but I, ah, I found out that I have a sex addiction!' Assholes.
"But I know that I do have an addiction, or a compulsion, and I can prove it. For now, though, let me tell you the rest of my story." She took another bite of a fry, then frowned and pushed the basket towards me. "I need to stop." A sudden laugh erupted from her lips. "Says the addict."
Amanda leaned forward. "So that was one time I almost got caught. And then there was the time..." She swallowed. "Then there was the time some bastard raped me."
"Oh, my god!"
The older woman shrugged. "It was awful. And I'm not making excuses for the guy; if I saw him today, I'd shoot the bastard. I got my concealed carry license because of him. But I was going to bars, inviting strange men back to my room, then telling them they could only fuck me with a condom, and that I wouldn't give them a blowjob. Eventually, I ran into one that didn't want to accept that."
I reached out to touch her hand. She smiled, then waved me off. "It happened a long time ago. Before the kids, so twenty-odd years. I remember, at the time, being most upset that I was going to have to hide all the evidence from Donald and keep him at arm's length until I could get tested. How fucked up is that?
"But my husband... I had a 'yeast infection' until my period came, and by then there had been plenty of time to get tested for pretty much everything. He didn't even bat an eye, just wanted to make sure I was okay. There was a tiny chance I'd contracted one of the diseases with a longer gestation time, but those aren't transmissible until they're active. I just had to get tested constantly, like a fucking porn star. But we dodged a bullet. I dodged a bullet."
A thought suddenly struck. "You said you had kids? Is- is there any chance--"
"No!" Amanda's voice was louder than she apparently intended, and several people looked towards us. It dropped again. "No. No, there's no chance of that. When we decided to have kids, I... topped myself off on the trip just before we wanted to get started, then went off the pill when I got back. Thank God that Donald was virile as hell, and it only took us a month each time."
She bit her lip. "I did worry, though. I knew... The math for the kids, when they were born and all, they had to be Donald's. But I was paranoid about it. I would absolutely have to confess if one of them hadn't been his. I couldn't have done that to him. So, I got us all tested as part of a 'work related genetics testing program' that wasn't in any way work related. Thankfully, the paranoia was just paranoia, and everything was correct."
"Did you cheat while you were pregnant?"
"Nope!" False gaiety tinged the word. "Donald doted on me extra hard during that time, which made it easier. Not easy, but easier. I was horny as hell, but that never... Like I said before, it wasn't really about the sex, it was about the pursuit. The sex was just the capper." She chuckled. "I think Donald had a bit of a pregnancy fetish, because he fucked me absolutely senseless whenever he could."
Her dreamy, faraway smile was clearly a product of fond reminiscence. "Those were such good times, when I was pregnant and then when the kids were so little. I don't know why, but something about the babies...
"Maybe it was the exhaustion, or maybe it was the way they just needed me constantly, but it was an even stronger substitute than Donald's love. I thought, for a while after my oldest was born, that... I don't know, that maybe having something bigger than just myself or my marriage had finally fixed me. That this was finally the thing that would make me a decent person."
Amanda looked down into her half-empty cup for a while. Her voice cracked slightly when she spoke again. "But it wasn't." She raised her gaze to mine, the increasingly insincere smile no longer hiding her pain. "I felt the itch start to come back once my son was in daycare. And, while it went away again after my daughter was born, that was it. For six years of my twenty-three year marriage, I was a faithful wife. For the rest? I was..." She shook her head.
"You said you tried to stop?"
She nodded, taking a deep breath and trying to force the mask more firmly in place. "Yeah. I tried a bunch of things. Therapy, of course. Sex addiction counseling. Religion. Athletics; God, was that a mistake. Have you seen the way gymrats look at even a moderately attractive woman? I even tried getting fat for a while, hoping that if I was less desirable that I'd be chased less. I thought maybe it was a supply problem rather than a demand one. It wasn't. I just had less interesting men pursuing me, so I was unsatisfied in yet another way."
I snorted at that; I couldn't help it. That little bit of mirth seemed to lift her spirits. "Anyways. I decided a few things, maybe ten years into my marriage. First, it was an addiction, even if the DSM didn't have an entry for it; that's true of a lot of disorders, for various reasons. Second, I couldn't control it, or at least I couldn't find a way to control it. And third, I had to find a way to keep it from destroying my life.
"I started to read a bunch about harm reduction as a strategy. That is, not trying to go cold turkey, but limiting the addiction's impact. I saw this news article I remember about a woman who was a successful business owner and mother but had lived with a heroin addiction for over twenty years. She managed to handle her highs, and the only reason she got caught was because of a random drug bust when she was meeting with her dealer."
She chuckled. "Not exactly a hero for the ages, but I figured that if she managed it for decades, I could too. And I did. Donald never found out. I don't think he even suspected. I was so careful."
"Did you have... I dunno, some kind of endgame planned? Like, what if you were still like this when you retired and couldn't travel as much?"
"Not really. I just kept dancing and hoped the music never stopped. I had a distant hope that menopause might change my brain chemistry enough to fix me, but it didn't. That's what addiction is, after all, just a matter of brain chemistry. There's a reason that for almost all of them--smoking, heroin, alcohol, whatever-- the success rate for people that quit is around five percent. It's not that people don't want to quit, it's that they can't."
She quirked up an eyebrow at my dubious expression. "Don't believe me?"
"No, it's not that, I just--"
Amanda nodded her head to someone on the other side of the diner and quietly said,. "That guy over there, he probably weighs 400, maybe 500 pounds. Do you think he wants to? Or that he doesn't know how to lose weight? I guarantee you, he knows more about dieting than you or I ever will. And he's eating a slice of pie that I doubt he's even really enjoying.
"He's sitting alone in a diner, eating food he doesn't even really want, to cope with a hunger he can't understand and doesn't want. Not a real hunger, not one born of starvation, but because some little trickle of molecules in his brain just isn't enough for him to stop. That's everyone that's trying to stop smoking or drinking or shooting up. That's me. Or was me, at least."
"Was?"
She looked out the diner's window again, eyes moist. "After Donald died, I really went off the rails for a while. The itch got so much worse without him in my life. I hadn't understood how much his love and devotion helped me just... function like a normal human being. Within a month of his funeral, I was in a bar waiting to be hit on. And every night for the next, oh, six months, I brought someone new home with me. Sometimes more than one.
"Never to our bed, though." She sniffled and wiped her eye. "I couldn't do that. It was still our bed. Even with him gone, I couldn't do that. I let myself go in other ways, too: stopped taking care of my health like I should, drank more, got careless about safe sex, all these self-destructive behaviors. I wanted to die and be with him again.
"Finally, though, a friend got me to go see a doctor. A couple of them, actually. A therapist, of course, but also my GP for my annual checkup. She found I was pre-diabetic from my weight gain and lack of exercise. Prescribed a medication that had gotten FDA approval a few years before, something called semaglutide. The brand name is Ozempic. Have you heard of it?"
"Yeah, it's an injection? And it causes weight loss, right?"
"Mmm-hmm. And it did. Got my weight back under control and got me out of the danger zone for diabetes." She took a sip of her coffee. "Oh, and it also cured my addiction."
"What?!"
"Yeah. I didn't realize it at first. I mean, it didn't fix it immediately; it took a few weeks to really kick in, but even after the first injection, the itch was less present. And after those first couple of weeks? It was just gone. Like, gone gone. I still had needs, sexual ones, but I didn't feel that unthinking hunger. The bottomless pit had been filled.



"At first, I put it down to a mix of the intervention by my friend, coming to grips with Donald's death, therapy, a bunch of stuff. But when I finally got a clean bill of health from the doctor and stopped the injections? Jesus." She sighed. "I was out there slutting it up again as hard as ever."
"What did you do?"
"I'm in pharmaceutical sales, like I mentioned. I know all of the tricks to get cheap medicine and easy prescriptions, so I started back up on my own once I realized what had happened. And just like before, the itch went away. A couple months later, I started seeing things in the trade journals about how semaglutide was cutting down on all sorts of addictive and compulsive behaviors among the test groups: drinking, smoking, compulsive eating. Fuck, even nailbiting. Nailbiting, for God's sake!"
Her cheeks glistened with tears. "Do you have any idea how much that hurt? My love for my husband wasn't enough. My love for my kids barely mattered. Fuck, even my own sense of self-preservation didn't do shit. Nope, I needed a weekly dose of medicine to get me to shut my legs. And it was too late to matter! My Donald was gone, and I'd never see him again. I almost chucked the fucking medicine. I wanted to die, really wanted to this time. 'Death by sluttiness.' That would be a helluva thing to see on a death certificate."
She shook her head. "I couldn't do that to my kids. They'd already lost one parent, and then... then my first grandbaby was born. I hadn't been the wife that my husband deserved, and I even fell down as a parent. But I was going to be the best goddamned Gramma the world had ever seen."
I laughed at that, and so did she, but only for a moment. Then she turned deadly serious. "So that's my story. If you want, I can tell you how to cheat on your husband. It's trivial to do it; any idiot can. It's not that much harder to avoid getting caught, especially if you're only going to do it once: travel somewhere else, hook up in a bar that isn't your hotel bar, take them to a seedy hourly motel, and get laid.
"If you want to keep it up, get a job that requires travel. Follow those same rules I just said, but also get a second phone. Make sure you keep it on a separate credit card that your husband never sees. Be ready to lie to his face; always, always have a lie ready. Use condoms every time. Get a gun, like I did, in case some asshole tries to rape you.
"Never confide in anyone. Build a whole second life that isolates you from the people you love. Avoid real friendships. Never get drunk unless you're by yourself, because God knows what you might give away. There's more, but you get the idea, right?"
I nodded, feeling vaguely sick. "Yeah."
"'Once a cheater, always a cheater' is half bullshit and half true. Which one do you think applies to you? Maybe you'll go fuck some random stud in a bar, and it'll be a happy memory when you're older. And maybe you'll only ever do it once; most people that try heroin or coke a few times walk away with no problems. But some of them don't. Do you want to gamble on which one you are?"
"No." I sighed. "What should I do? I mean, about my friends and Stan and everything?"
She took in a deep breath and let it out slowly. "I can't tell you. Clearly something's not quite right, and you need to work that out with him. Go to counseling, take a trip, buy some whips and chains." I laughed.
"But whatever you do, throw those fucking friends of yours under the bus, at least with him. How much you tell him is up to you--although I think you should be completely honest--but blame it on them. I guarantee he'd rather blame it on them than believe you came this close on your own. Then stay the fuck away from them. Change jobs if you have to."
I nodded. "Yeah. Yeah, okay. You're right. Thank you"
"You're welcome, Erin. And good luck." Amanda stood, smiling, and threw a twenty on the table. "Now, if you don't mind, I am going to go back to the bar, fix my makeup, and see if the pickings have gotten any better since we left. It's been months, and I do still have needs!" With a laugh, she turned and walked out the door, then waved in the window as she passed by outside.
I sat there for a while longer, eating cold french fries and thinking. Jesus. Jesus! How close had I come to being Amanda? I'm not a cheater! I love my husband! What the fuck was I thinking?
Before long, I stood up and almost ran to my car. I needed to get home to my husband and confess everything. My vision blurred from the tears as I drove, crying for myself and for the remarkable, broken woman that had saved me from myself and from the so-called friends that wanted to drag me down with them.
At home, Stan stood up from his chair when he saw the state I was in. God, how could I have ever thought of hurting him? Of hurting us? He swept me up into his arms and listened to my babbling accounts of what I'd done, of what I'd almost done, and of the older woman who had intervened. His face grew increasingly grim, but when he finally spoke, my husband's first words were, "I love you. Thank you for telling me. I'm angry, but we'll get past this together."
I sobbed in his arms as he carried me to our bed. We laid together as we had when we first fell in love, alternating between tender lovemaking and frenzied, desperate coupling. I needed him. I needed him more than anything else in the world, and he showed me that same passion. I would never let either of us forget it, ever again.
Afterwards, as the love of my life slept beside me, I lay awake for a long time. I'm not a religious person, but that night I needed to believe that there was some reason for Amanda's pain. I needed to give thanks to someone that her voice in that bar had saved my marriage. I silently prayed for her, thanking God for sending her my way. I asked him to watch over her and her family, ending with a plea for him to take mercy on her when the time came. May we all receive mercies we don't deserve; I'd received mine that night.
------------------------------------------------------------
Special thanks to seraph_nocturne for beta reading this! Also, the bit about semaglutide is real; it has been shown to reduce or eliminate addictive and compulsive behaviors in the people that take it. Neuroscience is wild, y'all. Drug research is, too; Viagra was created when trying to develop a new blood pressure drug, and Benadryl was first synthesized while attempting to find a non-addictive form of heroin.
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Editor's Note: this fictional work contains non-sexual graphic violence.
This is a short, violent BTB for ChloeTzang's Hammered event. Hey, sometimes I like a nice popcorn revenge flick, too. Thanks for giving me a chance to indulge, Chloe!
—----------------------------------------
My bitch was the best girl I could ever hope to have in my life. Greta was smart as a whip, loyal to a fault, friendly, protective of me, and came quickly when I wanted her to. She also had a shiny coat, terrible breath, and drooled nonstop. I had bought the Doberman to keep my wife, Kelsey, safe while I traveled, but she didn't want to help with the training Greta needed as a puppy.
Greta's original commands were all in German, at the advice of a trainer, but I taught her a subset of simple ones in English for Kelsey. Greta bonded with me rather than my wife; she was mine, but she watched over my wife while I was away, because Kelsey was also mine. Or so I had thought.
It wasn't any surprise, therefore, that she was waiting patiently for me as I opened the door to our home. Greta, that is; Kelsey was nowhere to be seen. I patted her head and was rewarded with a loving lick on the hand. I'd never entirely eliminated that tic, but we all have our eccentricities. The overgrown pup whined at me; she could always tell when I was stressed. "It's okay, girl. It'll all be okay." I hoped it was. I hoped it would be.
Kelsey and I had argued before I left; not for the first time, and not even for the first time about this subject. When we met just after college, we had talked long and hard about the important issues before we got in too deep. She'd had a bad breakup her sophomore year that had destroyed her trust in men and their promises. One subject we discussed was the issue of children. We both agreed that we wanted them, but she'd waffled on that in the eight years since we married.
Finally, before my latest trip, we argued about it again. This time, though, we made up before I left, and she told me she'd be ready to start trying for kids when I got back. But there was something... something off about how she said it. The words she used. Her phrasing. I couldn't put my finger on it, but they made me uneasy. And, on my return, I could tell Greta was uneasy, too, more than she should have been just from mirroring my mood. Her submissive manner bore no relation to the usual behavior of my goofy, happy girl.
I heard Kelsey call out from the living room, "We're in here, Aaron." We? Someone else was in the house. I knew why Greta was on edge. Why I was, too. A home feels different when there's an intruder in it.
"C'mon, girl." We rounded the corner from the entryway to the living room and found Kelsey sitting on the couch next to a man that seemed strangely familiar in a way I couldn't quite place. Sitting on the couch, and sitting too close to him.
They stood as I entered, and he extended his hand. "Julien St. Croix. Kelsey's told me so much about you, Aaron." Now I knew; it was Kelsey's asshole ex, the one that broke her heart. I took his hand and found that his grip was firm; then he tried to make it crushing, attempting to assert dominance. I hadn't liked him when I first saw him, and now I despised him.
He was a tall man, almost half a head taller than me. A brilliant smile manufactured by the best orthodontists money could buy. Immaculately dressed in casual clothes that would cost the entire sweatshop crew that made them a decade's pay. A muscular physique honed on the latest machines by a string of personal trainers. Blonde and tanned, like a Ken doll, with about as much character. Everything about him screamed "unearned, unexamined privilege." He was everything I hated in a person, the rich kid born on third base who insisted he hit a triple.
I started at home plate with two strikes and a crooked umpire. My parents both worked, and we still needed food stamps. I worked my way through college and was crushed under student debt. I built my muscle through hard work at my night job, then maintained it with the free weights I could use at the rec center. He had show muscle, bulk without much strength. I had real muscle, strength without much bulk.
The flesh and bone vice squeezing Julien St. Croix's hand showed him some things only come from hard work. Shithead gritted his teeth and broke away first, then clenched and unclenched a fist as he tried to recover. "Quite a grip there, Aaron."
Kelsey got in between us, voice nervous. "Aaron, how was your trip?"
I looked back and forth at them, then at how she stood. She wasn't trying to stop a fight; not really. Her stance reflected her priorities: she was protecting him from me but unconcerned with what he might do to me. "It was good until I got home. What's the prettyboy doing here?"
He bristled, but Kelsey said, "Let's all calm down. We've already gotten off on the wrong foot, and there's a lot we need to talk about." She motioned for Julien to sit, then asked, "Would you like something to drink, Aaron?"
"No. What do you mean we have a lot to talk about?"
Her smile seemed forced, an undercurrent of worry rippling behind it. "Why don't you sit, Aaron?" Not "honey." Not "babe." Kelsey almost always used a pet name when addressing me. She hadn't once since I'd gotten home. My irritation was turning to a sinking feeling.
I'm a negotiator. My work requires understanding the small changes in how people act and talk, the ways that they open up or close down as circumstances change. Failing to recognize the shifts that signify a deal going wrong can cost my employers millions. What I saw here looked like it was going to cost me my whole life.
"How long?" Sometimes the best tactic is to keep them on the back foot.
Kelsey looked stricken. "Wha-- what?"
"How long have you been fucking him?" She gawped. "You two look very comfortable. And while you haven't said 'we need to talk,' that's clearly what this is. You were sitting too close together when I came in. Said that 'we' were in the living room, not 'I.' Julien Shit Croix over there has been an aggressive douchenozzle since he opened his mouth, and you're terrified I'm going to murder him. So how long have you been fucking him?"
My wife--for the moment--started to talk, but he interrupted. "Since before you were married. You had no idea, did you?"
I kept my face impassive as I sank into my chair, a man hiding a gut wound from the bastard that had shot him. "No." I looked at Kelsey and said, "Why?" Julien started to speak, but I silenced him with a glare.
Kelsey sat next to him. Of course. "I... We loved each other, Aaron. We're in love with each other. But Julien, well, he graduated two years before me and went off to seek his fortune. He wanted me to find someone to take care of me until he came back for me. You... You were a good man. I knew you'd keep me safe, and I could keep you happy."
"So the whole 'he was a shitty ex' thing, that was just... what? A way to make me want to protect you? White knight for you?"
She looked away. "I was angry with him. That wasn't entirely... it wasn't just a put-on. And I did... we had disagreed about what our marriage should look like; that was part of why he left. He needed to be free from my expectations in order to become who he needed to be. But it was always with an eye towards him returning one day."
I turned to him. "So, how many times did daddy have to bail you out before you found your fortune?" He opened his mouth, and I said, "Shut up. I don't actually give a fuck. I just want you to know that at least one person in this room sees through your bullshit."
Turning back to Kelsey, I said, "So, what? I was your fallback plan in case he didn't come back? Just keeping his seat warm? Why the fuck did you marry me?"
"I... I care about you, Aaron. I do. I love you. You've been so... so good to me. So loving. I know this is hard, and I'm sorry. But what Julien and I share is... it's true love. The kind of love that only comes once in a lifetime. And he needed to make sure I was safe and-- "
I laughed. "But not enough to actually take care of you himself." He glared. "How did you think this was going to go, Kel? Did you think I was just going to say 'oh, go be with your twue wuv?'"
Kelsey looked down at her hands, clasped together in her lap. "I know that it's unfair to you, and I'm sorry for that. I really am. But I was hoping you could, perhaps, wish us well. I- I'm not going to stay. There's nothing you can do to make that happen. So can you please at least let me go without a fight? This is hard enough for me alr-- "
My voice dripped with scorn. The professional negotiator mask had fallen away. There was nothing to win anymore, so why play? "Oh fuck you, you self-centered cunt. It's hard for you? You've been fucking your college boyfriend for as long as we've been married, it's been a fake marriage that whole time, and now I'm supposed to feel bad for being angry at how I've been treated? Fuck, we were talking about having kids before I left and--" I stopped, looking between them. "You motherfuckers."
They shifted uncomfortably. "That's why this is happening now. What happened, you came to him and told him I'd been pushing on it, and it was time for him to put up or shut up?"
She nodded. I wanted to cut the smug expression off of his face with a butcher's knife as he spoke. "I need to thank you for that, Aaron. I might have let her slip away from me if you hadn't been so insistent. But now..."
He took her hand in his and theatrically kissed it. "She gets to have her happy ending with the man that she's always been in love with. Your desperate need for children really opened my eyes to how much I couldn't stand the thought of you raising them." He chortled, the cruel laugh of a rich asshole used to getting his way and rubbing people's faces in it.
"Raising--?" I stood, rage in my heart, ready to murder him. Greta shifted from a seated position at my feet to a standing one, body tensing like a steel trap in sympathy with my anger. "You weren't deciding whether to have my kids or leave to be with him, were you? You were deciding who should raise his kids!"
He jumped to his feet, ready to fight, a sneer on his face. "Yeah. And I decided I don't want my children raised by some beta male. Thank you for taking care of Kelsey, as meager as your efforts might have been, but I can take over from here."
Pulling Kelsey roughly to her feet, the shithead said, "We're going to leave now. You get to keep..." He waved his hand sarcastically at our home, the one I'd saved and scrimped for, the one I'd bought so we could raise my children in it. "... all of this. She doesn't need any of your 'wealth,' such as it is. That's our gift to you. You get to keep everything except her. You'll be served with papers on Monday at work."
I wanted to kill him. I wanted to kill her. But I knew... knew there was no way I'd win. I could beat him to death, sure. Easily. He was a paper tiger, and I wanted to watch him burn. But I knew I'd go to prison for my trouble, and Kelsey wouldn't stay. She'd never stay. I didn't want her to, knowing what I knew now. "Get out." Even to me, I sounded beaten.
She looked up at him, her alpha male asshole. He'd won. He was her Prince Charming. I was just the schmuck that had taken care of her for a decade. And then I saw it, saw in her gaze what I simply could not let go unanswered and live with myself: she adored him.
My wife had never, not once, not even at our wedding, stared in rapt attention like that at me. She might have loved me, but only like a loyal pet. Kelsey looked at me the same way that she looked at Greta. She looked at Julien like he was a god.
They headed for the foyer, her gazing at him in wonder and him sneering at me. I let them go for just a moment, then tapped my hip twice and followed with Greta at my heels. They were almost to the door when I said, "Wait. I want to have a couple more words with you, asshole."
He turned to me, rolling his eyes. "What? Jesus! You lost, cuck! The better man won. What could you possibly have to say that I could give a shit about?"
"Greta." My only loyal companion perked up her ears. I pointed at the intruder. "Töten."
Everything happened at once. My sweet girl turned into a hundred pound murder machine, a homing missile made of muscle, sinew, claws, and teeth. She was halfway to Julien before he began to react, panic in his face as he threw his arms up. I raced towards my shocked wife, a few steps behind Greta. Kelsey was trying to get between Greta and her paramour, ready to lay down her life for her spray-tanned deity.
Greta slammed into the shithead, knocking him off his feet. Kelsey was screaming at Greta to stop, rearing back to strike my dog when I tackled her, taking the metaphorical bitch to the ground. I outweighed her by seventy pounds and had a massive strength advantage. We struggled for a moment, but she might as well have been a rag doll. Within seconds, I had wrestled her to her knees, holding her in an iron grip.
Kelsey was going to watch as her idol toppled.
I would make her watch.
The shithead didn't know how to fight at all. He'd never had to protect himself from anything more dangerous than a bad canapé. Greta got him by the throat, savaging it. Julien screamed. Kelsey screamed. I laughed like a madman.
His screams died before he did, cut short into a gurgling gasp. Greta stood proudly, holding an indeterminate piece of flesh in her teeth. Julien reached towards Kelsey and I, fear in his eyes, silently begging with lips that could no longer form sounds. She couldn't help him. I wouldn't.
The breath rattled from his corpse one final time as Kelsey sobbed and wailed. I growled, "Greta." She tilted her head quizzically. "Come." Her muzzle dripped blood as she trotted the short distance to Kelsey's struggling form.
"Please, God, please, no! I didn't! We didn't, I love you, please, don't do this! Don't, Aaron! I'm sorry! I'm sorry! I'm sorry!" Her words became incoherent screams of panic as she recoiled from the animal that used to sleep next to her when I was traveling; the one that had slaughtered her lover without hesitation at my command.
"Greta." My treacherous wife wailed and thrashed, begging for her life. "Give Mommy kisses." Greta lunged forward and lapped at Kelsey's face, making happy little noises. I let my former beloved fall to the floor and stood, pulling my phone out and calling 911. "There's been an accident at my home. An intruder's been killed." Then I called my loyal bitch to my side and went to sit in the living room to wait.
Kelsey followed shortly thereafter, ranting and hurling invective. Blood lingered on her cheeks from Greta's kisses. She looked like a painted doll. A puppet. Judy, forevermore without her Punch. "You'll never get away with this, you psychopath! I'll tell them! I'll tell them what you did! You're a murderer, and you'll get the needle!"
I chuckled, cleaning Greta's snout with a handkerchief as I did. "It's your word against mine. I came in through the garage. I saw a large, muscular man in my house, one I didn't recognize. I knew my wife was here alone, and I feared for our lives.
"My gun was upstairs, but my dog, who had been waiting by the garage door for me, was by my side. I commanded her to attack. Sadly, I didn't know that the trespasser was an old college boyfriend come to visit; my poor, traumatized wife hadn't told me about it beforehand. Such a terrible tragedy."
She shouted, "It won't work! I'll tell them everything, tell them what we'd done, tell them I was divorcing you!"
I smiled placidly at her. "'Oh no! I didn't know that until after, officer. She was going to have me served? Oh, what a shock. Of course, the loss of life is always tragic, but I can hardly be expected to mourn for someone so awful, can I?'" I laughed loudly at her dawning realization that, at best, she'd create a media circus that still wouldn't end in a conviction for me.
There was a dark, cruel glee in my voice that I didn't recognize, shouldn't have liked. "But you'll mourn him, won't you, Kel? For the rest of your days, every time you close your eyes, you'll see the love of your life begging you to save him, choking on his own blood as the light went out of his eyes. If only you'd bothered to learn the German word for 'stop,' maybe he'd still be alive! If only you and he hadn't chosen to treat another human being like a pet, like a resource to be exploited, maybe you'd still have him!"
She sobbed, "You're a monster!"
"Oh, Kelsey. I'm what you've made me. You and him both. If I'm a monster, what does that make you?" I stood and patted Greta's head. "C'mon, sweetie! Who wants a treat?" The best girl in the world trotted happily along behind me as my wife sank to her knees, wailing, grappling with the knowledge that she'd never hear again her master's voice.
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My heart broke as I watched Jeanne cry at our kitchen table. My wife's flaming red hair hung over its surface like a shroud as her shoulders jerked with loud, full-body sobs. I had never, in our dozen years together, seen her wail like this. Never seen her mourn like this. Not when her best friend was diagnosed with cancer. Not when she miscarried. Not even at her mother's funeral. I realized only one thing could make her cry this way.
My heart broke, but it didn't break for her. It broke for me. In a monotone, I said, "James died." Startled by my sudden, unexpected appearance, she looked up at me, her emerald green eyes wide with shock and fear. My wife understood that she now had two tragedies to grieve. The first was the death of her greatest love. The second was that her husband knew, finally and for certain, that he had never been first in her heart.
Her sobs broke again, great swells of fear and pain. She reached out; whether asking for my comfort or asking to comfort me, I neither knew nor cared. "Scott--"
"Good."
Turning on my heel, I left our home without another word, pursued by her hopeless, keening wail.
I drove. It had always been what I'd done when I needed to think. I found it meditative in a way that few other things were; running could serve a similar purpose, but I knew my ruminations would last longer than my conditioning would allow. Hell, they'd likely last longer than the bones in my feet.
James had been Jeanne's high school and then college boyfriend. They had known each other since they were children. Their parents and friends all knew they would marry; but then they didn't.
He wanted to be the 21st century Hemingway, to travel the world and have adventures and channel it into his writing. Being married to Jeanne wouldn't fit with those plans. James' need to make his way in the world was greater than his desire to marry her, and so he left her behind.
His rejection broke Jeanne's heart, but by the time she and I met three years later, she seemingly had recovered. I had little indication anything remained other than a fondness of someone she'd known her whole life. She and I dated and quickly fell in love.
My wife was--is--a gorgeous woman, tall and athletic, but still quintessentially feminine. If her dreams had taken her in that direction, she could easily have become a model. Instead, she wanted a loving husband and happy family more than anything else in the world.
James barely came up in conversation when we dated, certainly no more than any of my exes. Perhaps that should have been a tip-off. She had known him for fifteen years. He should have figured more prominently in anecdotes of her childhood. It didn't occur to me then. Now, that gap made me wonder what else I had missed.
We had only met a couple of times. The first was at our wedding, where I was told that he was being invited in the role of her childhood friend, not her college sweetheart. His parents were old family friends and had been invited as well; it didn't bother me.
I found myself surprised at how different James and I were. I was brown-haired, tall and slender, with the body of an endurance athlete, one earned through long hours running and playing tennis. He resembled a fireplug, short and powerfully built, with unruly black hair. Hell, Jeanne had a few inches of height on him.
More than the physical differences separated us, though. He exuded a boisterous, take-no-shit personality packed with roguish charm, while I'm much more reserved and, for lack of a better word, solid; some might even say boring. That's not to say I'm a pushover, but I don't go seeking out trouble, either. I disliked James immediately, and he clearly felt the same way about me. Even without the lovely Jeanne as a bone of contention between us, I think we would have despised each other.
He was not, I thought, anything particularly special: moderately handsome, well-educated, and driven, but not an exceptionally smart or accomplished man. At that point he had only done a short stint in the military and worked as a deckhand on a large cargo ship, plus a few other minor adventures as he followed in the footsteps of his idol. I had him beat in almost every way, in my estimation.
Then I saw how Jeanne looked at him. When I was around, she was friendly and even sisterly to him. But when she didn't realize I was watching, I saw a longing there that concerned me. I asked her about it, but she laughed and told me it was just a bit of "what might have been," nothing more. My loving fiancée gently ribbed me about how I'd looked at an ex we'd met for coffee one time, and I let it go. She was to be my bride, after all. I'd won the fair maiden's hand.
He had won her heart, though. I just didn't know it then.
Jeanne and I threw ourselves into married life after the wedding. I was happy; she seemed happy. In every tangible way, she made me believe she was the perfect wife: loving, caring, and passionate. A true partner. We were newlyweds, and we acted that way.
But the longing I had seen never entirely went out of my mind. It nagged at me occasionally that I had never seen her look that way at me. I tried to ignore the way she'd sometimes get that same look while staring off into the distance; when I'd interrupt her reverie, a hint of guilt came before the loving smile. 'Surely it was just my imagination,' I told myself. Surely.
Then he visited our home, three years after we wed. Visited Jeanne, to be more accurate. When I came home from work, they sat at our kitchen table talking quietly. I caught only snatches of their words before they noticed my presence, but their body language and the urgency of the quiet conversation they shared gave me pause. James' hand laid atop hers, and they leaned close to each other. His face was earnest; hers conflicted.
My concern further escalated with their reactions when they noticed my presence. James was poised as he pulled away, with a smug expression somewhere between challenge and disdain. Jeanne almost leapt to her feet and rushed to give me a welcoming kiss. "Sweetheart! I'm so glad you're home!"
"Clearly." I stared at the interloper at my kitchen table. He held my gaze.
"James is--"
He stood. "Actually, I was just leaving. I wish I could stay, but I'm shipping out early tomorrow. Headed down to McMurdo Station in Antarctica for six months."
I didn't pretend to be sorry he was leaving. He didn't pretend to care. Jeanne quickly read the room, politely but clearly dismissing him. "You'll have to visit us when you're in town again. I'm sorry you can't stay longer."
James smiled at my wife as she broke away from me, then kissed Jeanne on the cheek and hugged her just a little too long, just a little too close for my liking. The lout made as if to shake my hand as he released her. "Scott, thank you so much for taking care of Jeanne. I can tell how devoted you are to her. She's very lucky to have found her true love."
His manner had shifted to one that was almost affable. But something hid there, a joke concealed behind the pleasant façade. He was laughing at me. By the way Jeanne pulled in on herself, she was in on the joke but didn't find it nearly as funny. I stared daggers at him, ignoring his outstretched hand, then nodded dismissively. "Safe travels."
After he left, we rowed. Something more than an old friendship existed between her and James. We both knew it, but she wouldn't fess up. I didn't believe that Jeanne had cheated on me, but I couldn't put the possibility out of my mind, either. She gave me the silent treatment for a while, but I knew that I was right. There was some guilt there, some indiscretion I could see the outline of, but not the whole form.
Within a few days, things had thawed between us. James was gone on a boat to freeze his ass off, and we were still here. She did everything she could to make me forget about my anger and my suspicion; I loved her, so it worked. We spent the whole weekend in bed making up and nine months later...
Nine months later.
I yanked the wheel of my car, almost rolling it while trying to get off the road. It was only by pure luck I didn't get hit by another vehicle as I burst out the door and onto the shoulder, spewing my lunch across the asphalt.
Nine months. Oh god. Rachel didn't look anything like me; she was a clone of her mom. Nathan was the same. Oh god. Oh god!
I sat in my car on the side of the road for a long time, until well after the sun went down. The dings of text notifications and my wife's unwelcomely cheerful ringtone sounded over and over, but I scarcely noticed. My eyes stayed fixed on the horizon, trying to find some type of equilibrium in a world that no longer made sense.
I am not normally the most emotionally demonstrative man. I won't say that I don't cry; any man who does is either lying or emotionally stunted, in my opinion. But I almost never did in public. By the time I was ready to pull back onto the road, my face was tear streaked and my shirt almost soaking wet.
In a cheap motel room, I finally looked at my phone. To her credit, Jeanne's text messages went from apologetic to worried to fearful. They were never angry. The same could not be said of mine; a simple FUCK OFF was all she received in reply. Then I turned off the phone and laid staring at the water-damaged ceiling, wondering if I was getting a divorce. Wondering how I was going to explain the divorce to my children. Wondering if they were my children.
Misery will only keep you awake for so long. I was exhausted, and the worries and heartache were finally left behind for a time. I could only wish they wouldn't return as soon as I awoke, that they had been nightmares and would vanish in the light of the morning sun. But then I opened my eyes again and smelled the faint scent of mildew and cleaning chemicals. I knew that it was my marriage that had been the dream, and my wife's paroxysms of sorrow yesterday had been my awakening.
There was no point in showering; I would only have to change back into the same clothes. I had to go home eventually. "Eventually" might as well be "immediately."
Jeanne was sleeping on the couch when I opened the door, but she jumped up as I came in, saying... something. No clue what. I still couldn't process what I'd already learned, so my brain just let her words glance off of it. The way she ran to me, though, reminded me of nothing so much as when she leapt up from the table to assure me that nothing untoward had happened during James's last visit to our home. Or what I had imagined was his last visit to our home; I had certainly never seen him again, but what did that really mean?
I pushed past her without a word, stripping my clothes off and tossing them on the floor as I went. Normally I wouldn't go naked through my home like that, but the kids were spending this week with my parents on their farm. At least the asshole had died at a convenient time. Of course, Jeanne and I were supposed to be spending this week reconnecting and possibly working on another sibling for Rachel and Nate. Half sibling? Fuck, I felt like throwing up again.
I let the water run down my body, trying to get into a state that let me focus once more. The only problem was that every time I did manage to focus, it felt like looking into the sun. It was all just too much and at the same time too little. I had learned something I'd never wanted to, but it wasn't enough to tell me everything I needed to know.
She loved James with an intensity so strong that his passing pained her more than anything else ever had. That much was apparent. She had loved him like that for... our whole marriage? Presumably? She had never loved me like that; if I hadn't suspected it before, hadn't remembered all the longing stares out the window like she was in Wuthering fucking Heights, her response when I found her crying and put two and two together cinched it.
Loved him. Loved him more than me. Did she love me at all, or was I just convenient? Did it matter? Was I willing to spend the rest of my life with someone knowing that I'd never be her true love?
"True love." That motherfucker. That was what the smug sonuvabitch meant, the little joke that he and my wife had shared right in front of me. "Scott, thank you so much for taking care of Jeanne. I can tell how devoted you are to her. She's very lucky to have found her true love." 'Thanks for keeping my seat warm, sucker. She's found her true love, and it isn't you, but you can keep her out of trouble until I come back for her.'
If James wasn't already dead, I'd find him and beat him to death with my bare hands.
She loved him. Loved from afar, or loved him in the flesh? In my home? In my bed? Loved him enough to cuckold me, to have me raise his children so he'd have a readymade family when he was done with his bullshit adventures?
I stayed in the shower long past when the water ran cold. I wasn't trying to punish myself; I needed to cool off. My rage had me ready to murder a dead man. I couldn't trust myself around the woman who'd betrayed me with him, couldn't trust myself to not strangle the mother of... someone's children. My children? By default, I supposed. That's how the state would see it. If he was the sperm donor, the fucker certainly wasn't coming back for them.
I loved the kids. That was the god's honest truth. I clung to that, the knowledge that they were mine, that I had changed their diapers and put them to bed, driven them to daycare and school, held them when they had nightmares and tried to teach them right from wrong. I certainly couldn't trust their mother to do that last one. That much was clear.
I had to cling to that love, because I needed to get the truth out of Jeanne. No matter what she said, my anger would rise and rise. I needed that pure love for my children to, at worst, simply walk out the door again. I had never been violent with a woman in my life. I didn't want to believe it was in my makeup. But I'd also never been betrayed in such an all-encompassing fashion, and a man doesn't learn who he is until he's tested. I hoped that I was made of strong enough stuff to stay true to the man I believed myself to be.
She had left clothes for me on the counter while I was in the shower. I threw them in the hamper and went to pick something else out. I wanted nothing from her now but the truth.
When I came downstairs, she was back at the kitchen table. Always that fucking table, where the worst things in my life seemed to keep happening. I was going to get it hauled away by Goodwill later.
Jeanne was looking down into her cup as I approached. She looked up, apprehension and sadness on her face. "Scott, I--" I raised a hand to silence her, then went about making myself a cup of coffee, popping in a new single serving cup, filling up the water, and staring at the mug as it slowly filled. I leaned against the counter and took a few sips.
"So. Are the kids mine?"
Her jaw just hung open, then she sputtered, "Wha- wha- what!?"
I took another sip. "It's a simple question. You're in love with the asshole. The last time I saw him was nine months before Rachel was born. One plus one equals 'have you fucking cuckolded me, you bitch?'"
I never spoke to Jeanne like that. She had been the center of my universe for as long as we'd been together. The words were like a slap in the face. They were a visceral shock, pain delivered by someone who she'd never believed could hurt her. I'd become intimately familiar with the sensation in the last twenty-four hours. She stared in disbelief.
"Answer the goddamned question. Are. The. Kids. Mine. You. Fucking--"
She shrieked, "Stop it!" Her sadness became misery as tears rolled down her face. "How can you ask that? I've never-- I WOULD never do that to you! How could you even think--"
I exploded at her, "Because you've been in love with someone else the entire fucking time we've been married, you backstabbing bitch! What the fuck am I supposed to think?!"
"That I love you, too! I've never cheated on you! I would never fuck someone else, you asshole!"
I looked away from her and muttered, "'Too.'"
"What?"
"You said, 'I love you, too.' Meaning you do love him. At least you've said one honest thing, finally. Assuming that is honest, assuming you're not just lying to me about that so I don't blow up our fucking lives here."
"Scott, I do love you. Of course I love you!"
I rolled my eyes. "'Of course.' How can you even-- Jesus, Jeanne, could you stop acting like I'm being stupid or unreasonable?" My gaze drifted down into my coffee cup, unwilling to rest on the woman that was supposed to be mine. "If... if I'm right, and you are still in love with him, and you have been the whole time we've been together, and you love him more than me, then-- fuck, Jeanne. How is that love? How do you marry someone when you don't..." I shook my head. "Why? Just fucking why?"
Her tone softened. "Scott, please. I do love you. I promise. And as to whether I love him more or..." She sighed. "Please, just sit down. I can explain."
I snorted. "That'll be some fucking feat."
"Scott, you're angry. I get it. I deserve it. I know I do. But, please, please just let me explain. I do love you. I'm so glad I married you, Scott. I'm so glad you're my husband and the father of my children. Please, baby, just--"
A growl from somewhere dark. "Don't."
"What?"
"No 'baby,' or 'love,' or 'sweetheart.' No cutesy names meant to make me feel warm towards you. Don't try to soften the blow. Just tell the fucking truth for once in our marriage."
Jeanne reluctantly nodded. "Sit? Please?"
I pulled out the chair opposite of her and sat. I didn't push it in, didn't want to give her the chance to put her hand on mine or sit close enough to smell her sweet scent. I loved her more than I'd ever loved anything except my children, and I knew I was weak to her charms. Foolish. The idea, the word, made me angry again. Good. My resolve stiffened.
"Fine. You say you can explain, so explain."
She swallowed, then put her hands flat on either side of her coffee cup. Jeanne closed her eyes, breathed in and out, then opened them. Her tears had stopped. Her face still showed signs of pain, but she was more centered. That pissed me off; how could she be so calm?
"When James broke up with me in college, I got so angry. I knew he wanted his ridiculous adventure, that dream of being another Hemingway. But... I knew him. I knew he wouldn't give it up, so I let him go and didn't argue about it. If he didn't want to be with me, so be it. He broke my heart, and I thought... I thought that my anger was hatred. I thought I hated him, and that hatred was a step on the way to letting go.
"I was single for a long time. Dated for a little while. Met you. Fell in love with you." She smiled, but I looked away, angry and distrustful. "I did, Scott. I did fall in love with you. Please believe that. I know you're mad at me, and..." Her voice trailed off, her words having failed to find purchase.
"You asked me to marry you, and I happily accepted. I was so proud to marry you. I loved you, and we were going to have a happy, full life together. I was sure of it. I thought about James sometimes, but it was always..." Jeanne took another deep breath. "I chose to believe that it was nostalgia. Or residual anger. Or that I was gloating, internally, that I'd gotten my dream and he hadn't. And then I'd be sad for him that he hadn't, and I'd..." My teeth ground together, almost audibly.
Jeanne swallowed again, her uncanny calmness beginning to falter. "I invited him to the wedding not just because he was a family friend, but to... I told myself I wanted to rub his face in it. That I'd chosen another man, a good man. The better man. That he hadn't achieved his dream five years later, but that I had mine, a happy marriage with a loving husband. It was petty but..." She shook her head. "No. No 'buts.' It was petty. I shouldn't have cared about him by then. But he had been such a big part of my life, and then he was gone from it. He wasn't, though; not really. He was always in my head. In my--" She sniffled.



"When I saw him, I realized the mistake I'd made. All of the feelings came back. All the love. The longing. I'd missed him. I thought my anger had become hate, but I was wrong. I loved him, and the saying is right: absence had made the heart grow fonder. I--"
I spat out, "Fuck sake, Jeanne! Stop trying to be cute and just tell me why you-- Fuck, if you knew you loved him, why did you marry me?"
Her sigh was deep and filled with regret. "Because I loved you, too! I did want to marry you, I really did. I'm still-- it's still the smartest thing I've ever done; other than bearing our children, the best thing, too. Please believe that, please, please never think that I didn't love you. I do, and I'm so grateful to be your wife.
"As for how I felt about him, I convinced myself that it was a matter of time. I told myself that my love for you would grow. I'd had fifteen years to build a love for him and only three with you. I knew he wouldn't stay, that he had his own life, and--"
There was an angry, dangerous edge to my voice. "So you would have just left me at the altar if he'd snapped his fingers?"
Jeanne sat silently for a time. "I don't know if I would have then. I don't. I'd like to think I wouldn't, but that's with the hindsight of nearly a decade. But... I'm sorry, Scott, I probably would have. If he'd said he was done with his travels and wanted to settle down..." She spread her hands. "I'm sorry. I have no excuse for that. Or for..."
Her eyes closed. "Those next three years were some of the happiest of my life. James had headed off to parts unknown, and you and I settled into married life. There were times I'd think about what could have been, but I tried to not dwell on them. I wanted to be happy in the life I had, with the man, the wonderful man I had."
She shook her head as she looked at me once more. "No. No, I WAS happy. But then he visited. And I knew that it wasn't enough. We weren't enough. That if he-- like you said, if he'd snapped his fingers, I was afraid I'd go with him. It wasn't even lust. I told you, and I was honest, that there was never anything physical between James and I. Not in the whole time you and I have been together. But there was a- a feeling of completeness there. I can't explain it.
"When we sat together, I told him that I wished things could be different. His face was... eager, sort of. But also... I'd known him for a long time, and I knew he was about to tell me he wasn't done traveling yet. But he'd realized he had me, and he was trying to keep me on the hook."
Jeanne's expression turned grim. "That's when you walked in. And I saw your face, and the hurt and jealousy on it. And I compared it with his, the face of a man that saw he could twist me around his finger and reveled in it, and I knew-- I knew what a mistake I was making. I couldn't-- I wouldn't throw away what I had with you over a fantasy."
I snorted. "And yet."
Her voice sounded so subdued when she spoke next. "I wish I'd met you first. Wish I'd grown up with you. You're--" She wiped her eyes with her sleeve. "You're so good. I wish... You're everything I should want. I want to want you so much. And I love you. I do."
Coldness filled my voice. "Just never as much as I've deserved." Jeanne's gaze avoided mine, her expression undeniably guilty. "Why did you-- God, why couldn't you have just let me go? Why did you-- If you're telling the truth, if Rachel isn't his and--"
Her eyes locked on mine now, anger burning in them. "She's yours! Both of them are! I have never been unfaithful to you! Not once! I've never--"
"Never been faithful."
"What?"
I regarded her with disdain. "You've never been faithful to me, Jeanne. Not really. 'Forsaking all others.' It doesn't say 'not fucking all others.' When you were staring into the distance, were you forsaking him or me? When you were thinking about how much you wish he could have been the man you wanted, what about then? Do you think you were honoring me? Honoring our vows?
"I'm not even going to ask if you fantasized about him when we were in bed together. We both know the answer now; the question is if you ever didn't fantasize about him. Is that being faithful? Cherishing me?" She didn't answer. I saw in her eyes that she couldn't, not if she had any hope of keeping her husband.
"Why did you trap me in this marriage, Jeanne? Why didn't you just let me go and find someone who could love me like I deserved? I know that this is your fantasy, this domestic goddess thing, just like his was that stupid world traveling author one that got him killed." I chuckled. "How did the bastard go anyways?"
She looked away, tears in her eyes. "Oh, I'm sorry, was that indelicate of me? Asking how the love of your life died? How cruel. How thoughtless." A malicious laugh escaped my lips. "God, I hope it was agonizing. I hope he died screaming, and I hope it took a long, long time."
Jeanne couldn't hide her shock, but she didn't lash out. Instead, she pushed through to the original question, the one that hurt less to answer. "I wasn't trying to trap you. I knew that you loved me. I knew that--"
She closed her eyes once more. "I knew you were as devoted to me as I was to him. Maybe moreso. I couldn't have my dream, not all of it. He'd never love me the way I wanted, but I could still have a family with you. With you, specifically you. I wanted to be the wife you deserved, or at least to try to give you that. To be-- even if I couldn't love you the way that I should have, I wanted to try."
"Oh, well that's just fucking great. I've heard of a pity fuck, but a pity marriage? Pity kids? Really?"
She shouted, "What would you have done if I left? Would you have just picked up and moved on? Tried to find someone else? Because let me tell you, no matter how great someone is, no matter how handsome or loving or kind, no matter what a great dad or a great provider or a great fuck they are, it isn't that easy! I couldn't just turn it off! Do you think you could? Honestly?"
"I should have had the option! I'd rather--!" My hands balled into fists. I thought of my children, hoped they'd be the oasis I needed. "You fucking cunt, you did to me what he did to you! You had your goddamned dream, wanting a husband and kids and a home, and when he couldn't be the husband, you found the next best thing you could and strung me along!"
She stood then, palms flat on the table. "It wasn't like that! I thought I could-- I love you! I really do, and I wanted you to be happy, and I knew that you looked at me the way I looked at him! Do you really think that if I'd left you, you'd ever have been that happy again? That you could trust anyone else, really trust them? I'd broken you, because I was weak and stupid and selfish! I'd broken the best fucking man I've ever met, and I couldn't fix him! So I tried to--"
Jeanne lowered her gaze. "I tried to give you a happy life. A lie that was still mostly true. All the love I could give you, even if it wasn't as much as you deserved." She sniffled. "It could never be as much as you deserved, even if I loved you like I'd loved James. But I could give you a happy home. Kids that- that I thought would make us both happy. I had you convinced that you were the only--"
"No. You didn't."
"What?" Her head snapped up.
"I saw you... I suspected, when you'd look off in the distance that..." I sagged in my chair, just so tired. "You've never been as good an actor as you thought. I always suspected. But once we had the kids, what was I going to do? I wasn't going to leave them, and it was just suspicion. Not proof. Not until I came home, and you were sobbing over that worthless shithead that broke your heart."
"No. No, you're just saying that. You're mad and I get that, but if... No. No, please no." She covered her face with her hands. "Oh God, Scott. Oh God!"
I stood. "I wish I'd never fucking met you, Jeanne. Because now I have two kids that I love with you, with a woman that I shouldn't have married. And I'm stuck with you, no matter what I do. I do love you; you're right about that. And maybe you had broken me by the time we had them. Maybe I never would have been able to love or trust again. But now? Now there's no fucking chance of it. So I get to either be alone by myself or alone with you."
As I turned to leave, she said, "Please, Scott, I love you, I really do, I--" But I'd already walked away from the table and to our bedroom. I packed, unwilling to be under the same roof as her, at least not while the kids were away. There was no point; they were the reason I'd stay, if I did.
I weighed my options as I angrily shoved clothes in my suitcase. Rachel and Nate were going to get DNA tests. That was without question. And I was sure there was more to the story, but I was in no mood to hear it then. I had almost flipped the table when she told me about our goddamned sham of a marriage and her purported motives, and I couldn't stand to hear more crushing truths from my "love."
When I came out with my bag, Jeanne begged me to stay, but I couldn't. I had almost a whole week without the kids, and I was going to go somewhere else to get my head clear. It was a Saturday, so I didn't have to worry about work for a couple more days; even then, I had plenty of PTO banked.
But for the moment, I needed someone I could use as a sounding board. Someone who I knew would give me good, mostly unbiased advice, even if I hated it. My brother and his girlfriend were on an archaeological dig for three months, so they were out. I had a couple of college friends still living nearby that might fit the bill, but I already knew where they'd come down and why. Warren was too flighty; adult responsibilities rolled off his back like water off a duck's. Bobby, while a pretty cool, solid guy overall, was so hapless when it came to his love life it hurt. That left one choice.
"Scott!" Henry's jovial voice lifted my spirits, as did the huge bearhug he pulled me into. He was a big beast of a man, barrel chested with hands the size of catcher's mitts, but he also possessed one of the keenest minds I'd ever known. Of all my friends, he was easily the best bet for good, well-reasoned advice. Plus, he had a spare room.
We sat in his living room and had a couple of beers, just catching up at first. He was a professor, never married, but popular with the ladies. Henry had been in love before--even almost married once--but his heart belonged to academia. He had chased tenure and been unwilling to move when his long-time girlfriend's career took her elsewhere. At first, he seemed confused as to why I'd want his advice on a marital dispute, but as I explained the situation, that of conflicting loves and missed opportunities, he nodded with understanding.
Henry smoked a pipe, because of course he did. He loved the affectations of professorship almost as much as the job itself. Puffing on it thoughtfully, he asked, "So, do you believe her assertion that she's never been physically unfaithful?"
"I don't know. I suppose... in some ways, if she had just fucked him, that would be easier. If it was a long-standing affair, I'd kick her to the curb. If it was a stupid one-off where she was drunk or angry or just made a bad choice... well, maybe we'd still have a chance. But this..."
I shrugged. "For now, let's work off the assumption that it's true. If it's not, especially if the kids are his and not mine, I know exactly what I'll do. But if it's just..." The laugh slipped out unintentionally. "'Just.' Oh, it's 'just' that my wife has always wanted to be married to someone else. It's 'just' that my whole marriage has been a lie."
He quirked one furry eyebrow up. "Has it?"
"What? If she loved someone else the whole time, of course it has."
Henry tilted his head to one side. "Let's say the circumstances had been a little different. What if you had married a widow, someone who pined for a person who could never return, but wanted to move forward with her life? What if you knew you were going to be second best to a dead man?"
"Then I would have known that. If I knew that I was always going to be an also-ran to James, or to a dead man, for that matter, I wouldn't have married her."
"And if you didn't know? If she hid it from you until she couldn't, but the man was never actually a threat to your marriage? What then?"
I took a sip and thought. "That's different, though, isn't it? You're talking about a widow, someone who was married to a person that had committed to them, and then they lost that person. This is... she spent our marriage wanting a man who had outright rejected her. And then, failing to get him, she settled for me."
"Hmm." He clicked his tongue. "Admittedly, not the same. But it's not that different, either. If he had married her, then enlisted and gone to war, that would count, don't you think? If he rejected his wife's concerns for his safety and embraced duty instead? Jeanne and James may never have gotten married, but according to you, her family thought that was all but predestined."
"It doesn't matter! He wasn't dead. She wasn't a widow. She was pining for a guy that was still out there, who could have easily taken her away if he wanted to."
Henry raised his hand. "No, no, that was quite terrible of her. I don't disagree at all. She shouldn't have put herself or you in that position, knowing what she knows now. But, if what she said was true, that she loved you and hoped that love could grow to eclipse the love she had for him..." He puffed on his pipe. "If you give Jeanne the benefit of the doubt, that she made bad bets on the future, wagering that she could grow to love you the way you both agree she should have, what then?"
"What do you mean?"
"She bet wrong. It never happened. But she does love you, and the man who was a threat to your marriage is gone. You have children together. Is a love that's not what it should be enough? There have been many happy marriages where the love between two people is not... mmmm, let's say, 'equivalent.' You have shared history, and--"
My simmering fury boiled over. "Shared history that she wished she was sharing with someone else, Hank! This isn't some political marriage where we both went into it for convenience's sake. I loved her with my whole heart! But she..." With a sigh, I slumped back in the chair. "She went in only pretending to do the same. That makes it all..." The words escaped me.
"'Fruit of the poisoned tree?'"
I snapped my fingers. "Yes! That's it exactly. It's... it's tainted everything that's come after."
Henry raised an eyebrow. "Even the kids?"
With a sigh, I admitted, "No. No, not the kids. I love them. But now I'm stuck with her because of them. I wouldn't trade them, but even now, even if I leave her..." Shaking my head, I muttered, "I'm always going to know that she had them with me for her own fucked up reasons, not because she loved me. Even if it's partially because she did love me, it's all mixed in with her guilt over what she'd done to me by marrying me in the first place. Or because she wanted to have kids, and I was the man she married. Not because..." My hand clenched hard around the bottle.
In a quiet, nonjudgmental tone, he asked, "If you didn't have the kids, what would you do? Would you leave her? Or is she right, and you love her too much to let her go?"
"I don't know. I probably would leave, but I don't know if that's pride talking or..." I rubbed my temples. None of this was making things clearer. "She's been a good wife, at least outwardly. I'd suspected she was still infatuated with him, but I didn't know how deep it went until now. And if I'd only ever suspected, and he never returned, I would have had no reason to leave. But now..." I spread my hands. "I just don't know. That's why I needed to talk with you."
"Hrm. Quite." Another puff on the pipe. "Let's approach it from a different point of view. Let's say that you do split up with Jeanne, and you eventually find someone else. They fall for you, and you care for them. Maybe even love them. However, you realize you're never going to love them as much as Jeanne. What do you do?"
"Jesus, Hank, I don't know. I guess... Shit, if she loved me, I'd let her know I was still hung up on my ex, and that I loved her, but I was still going to be for a while and let her decide what she wanted to do."
He gave me a Look. "Is that what you know you should do, or actually what you would do? Or is it what you'd only do now that you know how it feels to be on the wrong end of the equation?"
"Fuck you." I couldn't keep the laugh out of my voice. "You know, you're supposed to be making this easier, not harder."
"I am, at my own pace." His chuckle was a deep bass rumble. "But I like to hear myself talk, too."
"Obviously."
Ignoring the jab, he continued. "Something else to consider is how this will affect Nathan and Rachel. Can you fool them into believing everything is fine? You had no real complaints with Jeanne before this revelation. She's kept up her charade for a long time, at least partially because--according to her--it isn't entirely a charade. Can you do the same? Consider, especially, that Jeanne is likely to be more... affectionate, both emotionally and physically. More wifely, for lack of a better term, than she was before. Between that and your own lingering affection, can you hide the hurt well enough for your kids?"
I mulled that over, then slowly spoke. "Probably. I'm pissed at her right now, and I'll probably stay that way for some time. I'm heartbroken, and I don't know if that's ever going to change. But I can probably keep it up until they're in college at least."
"Then you are presented with a handful of possibilities. You can choose to stay with her and do your best to ignore what you know now. You can divorce her and hope you find someone who can replace her, which I think we both know is unlikely. Or you can break up with her and stay single. Each of those will also affect your children in different ways."
"And what's your suggestion, professor?"
He laughed. "Oh no, you're not putting it on me."
"Okay, if you were in my shoes?"
Henry shrugged, his expression bittersweet. "I made my choice and pursued my passion a long time ago. I've regretted it sometimes, although never so much that I wished I'd done things differently. However, I'm not you."
We talked late into the evening, but not so much about my situation anymore. He and I caught up a bit, watched some football, and gossiped about our old classmates. It felt good, an island of normal human interaction in the midst of the tempest. When I went to bed that night, I actually slept well, which surprised me. I was even more surprised when I woke the next morning with a clear head and a direction in mind.
"Homeward bound?" Hank chuckled from behind me as I packed the next morning. "Or leaving for new horizons?"
"Heading home. Well, home for now, I suppose."
"For good, or just for now?"
I zipped the suitcase up. "It depends on what Jeanne has to say about some things. Probably not 'for good,' regardless. For a while, probably, 'til Nate goes to college in... God, twelve years or so? I can't spend twelve years being a part-time dad." I felt a little lump in my throat. "So much of this is... it's all so hard."
He put one massive paw on my shoulder. "Steady on, Scott. For what it's worth, I think you're making the right decision. You're a good man, and you're raising good kids. You and Jeanne are both great parents, no matter how angry you might be with her."
I nodded, then he wrapped me up in one more of those giant-sized hugs before hefting my suitcase and walking me to my car. I waved as I drove away, but my thoughts turned towards home. Towards home, and towards my wife. Towards the woman I loved.
That was the real bitch of things. I still loved Jeanne. She was right that if I left her, I'd be unlikely to ever find someone I'd love half as much. And after this, I was equally uncertain I'd ever be able to trust her again. Still, I needed to ascertain a few things before I committed to the plan I'd devised after talking with Henry.



When I opened the door, I found that Jeanne was two steps ahead. Of course, she had been our whole marriage, so why should this be any different? She smiled wanly, standing from our couch. "Scott, please come and sit with me. I can prove that I've been faithful to you the entire time we've been together." I glared at her, and she looked down at her hands. "Physically. I know--" My wife looked back up at me, forlorn. "I know that's not enough. I know it, Scott. You deserved more. But I can prove this much, at least."
I sat, but not close to her. Jeanne frowned at the gap between us, but that was of her making. She could fucking deal. My wife had brought two boxes into the living room, one small and the other much larger.
She handed me the smaller one first. "These are all the letters I received from James. They're... sporadic. Sometimes he'd write every few weeks, others I'd go months before hearing from him." I opened my mouth, an angry noise starting to form. "I know. I know, Scott. I should have..." Jeanne shook her head. "I should have done a lot of things differently."
She continued, trying to avert further interruptions. "You can see that they're... They're love letters. Of a sort. They talk about a lot of things. About how he'll come back for me, about his plans for us, about... Anyways. But you can see that he never talks about having seen me after that time you found us talking in the house, nor between our wedding and that time."
I scoffed, "So? You could have selectively removed the ones that talk about the times you fucked him."
Her face reddened. "I didn't. There are some that..." Jeanne closed her eyes. "They talk about when we were younger. What it was like then. I sent him a few letters, but not many, and not as... affectionate as the ones he sent me. I told him that I couldn't be his. That I wouldn't leave the kids or you."
"Interesting ordering there, 'sweetheart.'"
A deep frown etched her features. "That wasn't- I didn't mean..." She snarled, "Goddammit, Scott, I've been loyal to you! I've tried as hard as I could!" With a shove of her foot, the other, larger box tumbled over, spilling its contents: a number of notebooks. "These are my journals. I wrote in them almost every day. You can see..."
Jeanne stood, reached behind the couch, and pulled out one more journal, then tossed it on the pile. "...I don't know. I don't know what you'll see; I know what I wrote, but I don't know what you'll see in it. I'm sorry, Scott. I am. I'm sorrier about what I've done to you than I ever have been of anything in my life.
"But I'm glad, too! I'm glad because I DO love you. I'm so glad you're my husband and the father of my kids. You're everything I said you were before, everything that I should want. I know I've fucked up. I know that I AM fucked up. I tried to hide it from you, because you didn't deserve anything less than the best. And that's what I'll give you, if you'll let me: the very best that I can."
Her shoulders sagged. "Just... just read them, Scott. The letters have gaps because..." She laughed mirthlessly. "Because James was an irresponsible asshole. But I'm... I'm not irresponsible. Not entirely, at least. I wrote in my journals almost every day, and they're all there. You can see I told the truth, Scott. I'm done lying. I wish I had stopped years ago, so we could face this together. I hoped you'd never have to deal with the fallout of my stupidity. But here we are.
"I love you, Scott. Please, I'm begging you: read them. Everything is there. Everything I've hidden, everything I've felt, everything I've wished. I don't deserve you; I know that. Or- or maybe you don't deserve me, to have to deal with me and what I've done. However you want to look at it. But please, Scott. I'll do anything to keep our family together. You were right when you said it was my dream. But it was yours, too. It still can be. I'll do everything I can to keep it alive, if you'll let me."
My wife walked to the door and picked up her keys from the entryway table. "I'm going out. Not far; just down to the little cafe on Claremont. Take the time and the space you need; you can call me whenever you want to talk, or when... if you want me to come home. I pray to God you do." Then she left me to sit with the evidence of her sins.
I vaguely remembered the boxes from the sprawling mess in our closet; yet another thing right under my nose that I'd missed, apparently. I knew she'd kept a journal for years, but I had always respected her privacy. I didn't know about the letters. Those made my anger flare.
Fifteen years of documents--hundreds of pages of text--lay before me. Even with the entire day, I'd be unable to read all of them. But I picked through the journals and letters, looking for some specific periods to begin with: the ones around the conception of Rachel and Nate.
There was some mention around Rachel's conception about the visit from James, about our confrontation and her fears, but that was all. They had only conversed for fifteen minutes before I got home. He left. We fought. The journal documented all of that, but also her feelings for me. Jeanne did love me. She was afraid I'd find out about her feelings. She had tried everything she could to hide it from me, even if her efforts had turned out to be less than successful.
Everything was as she said; she'd even tracked her cycle around the times we'd been trying for Rachel and Nate. I expanded out from those two periods and added a few more: our wedding, a handful of anniversaries, our birthdays, a few other special occasions. There were loving descriptions of our nights together, minutiae of her days taking care of the house and kids, excited entries when she'd received letters from James.
My wife loved me. That was clear. She was even, as she said, in love with me. I found numerous entries dedicated to her guilt on a variety of topics; she had, as I suspected, fantasized about James most of the times we were together. She daydreamed about what he'd be like as a lover with presumably dozens of notches on his bedpost, as opposed to her fumbling young love. Jeanne's words contained a certain amount of distaste at the idea that he'd been with others, but also a level of excitement. She wrote of her wishes that he could have stayed with her. She wondered what he would have been like as a father and husband.
But other entries showed that she herself knew how foolish all those notions were. I was a much better lover than him from both a technical standpoint and a romantic one. She enthused about me as a husband, bragged about my patience and love for our children. Other passages were spent excoriating herself for her foolishness, for daydreaming about a man that had abandoned her rather than the one who had married her.
I still had many pages to read by mid-afternoon, but I had gained a new insight into my wife's obsession and her shame. The journals went to one side as I attacked James' letters. If my wife's diaries had shown a woman torn, the adventurer's missives revealed a self-aggrandizing, manipulative asshole.
He interwove astonishing tales of adventure, danger, and excitement with honeyed bullshit about how much he missed her and how close he was to the end of his wandering days. That pattern repeated itself from the earliest messages from him and on into the most recent. Like a street preacher, the end was always nigh, and the true believer just needed to be ready for his return.
The journal entries around the receipt of each letter followed their own pattern: excitement at receiving them, wistful reminiscence, flights of fancy, guilt over her misplaced adoration, and acceptance of her own weakness. The five stages of James repeated themselves over and over throughout our married lives.
But now that cycle had been broken.
I sat on the couch as the sun sunk low in the sky. There would still be DNA tests, but I had little doubt that they would show the kids to be mine. I found no sign in her journals that he had ever returned, nor that she would have left me for him if he had. She was too enamored of her family--if not necessarily of me--to do something so foolish.
Everything I read backed up everything she had said. I briefly considered the possibility that she had forged the journals, but they seemed appropriately aged the further back they went, with the oldest beginning to yellow. Unless she'd kept a second, different set, these were the real deal, and I had all the information I could ask for. None of it made my path forward much easier.
The text went out to my wife. Come home. I saw no point in delaying this confrontation. My anger had dimmed from white-hot to a dull, angry red, and it wouldn't fade further than that anytime soon, if at all.
Jeanne came through the door only a few minutes later, a fearful expression on her face. The capillaries of her bloodshot eyes clashed with the deep green I'd lost myself in so many times before. I stared at her, solemn-faced, before gesturing at the couch. She moved to take a place near me, but a slight shake of my head dissuaded her; we sat on opposite ends of the couch as I gave my verdict.
"I'll stay--" She gasped, eyes going wide. "For now." The forming smile halted, froze, fell. "I'm not going to deprive our kids of a father, just because you wish they had a different one." She started to talk, but I silenced her with an angry snarl. "Don't. Fucking don't. I read your journals and his letters, and I know that I'm the silver medallist here. If you could have had him, but he was more like me, he would have been your pick every time.
"You did this to us. You should have burned every one of those fucking letters before you opened them. You knew--you KNEW--how bad he was for you, how bad your fantasies were for us. You say that you tried to love me? Fuck, Jeanne. You never even tried to stop loving him. Not really."
I took a deep breath and angrily let it out through my nose. "Well, he's dead now, and I'm fucking glad of it." She screwed up her face in disbelief; who was this man, and what had he done with her loving, sensitive husband?
"I'll stay until Nate's in college, unless you decide to keep mourning your fucking fantasy; you've got a week til the kids get home. Figure your shit out. If you're still acting like the heroine of a gothic fucking tragedy by then, I'm gone. I'll fight you for custody of the kids; maybe I'll win, maybe I'll lose, but I'm not going to compete for one more minute with the ghost of that arrogant, obnoxious asshole."
Jeanne nodded, swallowing a couple of times before she spoke. "Only until Nate goes to college?"
"You're lucky to get that much. You can't even begin to conceive how much you've hurt me; if it wasn't for the kids, I'd walk out the door this instant and take my chances on dying alone. I'm not doing this for you; hell, I'm only partially doing it for them. It's for me. I don't want to be a weekend dad--"
"I would never do that to you!"
I sneered, "Just like you'd never lie to me for our whole marriage? Just like you'd--" With a shake of my head, I stopped myself from ranting. "I might have been second in your heart; hell, I might not have even been that high up when you consider the kids and your fantasies about a perfect domestic life. Fourth place? Fifth?
"Whatever. You were first in mine. Now you're not." The shocked look on her face hurt me; I pushed that pain aside. It was a remnant of the intense love I'd felt for this woman that had deceived me for so long. "I have to look out for myself, because I can't trust you anymore. I never could, but now I know it."
"Scott, please!" She reached out for me as I stood.
"Hank offered me a place to stay for a few nights, but I want to be alone. I'm going to get a hotel room, but I'll be back on Wednesday. We can try to build some kind of semblance of a normal home before the kids get back. Do you think you can be done weeping over the asshole before I get back?"
Jeanne looked down at her hands. "I haven't cried for him since you left yesterday. I cried for you and- and for us. For me, too."
"If you say so." I hefted my suitcase and headed for the door as she wailed behind me. I wished it affected me less than it did.
A few days in a hotel gave me a small taste of what I imagined post-divorce life would be like; I was not a fan. I called the kids each night and talked with them for a while. My parents didn't seem to know about my time apart from Jeanne, and I saw no need to inform them; the fewer people that knew our secret, the better. From what I read in her journals, my wife felt the same.
By Tuesday morning, I was sick of living out of a suitcase five miles from my home. Part of me wanted Jeanne to stew and suffer a little while longer, but I honestly wondered whether that had happened at all. She was getting her way, right? I'd promised to keep her perfect illusion together for a while longer, and I was sure she thought--with an unfortunate level of accuracy, if I'm telling the truth--that she'd eventually get me back to "normal." I decided I might as well go home and start trying to play my part in her little charade.
That didn't happen.
When I opened the door to our house Tuesday evening after work, the first thing I noticed was a stench of rot. It wasn't awful yet, not completely overpowering, but it was omnipresent. I found the source in the kitchen: a sink completely full of dishes, trash heaped to the top of the can, a plate half-filled on the kitchen table with flies buzzing around.
I called out for Jeanne, but no response came. This wasn't like her at all; fearing the worst, I dropped my suitcase and ran to our bedroom. The door banged open as I pushed through, and there she was: laying on top of the covers, still dressed in the clothes she'd worn Sunday. Sleeping; thank God, she was only sleeping.
Jeanne roused slowly from her slumber as I shook her. "Scott? Wh- What?" A smile, a frown, a deluge of tears, all in the space of a few moments. "You're home! I didn't clean, I- I- I- Scott, I'm so sorry, let me get up and--" She stumbled off the end of the bed and fell to the ground, then started to sob. "Please, I haven't- I should- I'm sorry. Sorry. Sorry, so sorry!"
"Jeanne--"
"Make it up to you, honey, make it all up to you, I--" She crawled toward me as I stood, shocked, rooted in place. Her shaking hands feebly tried to undo my belt as she continued her slurred, single-minded tirade. "Sorry, I'll be so good to you. Anything you want, let me make you feel good, I love you Scott, I do, I do, I know I'm an idiot, but I--!" I grabbed her hands and pulled her to her feet, finally roused from my stupor.
"Jeanne, stop!"
"WHY?!" She howled in my face, a manic light in her eyes. That single syllable broke the dam, and a slurry of self-hatred fell after, half-intelligible in her exhaustion. "Why?! Why, Scott, why should I? I'm a stupid fucking cunt, a dumb bitch that can't love the best thing in my life like he deserves! I love you, I love you but it'll never be enough! And you know it now, you know it, you know it, you know I've never been good enough for you, for anyone! I was never good enough for James! He left, and now you know I'm not good enough for you either!"
Her eyes weren't just manic; they shone with full madness. Or... no. Their pinprick pupils swam in a sea of arsenic green. Drugged, not mad. "Jeanne." Her head lolled. "Jeanne! Jeanne, what did you do? What did you take?"
She giggled. "Pain pills. All sorts. Yours, mine, new, old. Doesn't matter. I'm your pain. Take it away." My wife tried to focus on me, becoming almost coherent. "Is it Wednesday? Naughty husband! You're not supposed to be home until Wednesday, mister! Not supposed to find me 'til then. Set you free on Tuesday, find me on Wednesday. Give you a better life." Another giggle, then drowsy, singsong speech. "Scott gets a better life / can find himself a better wife."
I scooped her up. Christ, she smelled worse than the kitchen sink; vapors of vomit and booze and sweat and urine assaulted my nostrils as I ran for the front door, yanking it open with a hand burdened by the weight of my love. Jeanne's speech had deteriorated to the point of incomprehensibility by the time I had us both seated in the car; only the seatbelt kept her upright as I burned rubber out of our driveway.
I drove down city streets at twice the speed limit, trying to keep one eye on the road and one on my fading wife. She slumped forward, and I grabbed her arm, hauling her back upright and shaking her. "Jeanne! Jeanne! Don't fall asleep, baby! Stay with me, please!" My attempt to keep her conscious almost cost both of us our lives as I skimmed within inches of a slowly turning truck. With that near-accident, my singular focus became getting us to the hospital as quickly and safely as possible, not sparing more than a glance as she vomited into her lap.
We skidded to a stop in the emergency room driveway, blocking both lanes. A security guard ran up to the car, but when he saw Jeanne in the passenger seat, his priorities shifted to summoning assistance; a crash team with a gurney met me just inside the sliding glass doors. I tried to follow along, but a grim shake of the head from one of the nurses turned the guard into a sentinel, one which would not allow me to pass. "Sir, why don't you go move your car? She's in good hands. I promise."
Once parked, I sat there, shaking and crying for a time. Part of it was the adrenaline wearing off, part the fear of losing Jean. But the biggest was my own words echoing back in my head: "Jeanne! Stay with me, please!" How like the words she'd spoken to me as she begged me to stay, as my wife begged to make right what I was so certain she never could.
A little prayer escaped my lips, one for her and me and our kids, that she'd come back to us. That we would find a way forward. I couldn't see the shape of it, but I had to hope that we could pull some kind of future out of the days of our tattered past.
I dried my eyes and went in search of news. None was immediately forthcoming, the staff stonewalling all inquiries. After sitting in the waiting room for what seemed like an eternity, a nurse brought me back. Her doctor, a pale, gaunt man with the last name of Essex, gave me grim tiding after grim tiding.
"Your wife is stable now, but it was a narrow thing. Her heart stopped for a few minutes; if you hadn't gotten her here when you did..." He let that sentiment trail off as I shuddered at the implication. "We've pumped her stomach, but she's likely to be asleep for quite some time still. I expect she'll recover physically, but..." Dr. Essex tried on a comforting affect; it didn't fit. "That wasn't an accidental overdose, was it?" A slight shake of my head confirmed his suspicion.
"Then, at the very least, she needs a psychiatric evaluation. I'll make a note in her chart to keep her safe from... well, from any harm she might do to herself."
"Can I see her?"
"Not tonight. She needs to rest--" He looked me up and down. "--And I expect you do, too. Come back tomorrow morning; bring anything that might give her comfort. Distract her. I know that you have things you need to talk about, but my goal, for now, is to keep her stable both mentally and physically."
I nodded and shook his hand. He let me watch Jeanne through the window of her room as she slept for a few minutes. Her beautiful red hair was plastered to her forehead, and her normally pale skin had turned a sickly mix of grey and jaundiced. Shallow breaths and the occasional twitching of her closed eyes gave the only outward signs that my wife still lived.
I hadn't wanted this, no matter how angry and hurt I'd been.
Once home, I busied myself cleaning... everything. The level of filth that had accumulated over only a few days amazed me. But then, I hadn't paid much attention to anything that happened in the house after Friday evening; had she already begun to give up then?



I found no note, thank God. Enough self-recrimination bounced around in my head without additional help from a tortured apology or confession. Of course, I had to tell my parents what had happened, and her father; those conversations fueled my guilt even further, but they all pledged to offer whatever help we needed. Unfortunately, none of them lived nearby, so that support would mostly be moral.
That night, I tossed and turned; neither the physical nor emotional exhaustion could overcome my anxiety, anger, and fear to lull me to sleep. I couldn't sleep in our room, that was for certain. She had almost died there. Would have died there, if I had come home when I'd told her I planned to. How could she do that to me? To us? In her drug-addled state, she said she was trying to free me, but how could living with her ghost be freedom?
When I last looked at my phone before slumber overcame me, it was well into the early morning; when I woke, only a few hours had passed. I dragged myself from bed and showered; I probably should have the night before, but I wasn't thinking clearly then. I chuckled to myself; I wasn't thinking clearly now, either. But I still had to face the day. Face the day, and face my wife.
I didn't see Jeanne's doctor when I arrived at the hospital, and there were no signs forbidding entrance. She was awake but hadn't noticed me walk by her window, instead staring off into the middle distance. I wondered if she was still feeling the effects of the drugs. But when I pushed the door open and stepped inside, she glanced up, then turned her head towards me and smiled; she was as clear as I'd ever seen her.
"Scott, I'm so sorry. I--"
I shook my head. "Don't. We can talk about that later."
"No, Scott. No. I need to say this. Please. Come sit with me?"
Sighing, I pulled up a chair next to her bed. "You need to focus on getting better, Jeanne. And- And I need to... to..." I stopped. She needed to focus on getting better, like I said. We could have it out once she was in a place to--
"Oh, Scott." She reached out and caressed my face. Her hand felt so warm on my face. It felt like home. A tear spilled down my cheek. "Scott, baby, I'm so sorry. For everything."
"Don't." I choked out one word, just one. It was all I trusted myself to say.
Her tears joined mine. "I have to. I love you, Scott. I mean that. I told you before that I've always loved you, and I have. I just..." She bowed her head. "I need... I need help, Scott. I see that now. That... What I did yesterday, it wasn't a cry for help. I wanted to end it."
"Jeanne--" My voice cracked.
"I'll be better, Scott. I promise I will. I am, a little, already. I... The doctors talked with me some. They're going to talk to you, too. They want to put me some place where- where I can get better. Where I can think clearer. It'll probably be for a few weeks. I'm sorry, Scott, I know that I'm asking even more from you; you're going to have to watch the kids and--"
I laughed. I couldn't help it. She looked up sharply; not angry, just confused. I had several cruel retorts in my head. 'I was going to have to watch them a lot longer than that if you had succeeded.' 'Hey, just one more way you've let me down.' 'So you're crazy now? That's your excuse?' But as angry as I had been, nearly losing her had made me think clearly for the first time in almost a week.
I couldn't forgive her yet, though. Her near-death had made me focus on how much I loved her and how much I feared losing her. It didn't redeem her. It didn't heal the hurt. But my kids needed their mom, and I wanted to try to find a new 'us' from the rubble of our past. We could only do that after she mended.
So I took her hand in mine, steadied myself, and said, "Whatever it takes, Jeanne." She stared at me, almost uncomprehending, then pulled me close--as close as the awkward way we sat allowed--and cried into my neck for a good long time, sobbing over and over, "I love you. I'll be better."
Jeanne's prediction of "a few weeks" was short by about a month. The month and a half she spent in the psychiatric facility was one of the most miserable times of my life. Her absence didn't hurt that much, if I'm honest. It gave me time to process how I'd felt about everything I learned.
I tried to keep the details from my parents. I didn't need the embarrassment, and it wouldn't help her heal. Every time I went over the theoretical conversation in my head, I wanted to book a flight to Buenos Aires and change my name. Her father suspected, I think, but didn't say anything. The closeness to her "friend's" death was too much of a coincidence.
The kids came home on schedule. Maybe that was a mistake, but I missed them. I wanted a reminder of why I was trying so hard to repair my marriage. Trying to repair Jeanne, for that matter. While she was away, they were my anchor. Unfortunately, that proved true in both senses of the word.
Having them around gave me strength and purpose. Rachel and Nate's presence brought me joy at a time when very little else did. But they also presented an enormous logistical problem. I had to tackle the roles of both father and mother, while also reassuring them this wasn't a permanent change in status. It didn't help that I wasn't entirely sure of that as the weeks wore on.
I had almost no help close by. My mother and father still worked, as did Jeanne's dad. "Uncle Hank" came by a few times to give me a little time to myself, as did Bobby and Warren, but that represented maybe two or three hours a week. The rest was me, the kids, and the juggling of my work and their school to meet their needs.
The constant demands meant I didn't have much time to think about Jeanne's betrayal or her meltdown; unfortunately, the time I did have was stolen from my sleep. Within a few weeks, I knew that I needed a professional to talk to; maybe not as much as Jeanne, but I still needed it. But what I needed didn't really matter when there were two kids to take care of and bills to pay.
"What I needed didn't really matter." That phrase rattled around in my head more and more as I awaited my wife's return from her treatment. I visited her a few times, but not much; the doctors felt she needed to work on her issues in a safe, controlled environment away from stressors. Fucking bully for her.
"What I needed didn't really matter." I needed help: with the kids, with my pain, with the feelings of helplessness and betrayal. I didn't get it. Jeanne got what she needed, and I didn't. It was our relationship writ small: she needed, she wanted, she got. I was given enough to keep me happy, but not the things I really needed. I hadn't realized it before, but it's true what they say: the problem with rose-colored glasses is that all the red flags just look like flags.
"What I needed didn't really matter." Instead of healing, I festered. My love for my kids masked the pain so they couldn't see it; I hoped it did, at least. I missed their mom just like they did; that's what they saw. But that wasn't it. I missed her less and less as the weeks went by and resented her more and more.
And then the day came: Jeanne was released from the hospital with a clean bill of health and a new lease on life, risen like a phoenix from the ashes. The kids almost knocked her down when she came through the door, and she clutched them tight to her chest, crying and telling them how much she'd missed them. These weren't the despondent sobs I'd seen before when she sank her dagger into my heart, though. They were pure joy, at least until she looked up and saw my blank stare.
She hugged and kissed me, too; I made it look good for the kids. "Yay, Mommy's home! Why don't you go show her what you've been up to while she was gone?" Anything to have her out of my presence for a little while longer, to see the backside of this hated, loved, needed thing that I had married. Jeanne turned to look at me as she went with them, and I smiled as best I could. It wasn't nearly enough to mask my ambivalence towards her.
Her behavior during the following weeks felt off. That was my most immediate impression. I couldn't put my finger on how exactly. It was just wrong. At first, I thought she was simply happy to be home, but it was more than that. On the surface, she acted the same way toward the kids, towards me, towards our friends and family. Better, I thought, but in a way that unsettled me. I couldn't decide exactly why, though.
I might have figured it out sooner if I hadn't kept her at such a distance. Yes, I loved her. Yes, almost losing her had terrified me. Yes, I wanted us to find a way forward together. But the time spent holding the line after her breakdown, staying constantly on the go with no rest, giving her the time she needed to heal while I could only hurt: these demands blunted my love and fear and hope, leaving me only with a sharp, biting, painful resentment.
She had abandoned me. That was how it felt. Yet again, I made sure her dream of a loving family stayed intact, while mine--that of a wife who I felt safe sharing my life with--had stayed on the back burner. Once again, we hadn't been partners. Not really. Once again, I had been slotted in where I was needed, an interchangeable cog in her dreams. A valuable one, maybe, the best one she could hope for, but a cog nonetheless.
Was I being unfair? Possibly. Definitely. I even knew it at the time. But other than the few days between when she went into the psych hospital and when I picked Rachel and Nate up from my folks' farm, I had had no downtime of note. I wasn't thinking clearly. And the truth is that even if I had been, there was a kernel of truth at the center of my resentment, a grain of sand that irritated and irritated until it turned into a great black pearl of seething anger.
Jeanne told me about her time in the hospital and how it helped her, how it made her see things more clearly, how she was going to show me that we could get through this together. She told me how deeply she loved me, that her heart had shifted, that I was the great love of her life, and that she had needed the time clear of everything else to see it.
But when she talked like that, in the back of my head I could only think, 'what if all it did was give her time to perfect her lies?' Before, she thought she had me entirely fooled. Now, she knew she didn't. Twelve years together hadn't been enough for her to give the asshole up. Did she expect me to believe that a suicide attempt and six weeks of getting her head shrunk would manage it?
So, yes. I kept my distance. I still doted on the kids--and, yes, they were mine, courtesy of Crick and Watson--still kissed her when I came through the door each day, still acted like the devoted husband. But that's what it was: acting. I loved her, but I did it almost in spite of myself. I resented my love for her, because of what it represented: my own complicity in the abuse of my trust. My damned fool heart couldn't let go of its dream, any more than hers could. It rankled me that she was right, that if she had cut me loose I almost certainly would have pined after her like she had for James.
At night, we shared the same bed, but that was all. Jeanne tried to cuddle, and I allowed it. She knew that's what it was, an allowance, but she took what she could get. A small, vicious part of me thought, 'that's always what she's done, isn't it?' That part, sadly, still drove so many of my actions.
We didn't make love, didn't have sex, didn't really share much of anything in the way of physical intimacy. Jeanne tried to initiate a couple of times, but I couldn't get the image of her fantasizing about James all those times before out of my mind. My body wouldn't respond. I felt inadequate. Impotent. Irrelevant. She spooned me from behind afterwards, trying to be a comforting, loving presence. It didn't work.
She gave me space, and I turned it into distance. She gave me love, and I eyed it with suspicion. She reached out to me, and I withdrew. The pattern repeated over and over for months; I hated it, but I didn't see a way out. I loved her, but I hated her.
I hated my love for her. I hated my own weakness. I hated her lies, and I hated the truth. Therapy helped a little once I was able to start, but only as much as a band-aid plastered over bullet holes. I was bleeding out, and nothing could staunch the flow.
Until she did.
I got drunk; I rarely do. Hell, I rarely drink at all. But the kids were in bed, I'd had a bad week, and... well, just my life in general at that point. I sat at that damned kitchen table--I never had found time to get rid of it--and drank until things seemed better. That was the plan, anyways. But they never seemed to get better, just blurrier.
Jeanne touched my shoulder; I'd fallen asleep there, slumped over the scratched surface and still gripping a bottle of whiskey in one hand. "Scott." Her voice came soft but insistent, as if she'd repeated herself a number of times.
"What." Even to my ears, the words felt slurred.
"Come on, love. Let me take you to--"
I laughed in her face. "'Love.' That's a good one." She frowned. "Your love is worth about as much as--" I tried to rise, but stumbled. Jeanne caught me under one arm; I tried to shake her away. "Geroff! Don't need you to- you to- to help me."
The room spun. She gripped me tighter. "I said, 'OFF!'" This time, I tore myself loose, staggering away from her and into a wall. I pressed my back to it, trying to stay upright. Gravity won. I slid down, ending up seated only marginally upright on the floor.
Jeanne moved to my side, kneeling down with concern and sadness on her face. "Scott. Please, let me help you to bed."
"Why?" I scoffed. "James isn't there. That's- that's who you wish I was. And I can't even get it up now, because of what you've done. Just go finger yourself while you fantasize about him. You don't need me. Never did." The room spun faster, and my stomach couldn't keep up. Like I said, I almost never got drunk, and I'd never gotten anywhere near this drunk.
"Honey--" was all she got out before I threw up, drenching me, her, and the floor. She stopped, looked down at herself, then at me, and froze in horror. Then she laughed uproariously while I stared at her, confused.
All the fight had gone out of me--along with the liquor--and when she pulled at me, I stood. Jeanne supported me as we staggered to our bedroom, then into our bathroom. After propping me up against the counter, she started the shower and began to disrobe.
I hadn't seen her body in months. "Gorgeous." It just slipped out, a single mournful word. More followed it, tumbling from my mouth. "So gorgeous. Is... Is that why? Why I'm not enough for you? Because--"
Her hand covered my mouth. "You're drunk and covered in vomit." Yeah, no shit. "Let me get you out of these clothes and into the shower, and you can say whatever you want in there." I nodded; that was a mistake. My eyes went down to the floor as I tried to regain my equilibrium, then stayed there as she stripped off my filthy shirt and pants. Then she once again all but carried me, this time into the shower.
I let her soap me up while I swished water around in my mouth a few times and spat. The cool tile felt good against my skin as I leaned against it, eyes closed. Her hands felt even better, lathering my chest and neck, my arms, then my stomach. I felt a tingling in my groin. As long as I didn't look at her, I could imagine she was someone else. I could still feel like a man then, as long as I didn't look into those beautiful green eyes and know how they found me lacking.
As her hand moved lower, I opened my mouth to make another crack about James, but she beat me to the punch. "You've always been enough. God, you've always been way, way more than enough. You've been everything, and I've just been too stupid and too blind to accept it. Really accept it, I mean."
I opened one eye, trying to focus on her. "You saved me, Scott. Not just with the... with what I did that day. I was so locked into what I wanted that I missed what I had. What you gave me. Not just my dream, but that too. You gave me a love that no one else could ever measure up to."
She kissed my chest. "Even once you learned what I'd done, how I'd treated you, you still were going to take care of all of us. You were going to stay and pretend I hadn't ripped your heart out, and you'd do it for our kids, and... and I think for me, too. You were enough of a man to try to love someone who had proved herself so unworthy of that love, because it meant you could keep your family together. That's..." She leaned her head against me. "That's when I decided to... to end it. Because you deserved a woman that could commit to you the way you'd committed to me."
"Yeah. Yeah, I did. I do." The water hid my tears, or at least I hoped they did. "I deserve better than being your fucking--"
My wife's arms went around me, squeezing me tightly, squeezing the air from me. "I know. I know you do. You saved me from my stupid fantasy with that stupid asshole. You were the man I needed, but I couldn't--" Her voice cracked. "I didn't treat you like that. Didn't treat you like the treasure you are. But I will, Scott. I will. I'll spend the rest of my life making it up to you. I love you."
Both eyes opened, and I looked down at her, the bleariness abating somewhat. Jeanne looked up and said again, "I love you." The difference I had noticed since she came home from the hospital, that 'wrong thing,' suddenly seemed right. "You are first in my heart. I'm sorry it took this long. But you are, and you always will be. For the rest of my life."
That was the difference, or part of it, at least: the way she looked at me. It wasn't exactly the way she looked at James; this was more intense. Hungrier. Desperate. There was love there, profound love, but alloyed with something else: the pain of loss. She had lost me, and we both knew that. The revelation that day had ripped my heart out, and her confession stomped all over it. And still, she fought.
I knew the look in my wife's eyes. It was the older sibling of the one that haunted my face in the days after our wedding and after James' visit, when suspicion nagged at me. The twin of the one that stared at me in the mirror that night at the hotel when I questioned my children's parentage. It was the look of a person that had everything they wanted right in front of them, but who feared that it was just out of reach, who feared they'd never bridge the gap to make the person they so desperately loved love them, too.
It broke my heart, but only in sympathy. "Jeanne--"
"Shh." She stood on tiptoes and silenced me with a kiss. "I know. I have so much to make up for. You don't trust me. That-- it hurts, but I deserve it. But I'll spend the rest of my life showing you. I will put you first, ahead of anything except our kids, always. I've tried to do that, but it was..." Her lip quivered. "It was for show. It was. I thought it was enough, enough to make up for lying to you, but it never was."
Jeanne kissed me again. "Anything, Scott. I'll do anything to prove it to you. I'll give anything you ask, do anything you desire, sacrifice anything you need to prove it to you. If- if you want, I'll sign a post-nup that gives you everything, that gives you primary custody of the kids, hell that indentures me to you, with no preconditions. You can divorce me, and I'll be your servant."
"I don't- Jeanne, why would I want that?"
She smiled sadly. "I know you don't. But I'd do it. And I won't lie and say it's for you; it's for me. I need you, Scott. I need to- to see that love in your eyes again. To know that I'm the center of your universe. I've heard that hell isn't the flames and the torment, but no longer being under the eye of a loving God. That's how it feels, Scott. I didn't know. I didn't know how much the absence of your love would hurt."



I nodded, unable to speak, and she continued. "I'm sorry, baby. I'm so sorry." The shower no longer hid either of our tears; hers fell freely. "If you never forgive me, I'll deserve it. I know that. I have no right to ask for your love after the way I took it for granted. But if you let me... If I can bask in that- that glory again, I'll do anything, be everything for you. I promise you."
She searched my face for any sign. I knew what she wanted, but I hurt so much that I couldn't give it to her. I didn't trust her. I wasn't sure I ever could. But God, I wanted to. Because now I knew what it was like to feel truly, completely loved, and I wanted her to feel it, too. My wife had hurt me so badly that I couldn't even describe it. My wife. I whispered, almost inaudible, "Mine."
Jeanne nodded fervently, desperate to grab any lifeline I'd offer, no matter how thin and frayed. "Yes, yours. Yours, Scott. I'll always be yours no matter what, even if- if you can't be mine. You can cheat on me, ignore me, hurt me, anything. You saved me. I'm yours. You can put a collar around my neck or brand your initials into my skin or any other way you want to mark me. I will do anything to prove--"
I kissed her, really kissed her for the first time since the horrible, fateful day I found her crying at that damned table. I didn't trust her yet. I didn't know if I ever would. But I knew that I had to try.
Her hands moved across my body, one to my waist as she clung tightly to me, the other to the back of my head, pulling my lips more forcefully to hers. Her tongue slipped out, pressing against my lips; I took it inside, then forced it back out, sliding past it and into hers. She moaned at the intrusion, then whimpered when my fingers dug into her ass.
I needed her. She needed me. It wasn't trust, not yet. A twisted, angry, possessive desire on my end, at best. But her body yielded to my need, to the way I crushed her against me. The dynamics had shifted; she was the supplicant now, the one desperate to prove her love, to prove that she was worthy of my love. The subtext of our marriage had become text, and I rewrote it with every rough, heedless expression of my ownership.
Later, I might think to blame it on the alcohol and its effect on my inhibitions, but that would be a lie. I still felt the effects of the whiskey; if I hadn't, I might have tried to fuck her right there in the shower. Instead, she turned the handles blindly as we stumbled from the shower, still partially soapy and dripping wet.
We made it no further than that; I pushed her shoulder gently, and she laid on the cold, hard tile of the bathroom floor. "Beautiful," I whispered again. She was mine. This was mine. My cock, which had stayed dormant for months, stood proudly, ready to claim that which should always have been mine and mine alone.
When I buried myself in her, she cried out with a joy I'd never heard in her voice. I hurt her. I know that. My anger and my fear and my resentment burst forth in something that stepped right to the edge of a hatefuck, one which was meant to punish her as much as bring pleasure to me. The angry, jilted thing in the back of my mind cried out for vengeance, to show her I could hurt her like she had hurt me. But I couldn't; there was no physical pain I could inflict on her that would mirror the way she had hurt my heart. And as I hammered into her, I gradually stopped trying.
It wasn't just that I felt shame at trying to hurt the woman I loved, although that was what first slowed me. It was the look in her eyes, and what it meant. She was present, clearly and wholly and enthusiastically present. She didn't fantasize about her first love; he wasn't there with us anymore.
He hadn't been for a while, not since she'd returned, even if I hadn't recognized it. In every moment of our life, of the kid's lives, at every time of the day, she stayed present. She hadn't daydreamed about the adventurous rogue that left her behind. She'd never looked out the window wistfully or needed me to repeat myself with a startled, guilty look. My wife thought only of her present and our future, not her past and not her foolish fantasies of what could have been.
That recognition of her steadfast presence created the first cracks in the coal-black shell I'd formed to keep my heart safe.
Jeanne wrapped her legs around me, heels digging into my back, as her voice implored. "I'm yours, Scott. Show me. Hurt me, if you need to. I deserve it. I'll take it. I'll take anything you'll give--" My lips stifled her prayer of atonement, but that silence didn't last long.
Her voice changed into a low, wordless groan as her walls fluttered around me. I hadn't felt this in so long; for a long time, I doubted I'd ever feel it again. When Jeanne stiffened, her back arched so rigidly against the unyielding tile that I'd later find bruises on her shoulderblades. She came so hard around my cock that the tightness almost hurt. Only almost, though; instead, the exquisite pressure triggered my own orgasm. I claimed my wife's body anew, filling her full of molten heat.
She held me tight to her, crying with love and sorrow and joy. We hadn't healed. We wouldn't for a while. But this first step back had given her hope for the first time in months. I loved her. I desired her.
That would have to be enough for the moment. It was all I could do. I mean that quite literally; the alcohol hadn't entirely left my system, and even standing up seemed only just within my grasp. My loving spouse got me back in the shower long enough to rinse us both off, then dragged me to our bed--our bed, really our bed again for the first time in months, instead of just the place where we both slept--and tucked me in.
I watched sleepily, boozily, as Jeanne threw on a ratty old t-shirt and shorts. She kissed my forehead and laughed, "Gotta go clean up the floor. Get some sleep. I'll be here when you wake up."
I smiled and said, "Good." Sleep started to take me, but I managed to mumble. "Need you." I heard her breath catch, a little gasp of surprised joy, just before the darkness came.
She was there the next morning, just like she promised. My head pounded, but I remained silent for a time. Her lithe body curled around me, half laying atop me, as if she was afraid I might disappear while she slept. A day before, and she might have been right. It had all hurt too much, and the weight bore down harder each day. A single night wouldn't heal us, but it made me believe, really believe for the first time, that we could heal.
Jeanne must have felt me move, because she shifted as well, her weight moving more fully on top of me, her arm and leg tightening as she made a little scared sound in her sleep. I stroked her back, kissed her hair, and whispered, "I love you." She settled once more. I desperately wanted ibuprofen, but I'd make this small sacrifice to let her dream a while longer. For the first time in a long time, I didn't resent making a sacrifice for her happiness. For the first time in a long time, I believed she'd do the same for me.
When she woke, not long after, we made love. No traces of the angry near-hatefuck marred our intimacy this time. That's not to say the anger wasn't there, but it could wait. My wife looked down into my eyes as she rode me, gasping and grunting and softly moaning, trying to hide our dawn assignation from the ears of curious children. I whispered sweet words of adoration and desire to her as she took me inside over and over.
Eventually, her orgasm stole the strength from her, and she leaned over, her beautiful breasts almost taunting me. I took a lovely coral nipple in my mouth, sucking and biting on it as she came, and her self-control faltered. She loudly called out my name, and I exploded, filling her womb for the second time in as many days. I'd claim her body many more times as we found our way back to each other, but the sound of little feet pounding down the stairs sent us scampering to find our discarded clothing.
I'd let her in, created a place where she could plant a seed in my heart, and somewhere in the next few weeks, I'd planted a seed inside her as well. Both would flourish over the following months. We both committed to us and to our family.
Full trust didn't come for a long time. Jeanne had mortally wounded my trust in her, and we both knew it would take time and regular reassurance for it to heal. She made a number of gestures intended to foster that process. No more words were spoken of lost loves or might-have-beens. She burned her letters from him, and would have burned the journals if I hadn't stopped her, pointing out that they documented our lives as well as her weakness; that made them valuable enough to keep.
And, well, she did keep one of those promises about proving that she belonged to me. A collar made its way into our bedside drawer, one she'd wear for me when asked, or when she wanted to remind me of her self-assigned place. A variety of chokers entered her wardrobe and jewelry collection as well. She would look at me as she touched them, quirking an eyebrow up or biting her lip when no one else was watching; we left a few social engagements early as a result. Did it build trust? Not exactly. Were they anything more than a fun bit of kink that we used to rebuild our intimacy? No, not really. But did they make me want to reinforce the notion that she was mine? Vigorously.
We rolled along like that until about eight months after the news of her former paramour's death threw our lives into chaos. Things got better. Not perfect, but they weren't perfect before. Too many lies lay between us back then for perfection. But better, and not just better than our low point, but better than our high point, too. In every way, she showed me that she loved me, cherished me, cared for me. I began to believe that I really was first in her heart, even if it had been a long time coming. But a little voice quietly nagged, constantly holding me back: 'You're only first because he's dead.'
We talked about that, talked around and over and under it. Talked about it until we were blue in the face. She had no way to convince me that it wasn't true. James' death undid us, but we had rebuilt as best we could. With his demise, though, she couldn't prove to me that my first-place status didn't come with a big fat asterisk next to it.
Until a specter from the past visited us.
It came on an afternoon when I worked from home. Jeanne and I both enjoyed those days, especially during the school year; I might have not gotten as much work done, but my morale skyrocketed. We'd had lunch an hour earlier, and I was trying to wrap up a project so that we could spend a little time together before she needed to pick up the kids.
The doorbell rang; not an uncommon experience, especially given the number of deliveries we received. The scream that came when Jeanne opened the door, though, was wholly outside the norm.
I almost knocked my chair over as I leapt from it, nearly broke a hall table as I skidded around a corner. When I cleared that turn, though, I found myself wishing I had slowed down. There, in the flesh, stood my nemesis, the little big man that had tried to steal my wife. That had, if only in spirit.
He had been stepping forward, arms wide and ready to embrace Jeanne, when I entered his field of view. She stood stock still, not responding. I couldn't see her face, but I could only imagine the thoughts flitting through her brain right then. Imagine, and fear. Did her love for me still hold now that it could finally be put to the test?
He saw me and smirked. "Hey, Slim. How's it hanging?"
"Get the fuck out of my house." Not my voice, although they would have been my words. Jeanne had spoken, the cold fury in her tone doing much to erase my fears. "Get the fuck out of my life, James."
He smiled at her with the unctuous, condescending grin one might see on a used car salesman. "C'mon, Jeannie! Don't you want to know where I've been? I'm sorry for scaring you, but I had to fake my death. There was this whole thing with a cartel down in--"
"GET OUT!" She screamed this time, and his smile faded. Faded, then turned to something else entirely. Something malevolent.
"You don't talk to me like that." She took a step back, but he grabbed her arm. "You're mine, Jeanne. I ain't spent the last eight months--" I was already in motion, but she had slapped him before I could reach them.
The rage in his eyes frightened me. He looked like a berserker of old, the madmen that the Vikings sent first into battle to do as much damage as possible, regardless of the consequences. He drew back his other hand as she struggled to get away; I don't know if he planned to slap her or punch her. Either way, I didn't give him the chance.
I'm not a fighter. I'm not built like one, I have no training, and I don't have the instincts for it. But no one was going to strike the love of my life while I could draw breath. No, I wasn't a fighter. But I could still make a fist.
It slammed into the side of his head, distracting him. That's all it was: a distraction. My hand felt like it was on fire, like I'd punched a solid block of steel. A crunch sounded, but it didn't come from his skull.
James sneered at me, releasing Jeanne from his grasp and turning his attention towards me. "Oh, looks like hubby finally got himself some balls." He reached back, telegraphing a slap, a strike intended to demean as much as hurt. I blocked it with my good hand, but it felt like I'd deflected a baseball bat. The decade since I'd last seen him had done nothing but add more muscle to his bulldog frame. I retreated as he advanced, trying to find a way to even the odds.
"She's mine, bub. She might be confused right now, but once you're out of the way, she'll come around. Your kids'll be calling me Daddy within a week." An evil gleam twinkled in his eye. "She'll be calling me Daddy a lot sooner than that." One hand disappeared into his jacket, then emerged clutching a long, thin object. With a quick movement of his thumb and a soft snikt, the folding knife's blade unfurled.
"Jeanne, run!" She darted away from him; I had hoped she'd run through the door, but she didn't. Instead, she ran back towards our room, and my heart sank. She needed to get away. I needed her to get away. This maniac couldn't have her, couldn't have my kids. I might not be able to stop him, but I'd die trying. 'Almost certainly,' I thought grimly.
Luck was on my side in one way: James was a cruel man. I don't know if he had always been, or if his travels had made him that way. Probably some of both. But, as cruel men are wont to do, he enjoyed tormenting his prey before dispatching it. The first few swipes were meant to scare me. They did, but they also gave me time to retreat further, drawing him towards the kitchen and giving my wife a clear path to the door if she returned. Giving me a means to fight back.
He realized why I'd led him into the kitchen and laughed, gesturing with his blade at the counter. "Gonna get your own knife? Bet mine's bigger. Jeanne said it was." I frowned at the taunt, drawing a gratingly loud laugh from him. He stepped back a full step, weapon going behind his back in a faux-magnanimous gesture. "Go ahead. You're still gonna die here."
He was right. I was sure of it. But Jeanne might get away. That's all I cared about, that she get away and keep our kids safe. I would sacrifice my life for her, for them, and I would do it willingly.
I pulled the butcher and carving knives from the block, and he laughed even harder. "Amateur." Then he lunged forwards, feinting a strike to draw me out. It worked. I felt a searing pain along one rib as he drew the serrated blade across my side. He could have killed me then, but he didn't. Cruel, like I said. Stupid, too.
The sole advantage I had was reach. He drew back after striking, but it didn't matter; he stayed within the arc of my arms, and I punished him for his arrogance. My sloppy, artless stab drove the tip of the butcher's knife into his bicep before he could dance away. His narrowed eyes didn't match the insouciant grin on his face. I'd hurt him. Not badly, but I had. I watched the wheels spin as he upgraded me from 'prey' to 'threat.'
A burst of motion followed this change in status. That damned blade was everywhere, driving me back further and further. He had me cornered, and the knives I'd grasped hoping they'd even the odds proved worse than useless. I didn't know how to fight, much less fight with a knife. Only my luck and his arrogance had let me get in the single shot that connected, while I felt the sting of multiple small slices and pricks.
I was going to die. It was only a matter of when, not if. And so, I did the only thing I could, the sole thing that would buy my love more time, wherever she was. "She hates you now."
James stopped, perplexed. "What?"
"Jeanne knows what a worthless shitstain of a man you are. She'll never love you. She's mine forever, and even if you murder me, you'll never change that."
He cocked his head, then chortled as he raised the knife. "You'll be dead. That's good enough. You stole her from me, so I'll kill you. I've already faked my death once, and I can do it again. You know, right after I remind her what she's going to be missing out on."
"James." Jeanne's voice halted his step towards me. I looked past him, and he shot a glance over his shoulder. My wife stood there, staring at him as if trying to kill the bastard with her mind. If that didn't do it, though, I felt certain the goddamned hand cannon she aimed at him would manage. "Get away from my husband."
His attention had split, but not enough to make me confident I could stab him before he'd gut me. And I don't think either of us was certain that Jeanne would shoot him. Hell, I didn't even know if the gun--a present from her father--would fire. It had stayed in a box on the top shelf of our closet since he'd given it to her years before. But I took the chance that he'd focus on her rather than chase me and moved a few steps away, out of the potential line of fire.
"C'mon, babe. You ain't gonna do it." James turned his back fully on me, and I placed the knives as quietly as I could on the counter, casting my eyes about for something a little more in my wheelhouse. He moved towards her, speaking to her like one would a wounded animal. "You can't. You know that. I love you, and I know you love me. I--"
CLICK
Jeanne pulled the trigger, but nothing happened. We all froze for half a breath, then the kitchen erupted into chaos. She frantically looked at the gun, trying to deduce why it had only produced a tiny noise rather than the expected explosion of violence. He snarled and shouted, "I'll fucking kill you, bitch!" as he lunged forwards. And I found the handle of my new instrument of violence.
I had reach on him, but along with that, I had speed. Longer legs, a lighter frame, a runner's training, and a velocity born of primal fear rather than entitled indignation meant I reached my former rival before he reached her. That same primal fear granted strength as much as it had speed; the flat black surface of a cast-iron pan against the monster's skull channeled it wonderfully. A loud CLANG rang out, accompanied by an enraged, pained shout. And still, the son of a bitch didn't go down.
James turned towards me, murder in his eyes, bellowing with fury. The knife came up, but too slow. I might not have been a fighter, no; but I was a hell of a tennis player. The skillet's edge caught his chin on the backswing, staggering him again. Dazed but not out, he took one staggering step towards me. I reared back for another swing, not certain whether he or I would strike first, but then a blur of red appeared out of the corner of my eye.
Jeanne had apparently given up on the hows and whys of her weapon's misfire, instead turning the modern marvel of engineering into a stone age throwback. The butt of the pistol caught her former lover across the face. I don't know if the force of the blow, the shock of her raising a hand to him, or the accumulated damage finally did it, but he wobbled like a punchdrunk boxer, staggered a few steps, tripped, and landed on our kitchen table, reducing it to kindling.



My wife and I both panted with expended effort and heartfelt relief. She turned to me, an exhausted, giddy expression on her face, then tittered, "I always hated that table." We laughed and kissed, then she called the police while I held the pistol--now with its safety off--on our shared enemy.
In the end, I needed more than a few stitches. James went to prison, then quickly to the morgue; turns out that faking your death to steal from a Colombian cartel is bad for your health. Five months after our final showdown with him, our third and final child was born. We named her Hope.
------------------------------------------
Special thanks go out to my beta readers seraph_nocturne and MediocreAuthor! I had a lot of fun discussing the story and its influences with them.
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The last Friday of the last summer break of my undergraduate degree and where was I? Backpacking through Europe? Hanging out with friends? Earning a little extra cash? No. I was running wind sprints in an almost empty recreation center. And why? Because my dad is an asshole, and I'm an idiot.
"Gabe! You should come visit this summer! We'll finally get to spend some time together." I should have known better. From the day he bailed on Mom when I was twelve, it's always been 'next summer,' and 'when things slow down at work,' and 'sorry, champ, I'll make it next time.' I thought that maybe, finally, now that the shine had worn off his new trophy wife and his second family, maybe he could actually make some time for me. That maybe, maybe, he really did want to make up for lost time.
Nope!
We wasted the first couple of weeks "catching up." This meant him awkwardly guessing which milestones I'd hit in my life and which I hadn't, then trying to give me "manly" advice. This from a "man" that had abandoned his wife and two kids and tried to screw us out of child support and alimony after Mom caught him fucking his secretary.
After our perfunctory "bonding" sessions, he tried to pawn me off on his vapid new wife and their spoiled kids while avoiding all of us at work; some things never change, I guess. But then came the indignity that finally drove me to tell him to go fuck himself and never call me again: the entire visit had been a pretense. He and Barbie were taking off to Europe for a month, and they wanted me to babysit my half-siblings. Not in Europe, which might have been acceptable. At their home, in a town I'd never visited, for no pay other than room and board. Mind you, I had spent all of maybe six hours around these kids before that summer. Yeah, no.
Hence my current situation: spending the summer at my mom's house, by myself. Mom and sis were off scoping out colleges for the following year. My high school friends all had their own things going on. My college friends had meticulously planned out their summers and were having all sorts of exciting adventures far, far away.
And me? I was trying to burn off anger at my useless sperm donor and at my own naive optimism through energetic cardio. Hoo-fucking-ray.
But sometimes things have a way of working themselves out.
My water bottle needed a refill, so I headed to the hall and the water fountain. Drenched with sweat, panting, and muttering to myself, I almost knocked down a young woman coming into the empty basketball court. Even in my pissed off state, I still managed to mutter, "Sorry."
"Just watch--" She peered at me, blonde ponytail bobbing behind as she did a double take. "Gabe?"
The girl was pretty, that was for sure. Deep brown eyes, button nose, and a girl next door face that looked so oddly familiar that I was sure I knew her. Then it hit me. "Jessica?" She nodded happily. "Jess!" I swept her up in my arms for a big hug without thinking, then stepped back and apologized. "God, I'm sorry. I'm so sweaty and--" She threw herself at me, enthusiastically returning the hug.
The last time I'd seen her, she'd been a scrawny, gawky fifteen year old with braces and a manner that had only started to turn away from the morose. I felt suddenly uncomfortable at the soft flesh pressing against me, making my own flesh not nearly as soft. Pulling away once more, I got a clear look at her for the first time, and while I might not have liked the way my little head reacted, I couldn't fault its logic.
Jessica's gawkiness had turned into athleticism. Her body had become lean and toned, muscular and soft in exactly the right measure. Hips, ass, and tits had grown to the perfect proportions. Jess's transformation since I'd trained her while a student coach three years previous had made her into the very definition of youthful femininity. I still saw the echo of the Jess I'd known when I was a senior leaving for college, though. The broad grin on her face was one I hadn't seen often back then.
"My god, Jess! It's been, what, three years?"
She nodded happily. "Yeah! Man, you're looking great! Still playing?"
I shook my head. "Not really. Been focusing on pre-med; not nearly enough time for anything more than a pickup game now and then. You?"
"Yeah! Got a scholarship to State!"
"That's great! I guess I'll be seeing you around campus."
Another nod, then sudden puzzlement. "Wait, I thought you were going to your dad's house this summer. I, uh, I mean, your sister told me you were- I wasn't..."
There was the Jess I remembered, the sweet, easily flustered girl with the crush. "I was. It..." I sighed and shook my head, an exasperated expression on my face. "It was a shitshow. So I'm spending the last few weeks here. Last weekend, now, I guess."
Jessica touched my shoulder and looked up into my eyes. She didn't need to look up nearly as much as she did before; she'd gotten tall, almost as tall as me. "I'm sorry. I had hoped maybe he'd changed."
"How about... did you ever hear from your dad?"
The look on her face told me everything, including the fact that I probably shouldn't have asked. "Nah. Trey is, was, and continues to be a deadbeat douche."
Jess and I had bonded over her father's abandonment of her family. Basketball drew us into each other's orbits, but my experience helped me help her through one of the most difficult experiences a kid can go through: finding out that Dad never loved you as much as he said. I spent a sizable chunk of my senior year over at her house. I worked with her mom, Sara, to get Jess through that trauma, both by sharing my experience and trying to present a model of a good man to her, albeit one scarcely older.
I chucked her chin, a gesture I'd often made back then, and she giggled, then turned a touch melancholy. "Thanks, Gabe. I never really got to... I know I was kind of a brat at the end there. I'm sorry."
"You were going through a lot. It's okay."
"It's not." Another beaming smile. "But of course you'd say that. That's who you are."
An uncomfortable silence fell over us for a moment, then she rallied. "So, it's been three years. Bet I can kick your ass now."
"I bet you can, too, Ms. College Athlete! You're not gonna snooker me."
"Come on! One friendly game. I'll bet you an ice cream."
It had been our standard wager back in the day. "Okay, okay. I give. But you better be ready to buy."
Jessica fucking smoked me. Wasn't even close. I'd kept myself in good shape, but she'd focused on conditioning even when she was fifteen; now, she had incredible stamina. I had a height and reach advantage, but not nearly the one I had before, and her skills, physical strength, and agility had all blossomed. I gave it my best, but we were 9-4 within a few minutes. Jess looked back at me as she went up for the final shot, laughing as she did so; that's when things went wrong.
She landed badly, her right ankle rolling as she yelped with pain. I rushed to her side and knelt down. At a glance, it didn't look like she'd broken, but she was hissing a string of expletives through her teeth with tears in her eyes. "Let me see." She nodded once, then moved her hand away from the injury.
"It doesn't look terrible." I gently manipulated her foot, looking for signs of various injuries. She winced and whimpered occasionally, but that was all. "I think it's just a sprain. Can you try to put some weight on it?"
"Yeah- ngh! Okay." I stood and took her hand, pulling her to one foot and letting her brace herself against me. Jess daintily put her foot down, then put it flat; that amount of mobility was a promising sign. But when she tried to put weight on it, she cried out. I grabbed her, but she stabilized quickly and pushed against my arm, signaling me to let her try again. Tentatively, she stood on her own two feet, but not for long. After a few seconds, she clung to me once more, and I to her; she didn't stop me this time. "Fuck!"
"Hey, it's going to be okay. It's not broken, I don't think there's any ligament or tendon damage and--"
"Yeah, but it was so stupid! I shouldn't have--" She shook her head. "And I can't drive like this. I'm not going to be able to work the pedals. Mom's out of town, so I'm going to have to Uber it and--"
"I'll drive you."
Jess gave me a pained smile. "I don't want to ask you to do that. I'm sure you have plenty to do."
"You didn't ask, I offered. And I don't, actually; I don't have anything to do at all." I chuckled. "Plus, I owe you an ice cream. You made the shot."
She laughed, seeming to forget the pain for a moment. "Okay. Help me gimp my way over to my car and grab my stuff?"
Once we had everything she needed, I got her settled in the passenger seat of my car. In the small first aid kit I kept in my trunk, I found everything I'd need to treat a sprain, at least temporarily: an ace bandage, ibuprofen, and a disposable ice pack. Thus fortified, we went in search of the promised ice cream cones; chocolate mint for her, rocky road for me. We sat in the car and talked for a few minutes as we ate.
"How's college life?"
"Overall? Pretty good. Less partying than I expected. Pre-med's rough, but my grades are decent."
Jessica nodded. "I heard that you, ah, were seeing someone. Your sister said she broke up with you after Christmas?"
"Yeah. Wish I'd been more surprised, but I wasn't. She didn't even call me while we were apart; got together with her ex back home." I shrugged. "Shit happens."
"Bitch." I snorted, but she said, "No, I'm serious! What kind of an idiot..." Jess shook her head. "I'm sorry that happened."
"Thanks." I took another lick. "How about you? School going good?"
"Yeah! 3.8 GPA!"
"Fantastic! I'm proud of you." Jess beamed at that. "What about, uh, guys? I'm sure you get hit on all the time."
The beaming collapsed into blushed stammering. "Oh, uh, no. I mean, sometimes? But no. Studies. Basketball." She looked away. "Not really any time for dating."
"I'm sorry. I didn't mean to embarrass you."
"You didn't." A chuckle. "Well, a little. But not much. It's cool." She sighed and turned back to face me. "I just... I'm really sorry about how I acted the last time I saw you."
"Don't--"
"Please. You were so good to me. Just, like, way above and beyond what anyone would have expected, and I... I had a crush on you. Which, of course, you knew. You weren't blind." She smiled sympathetically; maybe that sympathy was for me, or maybe it was for the fifteen-year-old girl who'd had her world upended. Maybe both. "And it wasn't reciprocated, because--" Jess laughed. "Well, because that would be pretty illegal, for one thing. But I didn't deal well with it, and... I'm just... I'm sorry. Forgive me?"
I patted her hand. "There's nothing to forgive, Jess. It was..." A little chuckle. "It was flattering. Really. But you're right, there's no way it would have worked out, and..." I let the 'and' hang there. I had meant 'and you were still a kid.' But that's not what she heard.
Jess chuckled ruefully. "And you were with my mom."
The hacking and coughing as I choked on my own spit bought me time, at least. Jess watched me, waiting for a response; when none was forthcoming, she said, "She didn't tell me. I figured it out. That's why I was so mad. It wasn't... If it had only been that you weren't interested in me, I would still have been disappointed. But it felt like..."
She looked out the windshield, studiously away from me. "I had lost my dad to another woman when he ran off with that slut. I know that's not- it's not exactly what happened, but it's what it felt like. Then I had this guy that I really liked, and he cared for me and watched out for me and connected with me, and-- and suddenly he started coming around when I wasn't home. And Mom was happier. And... Well, it didn't take a genius to put it together."
I rasped out, "Shit," then cleared my throat and repeated, "Shit. I'm sorry, Jess. I thought we were being discreet."
Jessica laughed, her glance drifting back towards me. "At first, maybe. Mom... I confronted her about it later. I guess it went on for a few months?" I nodded. "I didn't figure it out until near the end."
"Is... ah... Is that why...?"
"She didn't want a repeat when you came home that next summer?" She shrugged. "Partially. But I think she'd also..." She turned towards me and smiled. "You gave her what she needed after Dad left. It was so hard for her to... She thought their marriage was rock solid, and then he just up and leaves her for this bimbo with tits out to here, and it really crushed her. Not that Mom's a narcissist, but she's always been pretty." Jess was not wrong; Sara was like a MILF version of Jess, and that was quite a sight to behold.
"So this handsome young man comes around, starts taking care of her daughter, fixes stuff around the house, and just generally fills in the gaps that her husband has left and..." She blushed quite fetchingly. "And, um, then she decides she wants him to... to..." Jess snickered, then guffawed. "Fill another gap?"
I joined her in a good, long laugh before she continued. "She needed that. To feel appreciated. Sexy, I guess. That's why I was able to get over... you know. All of the feelings I had about it. I had a crush on you, but I love my mom, and she didn't do it to hurt me. But when she realized she had done just that, and once she got some distance..."
I nodded. "I get it. I mean, I thought it was just that she was done with me. Bored with me, even."
"No, not bored, I don't think. But she wanted to take care of me, and she didn't want you fixating on her and... and I guess she was just being the responsible adult in the room. Eventually, anyways."
We sat there for a while, each using our melting ice cream as a reason to not talk. There had been a weird tension before that was suddenly lifted. A new weird tension had replaced it, admittedly, but that new one felt less oppressive. I had a ton of questions I couldn't imagine asking her, and I'm sure she had the same. But, finally, we ran out of ice cream, and it was time to head out.
Unsurprisingly, the conversation on the way to her house felt stilted. When we got there, I focused on what needed to be done, rather than on the herd of elephants in the room. I assessed her foot again and became certain she just had a fairly mild sprain. We agreed that if it hurt more in the morning, I would take her to the hospital.
But that led to another big question: what to do that night? It had been three years since I'd been in their house, but I remembered--quite fondly--that Sara's room was on the ground floor, while Jess's room was upstairs. She could limp up and down it, but it wouldn't be any fun, and a bad step could cause a tumble. More importantly, she needed to stay off of her ankle and keep it elevated. I finally bit the bullet.
"Do you have anyone that can stay with you tonight?"
"No." She looked off to one side for a moment. "Look, I shouldn't ask, but can you? I wouldn't ask, but... I dunno. I just don't want to be here alone, especially without a car."
"I, uh." I smiled at her. "Yeah. I can do that. No one's expecting me back at home. How about I go grab a change of clothes and some dinner for us? I can be back in like thirty minutes. Sound good?"
That winning smile came out again. "Thank you so much."
"You kick back on the couch and keep your leg elevated. I'll be back as soon as I can." A big hug from her caused me to stir once more, so I extricated myself as quickly as I could.
I would have been fine without the change of clothes; I had some spare clothes in my duffel. I could have ordered dinner in, too. The car trip was purely a ruse; I don't know if she knew, but she's a smart girl. She probably suspected. As I drove, I mused over everything I'd learned that day and tried to come to some conclusions.
First, Jess was fucking hot now. Look, I was a twenty-one year old guy. Of course that was my first takeaway. As importantly, though, she kept referring to her crush as being in the past, but she kept acting like it was still ongoing. But was that just a crush, or did she want something more? And if she did, did I?
Yes. Yes, absolutely. One hundred fucking percent. I had lost my virginity to her mom, and it was fantastic. Who could blame me for wanting to get with Jess, too? It wasn't about banging both daughter and mother--well, not mostly, anyways--but because they were both incredibly sexy, gorgeous women, just in different ways. I really did care about both of them, though, and I didn't want to cause any strife. Sara had been the responsible adult before. Did I need to be now?
And there was also the question of whether it was a smart idea even ignoring the mom/daughter issue. I'd almost certainly see Jess around campus, and while I liked her and cared about her, I didn't know if it was going to be any more than that. Plus, my mom still lived around town, Jessica and I had a bunch of shared friends... A whole host of reasons that gave me pause.
By the time I got back to her house, I resolved myself: I was going to be a good guy. She'd be coming to State soon, and if she wanted to do something, we could explore it then. I felt good. Smart. Mature.
That resolution lasted about ten seconds after I opened the door. Jess sat on the couch, hair loose and wet from a shower. She wore a nearly see-through white t-shirt with no bra and plain, tight cotton panties. She looked simultaneously like the most virginal, innocent thing I'd ever seen and a monument to raw female sexuality. Her bright, flirtatious smile completed the effect, collapsing that particular waveform and leaving me with a boner that could have cut glass. "Hey, Gabe. Got something for me to eat?" Fuuuuuck.
I managed to get out, "Uh. Ah. Um, Chinese food."
"Fantastic! Put it on the table and grab some plates; I'll get us set up."
She hummed as she got the food out of the bag, one knee up on a chair to keep her balance and take the weight off her bad ankle. When she leaned over the table, I could see her pussy outlined by the tight fabric. Jess caught me staring, and I jolted, faced front, and started really, really looking for the plates.
Jess's voice sounded apologetic, not angry. "Gabe, I'm sorry. I didn't mean to put on a show. Really. I wanted to shower the sweat off, but I didn't think to look for clothes before I got in. All I could find were a few things that had gotten left in the dryer."
"It's, ah, it's okay." I turned around with a big smile, hoping she didn't notice the enormous erection her display had inspired. "Here you go, plates and forks."
She noticed. Her eyes went wide, her face turned red, and with a frozen, slightly dreamy smile, she murmured, "Go ahead and sit down, and I'll serve."
I have never been more glad to put my ass in a chair. Of course, this created a new problem: her pebble-hard nipples stared me straight in the face as she bent over the table.. Now both of us were trying very hard and very unsuccessfully to not notice each other's arousal.
We ate in an embarrassed silence. No more than a dozen words passed between us the entire time. That silence didn't help matters at all; instead, it acted as a sort of feedback loop. We both tried to ignore our attraction, which made us focus on our attraction, which made us more aroused, which led us back to trying to ignore our attraction.
By the end of the meal, I had managed to get myself under control enough to clear the table without poking her eye out, but that was a temporary measure. By the look on her face, we were going to have to clear the air.
I waited until we sat on the couch, near but not touching each other. "Jess..."
She looked over at me and licked her lips. Fuckfuckfuck. "Jess, I just... Look, I know this is a little weird. I hadn't expected to run into you at the rec center, and..." I laughed and shook my head. "I hadn't expected you to be so... well, so beautiful." She opened her mouth to speak, but I continued. "And, well, I'm a guy. I'm going to respond, whether I choose to or not. I don't mean to embarrass you or--"



"I'm not embarrassed."
I took a deep breath and let it out slowly. "I know. I--"
"Gabe, do you care about me?"
"Yes! Yes, I do, but that's not--"
Jess bit her lip for a second, then nodded to herself. "If you hadn't gotten together with my mom, would you have still kept coming over to see me?" She held up her hand. "I don't mean, like, to 'see' me. Not in a romantic way; I know that wouldn't have happened. But checking up on me, making sure I was okay, all of the stuff you did before you and her... before there was a 'you and her?'"
"Absolutely. I know how awful it feels to be abandoned, and I was worried about you. After you told me to get lost, I still asked after you through my sister; it seemed like you were better by the time I got back from school the first summer break, so I didn't want to... I guess to remind you of bad times. And since your mom made it clear that she and I were done when I left for college..." I shrugged. "You were fine. She and I were done. So, I thought I should just gracefully bow out."
She mulled that over for quite some time. I was about to speak when Jessica quietly asked, "Was Mom your first?"
"W- Why?"
"Please? I just... please. I want to know." Her lips pressed into a thin, tight smile, anxious but not angry.
"... Yes. Yes, she was."
Another quick nod to herself. "I need to confess something to you." Jess closed her eyes. "I didn't show up at the rec center by accident today. I saw you there earlier this week, and I..." She swallowed, opened her eyes, and looked straight at me. "I'd always planned--hoped at least--that you'd end up here tonight."
"What?"
"I hadn't planned on my ankle--" Jessica chuckled ruefully. "--but I wanted to see you again. To apologize and... and maybe more." I almost thought she'd lost her nerve, but then she reached out and touched my hand. "Come closer? Please?" I did as she asked; the faint scent of her strawberry body wash strangely seemed almost as arousing as her scant attire.
"I have a crush on you. You know that; I can't hide it. And, if anything, it's grown since you left. It's grown even more since you got back. The crush... it wasn't me moping after some idea of you, but hearing from your sister and seeing you on the court and sitting to talk with you and..." She shook her head. "I'm babbling. I'm sorry, I'm nervous."
"It's okay, Jess. Just say what you want to say." I squeezed her hand, and she smiled gratefully.
"What I told you before about not dating, it's true. I didn't even go to prom. It wasn't because of my crush--not exactly--but because all the boys were... they were just that: boys. They were boring and self-centered and clumsy. And then, when some of my friends had their first times... It sounded miserable. Their boyfriends wanted to try all this stuff from porn, or they finished too soon, or..."
Her voice faded away for a moment. When it returned, it was filled with resolve. She watched my face closely as she spoke. "This week, I'm going to college. I've never been with a man. Barely kissed one. I want to know what it's like, and I want it to be with someone I love."
I tried to interrupt, but she pushed through. "I'm not saying I'm in love with you, but I do love you. And it's not puppy dog love, or a misplaced big brother thing, or some kind of weird daddy issues, or anything else. You were there for me when no one else besides Mom was, and you cared for me when you could have spent your time doing just about anything else.
"And then... and then Mom." She chuckled. "I doubt she would have kept you around if you were a dud. You've only gotten better since then, I'm sure. So what I had planned to do was this: meet you at the rec center, figure out a way to get you home, and seduce you. I want my first time to be with you, because I know you'll do everything you can to make it great for me. It's just who you are."
"Jess--"
"Don't make me beg, Gabe. Please." She stroked my cheek. "Please. I've thought about this. A lot. It doesn't have to be anything more than this if you don't want it to. I won't hold that against you, I promise. If it's tonight and never again, as long as we at least stay friends, I can live with that. But please. Make love to me. I want you to be my first, because that's about the closest thing to perfect I can imagine."
I looked into her eyes, so filled with fear and love and lust and hope. I might have been able to deny myself, to deny the attraction I felt for the little girl all grown up that sat beside me, for her beautiful body and sweet nature. But I couldn't deny her. Her breath caught as I leaned in.
Our first kiss went as first kisses should go: a hesitant dance of excitement and apprehension as my lips approached hers. A gentle brushing together, and a response in kind. A brief drawing apart, checking on each other, gauging intention and comfort. Shy, eager smiles. Then a full commitment to the moment, to what felt right between two people that deeply cared for each other.
She initiated the second kiss, the one that took us from friends exploring our feelings to lovers, at least in spirit. It was fumbling and sweet and eager, at least at first. But as the kiss deepened, as she moaned into my mouth and I took the opportunity to slip my tongue between her lips, as she responded in kind, we shed each of those adjectives. Fumbling became assertive. Sweet became hot. Eager shot straight past enthusiastic and into ardent.
I wanted to make this as good for her as I could, to be patient and gentle as I explored her body. She apparently didn't get the memo. Before I knew it, she pressed hard up against me, and her hand traced the outline of my stiff cock through my shorts. Her lips fell away from mine, and she gasped, "Oh, Jesus, Gabe. Oh, oh Jesus, I want--"
Another loud gasp as my hands did some exploring of their own, cupping her firm tits and squeezing. "Patient" wasn't going to happen. "Gentle" would be relative. She pulled away from me again, eyes locked on mine as she tugged at the hem of her shirt, pulling it up and over her head to release the most perfect breasts I'd ever seen from their confinement.
"Fuck!" A single, breathless word escaped my lips, woefully inadequate to express the beauty I beheld. I wasted no time with further pointless speech; my lips were required elsewhere. Jess moaned and whimpered when they latched onto one of her nipples, while one hand continued to squeeze and grope and gently pinch her other breast.
She held my head to her breast like a suckling child, but her other hand desperately reached for what she'd sought earlier. I shifted a bit, and we both got what we wanted: her fingers reaching inside the waistband of my shorts to wrap around my throbbing dick. "Oh Gabe, oh God. Please, Gabe-- oh!" She bit back the next word as I nipped at the hard pink pebble in my mouth, lost the syllables she meant to say in sensation. "P- Please! I w- want to see it!"
I let her nipple slip free from my lips and chuckled, "Soon," before redoubling my efforts. I had a hand free, and I knew exactly what I wanted to do with it. The fingertips trailed down her taut stomach, to the top of her too-tight panties. Jess gave another loud moan as she realized what was next, and her legs spread open to give me access.
My lips came loose once more as I raised my head to watch her. This was it; everything else had been two kids making out on the couch, maybe going just a bit beyond where they should have. But this... this was a man touching her in her most intimate place for the first time. She gave an almost imperceptible nod, and my fingers slid inside her panties.
I found smooth skin there. Shaved; recently, it felt like. "For me?"
Jessica nodded shyly. "I- I thought you might like it."
I kissed her sweet, plump lips. "I love it." Her happy smile froze into one of shock as my fingers slid lower and into the cleft between her legs, seeking out her clit. "Let me show you how much."
Jess shivered with delight. Her sweet, virgin pussy was wet. Not damp. Not moist. Dripping wet. I probed between her lips with one finger; she broke eye contact with me as her head rolled back, groaning with a previously unknown need. God, she was gorgeous. I decided then that I would spend every second of this weekend worshiping her body if she'd let me.
To that end, I knelt on the floor in front of her. She looked down, confused, a complaint on her lips as I stopped touching her. But then she saw where my hands had moved to, felt how they tugged at the waistband of her shorts. She had flushed from excitement, but now she positively blushed with embarrassment. "Gabe, are you sure? I--"
"Lift your hips." That was the only encouragement she required. And when the flimsy cotton fabric lay discarded on the floor, I saw between those strong, athletic thighs all the encouragement I required: the most beautiful, delicate pussy I'd ever seen, slick with my lover's juices and waiting for my tongue. It would not wait long.
My veneration began with slow, long licks along the sopping slit, gathering up all the nectar I could. I felt her fingers tangle in my hair and heard a softly sighed, "Oh, Gabe!" Before long, I needed more, needed to drink deeply of her. My stubble must have rubbed roughly on her thighs and labia, but if it bothered her, she didn't complain. Instead, soft sighs became loud exhortations as my tongue lashed at her lips, gluttonously feasting on her core.
And when I found the pearl nestled at the apex of her slit and took it into my mouth, licking and sucking it? My worship became our worship; she raised her voice further still, this time in praise, loudly calling "Gabe! Oh, god, Gabe! Feels- please- feels so- oh god!" She quaked and quivered. The fingers that had tangled in my hair yanked, trying to bring my mouth closer to her, trying to get more, more, more, as she cried out for release. "Gabe! Gabe! I- I- I- AhhhHHH!" She shook violently, losing her speech for just a moment, then finding it again with enough volume to almost rattle the windows.
Jessica's hands went slack on my head as she panted, "Wait- wait- please." I raised my head from between those strong thighs, looking up to see a beautiful mess of a woman: disheveled hair, breathless, and glassy-eyed. "So--" She shuddered with an aftershock. "So good, Gabe. It felt so good." Her left hand caressed my cheek, then rubbed at it, and she chuckled. "Need to get you a razor this weekend, though."
I kissed her thigh; Jess jumped and laughed. When my face came away from her legs, she cupped it with both hands, pulling me up for a deep, long kiss. She was unafraid of my taste on her lips; no, beyond that, she was hungry. Hungry for me? For her own juices? For what would come next? I didn't know. I don't know if she did. But we'd find out soon, together.
While our lips were otherwise engaged, Jess's fingers had begun to tug at my clothes. I awkwardly stood, still locked at the lips, and helped her hands along. As my shorts and underwear slid down, she finally broke away with a gasp, then a giggle; not exactly the reaction a guy is hoping for. I gave her a look, but she wasn't paying attention to my face anymore.
Another little giggle slipped from her lips; she finally realized how inappropriate that might seem and briefly glanced upward with an abashed expression. "Sorry. It's..." Her eyes fixed on the long, thick shaft only inches from her face. "I- I've never seen one before. In person. It's so different from what I expected." One hesitant finger reached out to touch it; I flexed just as she made contact, and she jumped back, laughing. "Asshole!"
I cupped her cheek and Jessica looked up at me once more, a happy grin on her face. "Forgive me?" She nodded and reached out again, touching the tip. Her fingers swirled over the precum that leaked from my slit, and I let out a short breath. She glanced up, concerned, but my smile told her everything was just fine.
Something new lay behind her eyes then, an understanding that almost all women eventually gain: the power that a woman has over a man that desires her. She'd had a taste of this, I'm sure; a girl as lovely as her had to know what it was like to have boys and men alike unable to keep their eyes off of her, that uncomfortable but enticing soft power. This was different, though. A man she loved stood before her, hard and waiting. She could turn me down, of course. She could let me do what I wished with her, too, abdicating that power. She did neither.
Instead, her new, wiser eyes fixed on mine as dexterous fingers slid to the base and encircled the shaft. She moved them up and down, stroking with almost painful slowness, watching my expression. Another hand joined the first, alternating between stroking and teasing the glans. "Does it feel good?" She knew it did. It wasn't really a question. It was an affirmation of her new, growing power.
"Yes- ah, Jesus, Jess. It feels great."
With a little chuckle, she said, "Then I hope this feels amazing." Jessica leaned forward, tongue flicking out at the slit, tasting me for the first time as I'd tasted her only minutes before. And, like my first taste of her, she found it was nowhere near enough. Her lips locked around my glans, sucking as I moaned her name; another chuckle at my reaction drew more moans.
She took as much as she could in; that wasn't very much, if I'm honest. I wouldn't have expected it, but then I hadn't expected any of this when I drove to the rec center that morning. When I placed a hand on her head, she paused for a moment, but then continued purring as I directed her with both gentle pressure and the escalating pleasure in my voice. "Oh, fuck, Jess. Oh fuck, right there. So- ah! God, baby, it's so good."
It had been a while since I'd been with anyone, and I knew I wouldn't last much longer. I wanted to; God, the way she looked up at me every so often as she sucked and licked and stroked felt like heaven. But my orgasm approached quickly, and I needed to warn her. "Jess, I'm gonna- fuck, baby, I'm gonna cum, you need to--!"
She didn't hesitate. Her hands sped up, the suction became more intense, and her head bobbed up and down along the shaft, working to take me a little deeper in each time. Jessica;s lack of experience was more than made up for by a wish to please and a willingness to learn. I rewarded that eagerness with a long, loud groan and pulse after pulse of cum in her mouth.
Jessica coughed and choked; enthusiasm was one thing, but experience is another. She looked up at me, saliva and spend dribbling from her lips and eyes tearing up. "I- *cough* Jesus, Gabe!" Another cough, then a laugh. "Trying to drown me?"
"I'm sorry! I didn't--"
She kissed the tip of my dick once more. "Don't. I'm a big girl. I wanted to know." Jess licked her lips experimentally. "I'm not sure what Gina was complaining about. The taste isn't bad, just different." She made a strange face and laughed. "Texture's weird, though."
I realized I was the only one of us still wearing any clothes. As she cleaned her face with her discarded shirt, mine came off over my head. She ran her hands over my six pack, humming approvingly. "God, Gabe. I feel like I'm dreaming. I can't believe you're here with me."
"Should I pinch you?"
She laughed again, that sweet, silvery sound I was growing to love more and more. "No. If it's a dream, I don't want to wake up."
I knelt down and scooped her up into my arms, like a groom carrying his bride across the threshold. Her arms wrapped around my neck. I said, "Well, just in case you are dreaming, I should probably take you to bed."
Her head nestled against my shoulder, and I felt a small nod, along with a tiny, "Yes. Please. I need you." Fuck, is there anything sexier a girl can say to a guy?
I carried her up the stairs and to her room. There had been so many changes since the last time I'd been inside it. Only a few traces of the girl I'd helped through her pain remained inside: Mr. Snuffles, her stuffed elephant; a poster of a boy band that was still borderline-acceptable at her age; and a small souvenir I'd brought her from my trip to New York. That felt somehow as important as her request; no matter how angry she'd been at our last parting, a gift from me still retained a place of prominence in her life.
Jessica saw where my gaze had rested and looked up at me. "I love you, Gabe. That didn't change just because I got my feelings hurt."
I kissed her softly as we crossed the floor to her bed, then laid her down on it. Long blonde hair fanned out across her pillow like a halo. Jessica opened her arms to me as I knelt between her legs; she looked like an angel, welcoming me into her embrace. My brow furrowed as reality elbowed its way in. "Ah, do you have any condoms?"
Jess shook her head. "I'm on the pill. Have been since I got my first period." Her teeth worried at her lower lip. "Are you... You're safe? Clean?" I nodded. "Then I don't want to use one. I... This is my first time. It's with someone I love, and I want to feel everything. Is that alright?"
I almost laughed. "Alright? It's perfect. I actually haven't, ah, done that before."
"Really?" The notion seemed to excite her.
"Yeah. Just..." I shrugged. "I guess I just never trusted a girl enough to take the chance." I edged forward, moving the head of my cock perilously close to her virgin entrance. "But I trust you. I--" It was true, and I needed to say it. "I love you, Jess. Like you love me, like... It's more than just caring about you. It's too early for anything else, but--"
One soft hand caressing my cheek broke my train of thought. "Oh, Gabe. That's--" A serene, beatific smile. "I get to be your first, too, in a way. I can't tell you how happy that makes me." The hand trailed down my chest, then stomach, to reach between us. She took me in hand and placed my glans at her labia, then said, "Please. Please, Gabe. I need to feel you inside me. I want you to be the one that takes my-- Oh!"
A nudge was all it took to interrupt her, just the gentlest pressure on her lips parting them. Her brow furrowed as mine had before, her expression a blend of desire, anticipation, worry, and reassurance. She wanted this, and she wanted to make sure, regardless of whatever else happened, that I could see that. God, how could I not love her?
I shifted further, finding the expected impediment. This was my first time with a virgin; another first, although she didn't need to know that. I wanted to make her feel at ease. I pushed forward slowly, stretching her open, trying to be gentle; all for naught, though. The thin piece of flesh gave way, and she cried out. Tears collected at the corner of her eyes, trickling down onto her pillow. Part of me hated myself for hurting her; but I also felt a primal, animal sort of pride at claiming her as mine.
Our motion ceased until she nodded, lips tight with a thin smile. Jessica gasped as I pushed forward once more, then moaned as she took me further and further inside. Her hands spread across my chest, and I stopped, but then she shook her head and moved them to my hips, pulling at me. "M- more. Please!"
Her halo twisted about, golden hair flying wildly across her pillow as I opened her up inch by inch. I had not quite bottomed out in her when she gasped, "H- How much more?"
"Almost there. You're doing- nnf- doing so good, Jess." Sweat beaded on my forehead and dripped onto her chest. I opened my mouth to speak again, but before I could, she pulled my hips hard, impaling herself fully on me with a cry both triumphant and mournful.
I lost my balance, falling forward with palms on either side of her head. She looked up at me, mouth opening and closing, finally stuttering, "Pl- Please. Please!" That spelled the end of my resolve.
Her body writhed under me as I withdrew from her for the first time, a quiet whine the only sound she made. I tried to be gentle; God knows I did. But she didn't. Couldn't. It was too new for her, too much and not enough all at once. As she had let me guide her head with my hand, I let her guide my hips with hers. But as a guide, she had only the simplest of directions: more, faster, and now.



I gave her what she wanted.
Moans of pleasure mixed with pained noises at first, but the latter soon disappeared. Once they did, Jess called out with the same sweet tones she had when my tongue had probed the places my cock did now. "Oh, Gabe! God, Gabe, God, I love you! It's so--! AH! So good! I- I- ah ah AH!" My lover's no longer virginal pussy clenched around me, and her body's motion shifted from writhing to thrashing as she came with a loud, keening wail.
I should have been more gentle, but the way this beautiful girl--no, woman now--responded to me spurred me on. If she had shown any sign of pain or distress, I'd like to think I could have stopped, but I can't say for certain. Regardless, my hips thrusted faster and faster, harder into her as I felt the tightening in my balls.
Jessica pulled me down on top of her and wrapped her legs around me; I was her first, but man and woman had joined like this since prehistory. I heard her moan and whimper and beg in my ear, felt my mate's breasts pressing against my chest, tasted the sweat on the skin of her neck. She gave herself to me, and I gave her everything I could in return, claiming her womb with my seed.
We lay together, panting, my body pinning hers to the mattress. Jess kissed me hungrily, happily, fervently, and I returned that fervent devotion. When she paused to draw a breath, I chuckled, "I thought you wanted me to be slow and gentle your first time?"
With a laugh, she nibbled on my bottom lip. "I thought I did, too! But I couldn't stop myself when you started, well, fucking me, and--" I began to stiffen inside her once more at her casual use of the word 'fuck,' and she tilted her hips almost unconsciously to show how welcome this return was. "-- Oh! Jesus, Gabe, are you ready again?"
By way of acknowledgment, I inched ever so slightly from her tightness, then back again, this time with the tenderness she had previously requested. "Are you?" She nodded vigorously. "I suppose I could try slow and gentle this time, if you--" Her lips found mine, her nails dug into my hips, and I failed once more to give her what she purportedly wanted. Failed a couple more times, actually.
We laid in each other's arms afterwards, talking about everything we'd missed in each other's lives in the past three years. We discussed her move to college--I, of course, volunteered to help--about our folks, about her major.
The only thing we danced around was the subject of "us." I had already come to a decision as to what I wanted "us" to be, but I didn't want to pressure her either way; I think she was in the same boat. Regardless, I knew what we were for at least this weekend, and I wanted to make the whole experience wonderful for her, so we stuck to surface topics.
Eventually, our voices grew quieter, and the pauses between sentences grew longer. She fell asleep first, but I wasn't far behind, spooning behind my lover with one arm holding her to my body. I kissed her hair and softly said, "I love you, Jess," before nodding off.
Upon waking in the middle of the night, I found myself disoriented. An unfamiliar bed, an unfamiliar room, and--most importantly--an unfamiliar body lying next to me. Then I remembered my Friday and smiled: the rec center, Jess, her revelation and request, my enthusiastic assent. She remembered too, apparently, from the way she ground against me and softly moaned.
I kissed her shoulder, and she sighed. "Jess?" No response; well, not from her, at least. I was responding, my growing hardness nestled between her tight cheeks. That left me with a quandary: I didn't want to take advantage of her, but I really, really wanted to take advantage of her. I kissed her neck again, and said louder, "Jess, baby." Still no response.
My hand had moved to her breast as we slept; I wondered if that had been the cause of her nighttime excitement. As I gently squeezed, she moaned louder, softly calling out, "Gabe..."
"I'm here, sweetheart."
Jessica turned her head towards me, and I raised up to look at her. Her drowsy smile and half-opened eyes matched the sleepy whisper. "I thought you were a dream." She opened her mouth as we kissed, tongue flicking across my lips. I felt her hips shift, pulling away from me, then her hand, tipping my cock down to rest between her thighs as she moved back again. I was already hard, but the feeling of her labia parting, sliding up and down the top of my shaft as she began to grind again, had me ready to break rocks.
When she moved her hand once more, rubbing the glans before placing it at her entrance, I let her take the lead. She winced slightly as I entered her this time, and I made to stop; she broke our kiss and whined "Nooo" when I did, then held onto my hip to stop me. "Want it. Want you." I nodded, kissed her neck, and steadily slid my full length inside. "Oh God! Oh, oh Gabe, I need you!"
This time, I gave her the tender, unhurried lovemaking that she'd first requested. Jessica languidly moved against me as she gave herself to me for the fourth time that night, luxuriating in the subtler sensations that our shared need had denied her previously. Her free hand roamed up and down my body, sometimes clutching at my flank, others reaching behind my head to tangle fingers in my hair as we kissed.
Her voice--when her lips were unoccupied--took on a less needful tone than in our first couplings. Instead, her words were sweet affirmations of affection, devotion, love. "I- ah, Gabe, I- I need you. Need- oh! Need this. Love you, God, I love you, please don't--" My lips silenced her for a moment, but only just. I needed to speak, too.
"I love you, Jessica. Not gonna leave again. I promise. I'm yours, for as long as you'll have me."
She choked out a single, happy syllable. "Yours!"
My teeth nipped at her neck. "Mine."
I don't know if it was my words, the love bite, or simple biology, but she shuddered as her hips gyrated faster. "Mine. All mine, Gabe! Show me!"
I slid a hand down Jessica's body, between her legs, and stroked her clit as my thrusts turned erratic. My lover cried out at the new sensation, her hand covering mine as she begged for release; we found it together, my seed spilling into her in pulses of heat as her exquisite pussy fluttered around me.
I held her close as she quivered with aftershocks, kissing her neck and shoulders in between heaving breaths. When I shifted, almost dislodging my softening cock from her, she whispered, "Stay." And so I did.
In the morning, I found that she had rolled away and lay face down next to me. Jessica snored loudly, which made me chuckle; it had been a big day for both of us. A quick glance at the clock showed it was almost ten. Ordinarily, I didn't let myself sleep that late, but I figured I could make an exception.
As I watched Jess sleep, I reflected on this strange turn of events. Never in a million years had I expected to wake up next to the girl I'd coached years before. I felt a sudden stab of guilt; eventually, we'd--I'd--have to talk to her mom about this. I wondered how Sara would respond. Would she think I was a creep? Give her blessing? Maybe even be jealous? I'd just have to cross that bridge when I got to it.
First, though, my stomach told me I needed to get my lazy ass out of bed. When I stood, Jess sleepily grumbled, "Five more minutes." I laughed and kissed her shoulder, startling her into wakefulness. "Gabe? Oh, shit!"
"Good morning to you, too."
With a bashful grin, she said, "I mean, ah, 'good morning.'" That dazzling smile returned. "Jesus. More than a good morning. Great morning." We kissed, just a quick, playful peck on the lips. "Why are you getting out of bed?"
"I thought I might cook my girlfriend some breakfast."
Her eyes lit up. It had been one thing to pledge ourselves to each other in the heat of passion and the middle of the night; but now I had affirmed that pledge in the bright sunlight of a new day. She pulled me down on top of her and left no question as to her own thoughts on the matter.
It was almost noon before we finally made our way out of the bed. Jessica groaned as she stood and shuffled gingerly towards her dresser.
"Your ankle still hurting?"
"Some." Jess turned her head to look at me with a wry grin. "But that's not why I'm having trouble walking."
I returned it. "So, I guess that means you don't want to shower together?"
She considered it for a moment, then shot me a wry grin. "Tempting, but probably not a good idea. You go shower first. I'm going to scrounge us up some food."
I made sure Jess got down the stairs safely and grabbed my duffel, then went to shower in the guest bathroom. As I cleaned myself, I considered what we'd do when we got to college: who to introduce her to first, what kinds of places she'd like to go, how to make sure we actually passed our courses given the heady new relationship energy that buzzed between us.
In my musings, I almost missed the door opening. Without looking back, I chuckled, "Decide to wash my back after all?"
"Not today." Oh fuck. Oh fuck, Sara! I wheeled around and almost slipped on the wet tile; I had planned to cover myself with my hands, but they went to the walls instead as I tried to balance. "Long time no see, Gabriel." Jessica's mom--my former and first lover--stood there, gorgeous as ever, arms folded and a stern look on her face.
"Ah, Sara, I--"
"Can it! Finish up, get dressed, and come out." She turned on her heel and stalked out of the room.
I showered as quickly as I could; making her wait wouldn't fix anything. I'd face the music, and Jess and I would just have to figure out where to go from there. We were all adults. I was confident we'd work it out.
That confidence took a hit somewhat when I walked into the kitchen. Both women sat at the kitchen table. Jessica furtively glanced up at me, looking more like the uncertain girl I'd first met years before than the self-assured young woman that I'd met at the rec center the day before. Sara sat next to her with the same expression and body language she'd confronted me with in the shower. "Sit." Her tone matched her manner.
I took a chair opposite them. Sara let us twist in the wind for a few moments, then said, "So. I come home from a trip early to help my daughter pack for college, and I find her well-fucked and you in my guest shower. Anyone want to explain that? Well?!" Jessica and I both spoke at the same time, our words overlapping into jumbled nonsense. "Stop!" She glared at me. "You first. I thought you were better than this, Gabe."
"Sara, I promise that I didn't mean for this to happen."
She scoffed and rolled her eyes. "Oh, please. You're a guy. You saw a pretty young innocent thing, and you wanted her. God, it must have been such a thrill for you; you got to bang me and then seduce my daughter." Leaning forward, enraged, Jessica's mother started to light into me. "Where do you get off--"
"Stop it! He didn't do anything wrong, Mom!" Sara's head snapped around to look at her daughter. The fire I'd seen in Jess the day before had returned. "He didn't seduce me. I seduced him!"
"Pumpkin, no. I know you like him and you were hurt when--"
"No, Mom! I did this! I learned he was at the rec center, I went there to see him, I asked him to bring me home, and I dressed like a slut! I wanted him to fuck me!" Sara's eyes went wide at this casual use of profanity from her 'pretty young innocent thing.' She started to speak, but Jess ran right over her. "Gabe tried to talk me out of it. He tried to resist. He did everything but pat me on the head and tell me to go away, but you know what? He also treated me like a goddamned adult!"
My girlfriend snarled, "And you know what else? It was great! Gabe is fucking amazing. He treated me like a princess, made me feel loved and cared for, and got me off so many times I thought my head was going to explode! I want more, and when we go to college, I'm going to be in his bed every damned night!" Sara's mouth hung open, and tears welled up in the corners of her eyes. "And another thing--"
"Jess." She looked at me. "Babe. That's enough." Her lips compressed into a thin, angry line, but she nodded once. I turned to her mom. "Sara, she's telling the truth. I didn't plan on any of this. But..." I sighed. "But the truth is, I care about Jessica, and..."
I chuckled without meaning to. "You're right. She is pretty. Beautiful. And I am just a guy. It's not that, though." Taking Jess's hand, I continued, "She's amazing. I mean, you know that. You've watched her grow up and know how great she is. And I want to find out everything I've missed out on by not getting to know her for the last three years."
Jessica smiled at me encouragingly, and I continued. "As to... well, to you and me, it was on my mind, yeah. But it was less a thrill and more a worry. I didn't--don't--want to hurt either of you. But I want to be with Jessica, and I'm sorry if that upsets you."
Sighing, I said, "Jess, I love you." Sara took in a quick, sharp breath. "I want this to work. I want to see where this goes, and I hope it goes a long way. But I don't want to get between you and your mom. I can't do that to you two. So we have got to sort this out first, okay?" She nodded, irritated but acquiescent.
Sara looked between the two of us, brow furrowed. She started to speak several times before regaining her composure. "Gabe, I need to talk to my daughter. Can you see yourself out?" Jessica looked like she was going to explode. "No, not... I just want to talk, Pumpkin. Just us. Please?" Her daughter slowly nodded, clearly not entirely convinced.
I pushed my chair away from the table and stood. "Jess. Call me, okay? We need to work out when I'll be helping you move into your dorm room." Sara started; good. She needed to understand that, while I didn't want to come between them, I still intended to be with her daughter.
Jessica picked up on the subtext. "Of course, sweetheart. I'll talk to you later."
I didn't hear from her until the next day, and it was a text instead of a call. Mom and I talked. All good. Going to spend time with her this week, but I'll call later.
Okay. Glad to hear it. I paused, then appended, I love you.
Her response was a string of hearts as long as my arm.
The next Friday, we drove in separate cars, stopping once on the four hour journey for gas. Jess and I kept it relatively platonic during that break, but Sara watched us with a strange expression on her face anyways. We hadn't had a chance to really talk about how things shook out there, but I'd have to let my curiosity wait a little longer.
Her dorm room was on the fourth floor, and the elevators were constantly busy. Once we were down to the smaller loads, I told Jess and Sara to spend a little more time together while I took the stairs for the last few. Jess's ankle was mostly better, but there was no need to aggravate it. Beyond that, I wanted to avoid being in the same room with Sara for too long until I had a better lay of the land.
That plan lasted right until I had dropped off the last load. Sara kissed Jess on the cheek and gave her a big hug, then turned to me and asked, "Will you walk me out?" Jess shot me an encouraging smile, but I still felt like a man going to the gallows as we headed for the stairs.
We didn't talk on the way there; I don't know if she was still deciding what to say or just letting me stew for a bit longer. Regardless, when we got there, she turned and looked up at me; the resemblance was quite remarkable. Her playful grin really highlighted it. "So. My daughter, huh?"
"Sara--"
She shook her head. "It's okay. I get it. Jess and I talked for a long time about... well, about a lot of things. You're never really ready for..." She wiped a tear from the corner of her eye. "For your little girl growing up. And with what her dad did... I just wanted to protect her. But I can't, can I?"
Sara brushed my cheek. "You can, though. I raised her right; I know that. And I know--even if I was pissed at the time--that you're a good guy. No, a good man. And so I can protect her by getting out of my own damned way."
I had not expected that at all, and the look of shock on my face brought a big laugh out of her. "Gabe..." She sighed. "I was pissed, yes. And, if I'm honest, a little jealous. It's bad enough when your friend wants to date your old flame, but your daughter? For God's sake, I'm amazed I didn't chase you out of the house with an axe. But I ended it with you for a reason: you were too young for me. Too immature. And, you know, I didn't want to rob the cradle." Sara rolled her eyes theatrically, laughing as she did. "Or at least not get caught doing it.
"But you're perfect for her. You are. So be perfect for her, okay? Or at least do the best you can. She's in love with you; you know that, right? Not just 'love' like a friend or an FWB, but really, really head over heels."
"I know."
"And you?"
I took a moment to weigh my words. "I think so. Or, at least, that's the way it's headed, and if I'm not there soon, I will be. But I don't want her to... I want to make sure she makes the right choice for herself, too, not just the one that keeps her with me because she's always had a crush on me. You know?"
Her sad smile surprised me. "I do. That's exactly what I meant; you'll protect her, since I can't be here to do it. But for what it's worth? I don't think that's what this is. She's in love with you because you're easy to fall in love with. I almost did."
"What?"
The sadness mostly disappeared, replaced with a look of... wisdom? Acceptance? It's strange to realize you're not as far along as a person as you'd like to believe. Whatever mix of emotions she displayed was one I could only guess at, because I'd not yet experienced them.
"Yeah. That was just another reason to end it, on top of a lot of other good ones. But I could see the man you were starting to become, that you're still becoming, and that guy? God. It's no wonder a girl could fall in love with him. I'd tell you not to break her heart, but you won't, will you? I don't think you have it in you. So instead, I'll say: make her happy. Okay?"
I nodded solemnly. "I promise." She kissed me on the cheek, then turned to open her door. "Sara..." My first love--although I'd never admitted it to anyone and never would--looked over her shoulder at me. "Are you? Happy, I mean?"
She broke out into a big, beaming grin. "I am. I really am. I'm seeing a great guy now, and I think he's going to pop the question. Hopefully, you'll get to meet him at Thanksgiving."
I held her door for her as she got in. "I can't wait." Then I closed it, waved goodbye to her departing car, and walked back to Jessica's dorm and to my future.
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I'm speeding down the freeway like a man possessed when she asks, "You have no idea who I am, do you?"
What a dumb question. Of course I do; Melissa Dussault is the head of research for the Geppetto Project. Geppetto's going to make PanOpti Consolidated's Penal Services Division a shit-ton of money, which means huge commissions for ya boy Chazz.
More importantly, though, she's my companion for the night, and we're headed for her apartment. The smoking hot blonde had been giving me the eye from the moment she saw me at the PanOpti Summit, our annual corporate gathering. That's not a surprise; ol' Chazz has always done well for himself. I got Daddy's good looks, Mama's charm, and the family's money to back it all up. I could have had any trim I wanted.
Missy--the ladies love pet names--hung on my every word from the moment we got to the restaurant, asking about my work, my family, my school, and my hobbies. Not having to do the dance where I pretended to give a shit about her hopes and dreams made for a nice change of pace. She's got a fantastic ass and great tits, too, barely squeezed into a little black dress. Maybe if she's a good fuck, I can keep her on the hook for when I travel out this way again.
I open my mouth to answer, but no sound comes. As my lips flap uselessly, Missy's demeanor changes from hot to cold in seconds. She's still giving me the eye, but it feels less like a bitch in heat than a snake watching its prey.
"Ah, good. I was worried I'd done something wrong. This is an experiment, after all." What? "Eyes on the road, Chuck." Chazz. It's Chazz. Why can't I correct her? My face turns away from her and towards the road, and my hands move to the classic two and ten position on the steering wheel. Why are they doing that? Why can't I control myself? "Oh, that's promising! Autonomous obedience this early on? Fantastic."
Out of the corner of my eye, I see her do something with her hands; the fashionable updo she wore comes apart, and blonde curls spill down her back. "That's better. Just follow the GPS directions and listen." Her malevolent chuckle sends a chill down my spine. "Of course, that's all you can do right now, isn't it? Listen."
Melissa stretches with a groan. In other circumstances, I would have turned towards her and watched as the muscles of her small frame tensed and released. I'd have told her how hot she was and how she'd be making more noises like that once we got back to her place. But right now I'm pissed and--although I'd never admit it out loud--scared. More importantly, I literally can't do anything besides drive and listen. I want to, but my body won't respond.
"You're kind of an idiot, so I'll assume you either weren't really listening or couldn't comprehend my lecture on Geppetto. I seem to have your attention now, though, and I'll break it down into small words so you can follow along." Bitch. I'll show her who the idiot is once I can move.
"Geppetto is an injectable nanobot--that means 'very small robot'--swarm which is intended, in its commercial form, to make prisons safer and improve recidivism rates. It effectively prevents the subject from harming others. Think of it like a drawbridge between the brain and the body that we lower or raise as they do things that we want to encourage or discourage. Subjects, for the most part, know how society expects them to act; as a result, their failure to do so can be regulated and, eventually, eliminated."
Another of those sinister laughs makes me want to shiver; I can't. "People get so hung up on words like 'brainwashing' and 'mind control.' As if throwing criminals in a box for years isn't trying to force them to change their minds, or having children recite the pledge of allegiance every day isn't an attempt to indoctrinate them. But you tell a funding committee 'I can rewire their brain,' and everyone throws a fit about free will, as if we're not all just machines made of meat."
Melissa pinches my cheek. "However, if you tell them that you can teach recidivists to be better without ever directly altering their brain? That you can make their bodies do what's right and that the mirror neurons will create a positive feedback loop? Ah, then they can't write checks fast enough. All those execs understand 'fake it til you make it' down to their very core; that's how they get their jobs, after all."
She leans forward just slightly so that I can see her better. "You know, you'd be prettier if you smiled." Fuck you bitch, I... Goddammit goddammit goddammit I can feel the muscles in my face shifting against my will like bugs under the skin. I try to fight it, but I can't. Before I know it, I'm wearing my very best salesman grin. "Ah, see? Doesn't that feel better? No one likes a grumpy gus." Smug, self-satisfied cunt.
"And then, of course, other divisions get involved, like clockwork." The bitch relaxes in her seat once more. "So now there are about a dozen different variants of Geppetto being tried out in the company." God, I wish she'd shut up. If I wanted to listen to feminazis rant and rave, I'd have paid more attention in college.
"There's Ajax for the military, Sissyphus for factory workers, Aphrodite for sex workers, and on and on. Each of them, ah, encourages different behavior. But my favorite? The one I snuck into your drink earlier? That's my own special project, Medusa.
"You see, Geppetto has one big flaw: the subject needs to have more than a vestigial sense of right and wrong for it to work. There are people that just don't: sociopaths, narcissists, frat boys from wealthy families... ah, but I'm repeating myself." Fuck you, cunt. Probably a dyke, too.
"For those, well, a little more hands-on attention is necessary. They require a handler most of the time. Someone who already knows right from wrong and can act as a guide." She pats my head like a dog. "Someone who'll teach you to be a good boy! Yes, I will!" I'm going to fucking murder her.
"Ah, here we are. Pull into that spot." Melissa unfastens her seatbelt and opens the door. "Come on, Chad! Come!" She fucking laughs as she exits, and my body can't help but follow. "Grab the bags from the trunk, too. Apartment 203. Chop chop!"
She's left me alone. I have some time to think. It's nanobots, so... what does that mean? Can I, like, cut open my arm and suck them out like a snakebite? But how would I? I can't do anything but what she tells me. Maybe I can blink in morse code? ... Nope.
While my brain is trying to come up with a solution, my body is following her directives, opening the trunk, grabbing the suitcases--wait, are these my suitcases?--and tromping up the stairs. This is getting worse and worse; it feels like something out of a Saw film, if Jigsaw was a psychotic man-hating bitch with a killer rack.
She opens the door after I knock, a broad grin plastered on her face. "Hey, good for you! You can read numbers into the hundreds place. Wasn't sure. Come in and put your bags in the spare room; you can unpack later. Then go get me some wine; glasses are in the cabinet next to the fridge." I turn to leave, but she says, "Oh! Wait, one thing first. Strip."
In any other situation, I would have been happy to comply. I mean, I would have stripped her first, but naked time is naked time. Except in this case, it was naked time with a crazy person I couldn't disobey. As my hands moved to open up the buttons on my shirt, she kicked her shoes off, then sat on the sofa to watch.
"It's humiliating, isn't it? Not having control of your body? Not being able to say no, no matter how much you want to? But still being able to see and feel and fear. It was awful for me, too. You know: when you and Brody and your other frat brothers raped me."
Oh shit.
"Does that even narrow it down? How many girls did you rape, anyways? How many did you give a drink with a little something extra in it? Something that was supposed to make them forget that you dragged them to the designated rape room in your frat house?"
Oh shit oh shit.
"How many have hazy, horrifying memories of you goddamned troglodytes treating them like a little fuckdoll, or making them airtight, or maybe running a train on them like you did me? How many got told the next day by the campus cops that it was your word--and your daddy's money--against theirs?"
Oh shit oh shit oh fuck!
My body kept doing what it was told during her revelation. I'd removed my shirt, shoes, belt, and pants. Now, I'm down to underwear and dress socks. My hands move to take the socks off first, but she laughs, "Stop. Leave them. Dick out, dickhead." There's not even a moment's hesitation from my traitorous body. I stand naked before her except for a pair of black dress socks.
Melissa laughs again. "You know what the funny thing is, Chud? That night, I was out to be wild and get laid. I'd finished my masters, was headed off for my doctorate, and I planned to let my hair down. Really let it down. I was completely DTF; hell, I might have even taken you and Brody on together if you'd asked nicely. Not your whole frat, but..." She shrugs. "We could have both had a great night.
"Instead, I got to wake up with night sweats for years, and go to counseling, and be constantly afraid whenever I was out at night by myself. I got blamed for getting raped by the cops. I had to power through my academic career without any time to recover, because, unlike you, I didn't have a trust fund to fall back on if I wanted to take a year off."
She shakes her head, visibly angry. "Even my dreams changed. Not just the ones at night, I mean, but what I wanted to do with my life. I had wanted to make the world a better place. Use my research to heal people. But now... Now, because of you, all I can focus on is protecting them." Her smile terrifies me. "And getting revenge."
Melissa chuckles, and the angry woman disappears for the moment. "Where's that wine, Chunk? A nice merlot, I think." My feet move without my direction. I'm turning my back on her; that scares me as much as anything. I know it's foolish; I'm pretty sure she could stab me in the chest and I couldn't stop her. But the primitive fear of allowing my enemy out of my sight has my heart hammering in my chest. I'm keenly aware of rustling noises and the sound of something heavy hitting the floor behind me, but I can't stop to look; all I can do is grow more and more afraid. That... and pour a glass of wine.
I start to turn back towards her, but she calls out, "Would you kindly grab the butcher's knife while you're there?" My blood turns to ice, but I can't ignore her request. Request? No. Command. Just because it's phrased like a request doesn't make it one.
The quiet shing of metal against wood as I draw the weapon out of its stand puts me further in mind of a horror movie. So does her cruel smirk once my body turns towards her again. She's relaxing on the couch, arms spread across the back and one leg crossed over the other. The rustling sound must have been her dress against the leather. I'd sigh with relief, but I can't even do that. And besides, I still have a knife in my hand, at her request.
My hand reaches out to give her the wine. The other lays dead at my side, carrying the blade in as safe a manner as I know how. I stand at attention, waiting for my next command. No, my body does, not me. I'm not waiting for the command, dammit, just my body is! She can't command me!
Melissa swirls the wine in her glass and takes a sip. "I bet you're so angry in there. It would be bad enough if a man were doing this to you, but a woman? And one that you'd wronged? Or maybe you're afraid instead?" She chuckled again. "No, I know: aroused. Of course, you can't show me, not unless I tell you to. And if I tell your body to be aroused? Well, then..."
Another laugh. "You'll stay hard as long as I tell you to. Until your dick falls off, anyways. Did you know that can happen? It's just like any other part of the body; it needs blood flow. If it doesn't get it, because, say, you can't lose an erection, it'll slowly die from lack of oxygen. And then not even my miracle nanobots will be able to get you hard again. Nothing will. Ever." Oh God. She's smiling wider than ever. "In fact, why don't you get hard right now?"
I can't look down, but I feel the swelling. I try to think of anything I can to make it go away: naked grandmas, freezing showers, inheritance taxes, anything! Nothing helps. Within a few moments, I'm as hard as I've ever been.
"Hand me the knife." I do as she asks. No! My body does! My body, not me! She taps the head of my dick with the point of the knife; not hard, but hard enough to feel it. I want to start, to jump, to run away. My body stands stock still.
"Do you have something you'd like to say?" I can suddenly nod, and I do, vigorously. "You may speak. Emote, too." My face is freed to show everything. My voice finally responds.
"Please! Please, I'm sorry, I'm sorry! It was wrong what we did to you! I've learned my lesson! I'll never do it again! Just let me go, and I'll--"
Melissa laughs. "Oh, you'll never do it again anyways. I'll make sure of that." Another tap, harder.
"Stop! Stop, you crazy bitch!" Fuck! Fuck! Why did I say that?
She laughs even harder. "Uh-huh. You seem totally reformed. Shut up. But feel free to keep showing me how you feel with your face; that part's fun." Another sip of her wine, another tap of the knife. "Yes, I probably am a crazy bitch, Chonk. Why do you think that is? Do you think that maybe, just maybe, you had a hand in that? That you're responsible for your own predicament?"
Her glass, empty now, goes on the side table. "True, I'm probably insane. But I'm not a completely heartless monster, Chazz." Oh no. Oh no, she used my name. Why is she using it now? "I'm turning your pain receptors off. You'd best look away." The last thing I catch out of the corner of my eye is Melissa changing her grip on the butcher's knife and raising the blade high. God, if you get me out of this, I promise that I'll spend the rest of my life being a good person. I'll donate to charity, I'll work at a battered women's shelter, I'll even stop arguing on the internet!
The blow never comes; instead, she laughs long and loud. "Oh, Chazz. You should see the look on your face. I'm not going to cut your dick off. Take a look." My head snaps around and down; oh, thank you God, thank you. Little Chazz is just fine. "Why would I take your dick away when I can just turn it off whenever I want? In fact..." Her brow knits for a moment, and li'l C falls limp. "See? I don't even have to say anything. Nanobots, Charlie. I've got them in my head, too. Wave of the future. Go ahead and sit, and I'll explain how this is going to go."
I move towards the couch. "On the floor, Charles. On the floor. Kneel, in fact." My body does as instructed, and she uncrosses her legs, giving me a brief view of her red panties. Melissa extends one athletic leg towards me. "Massage my feet." I- My body takes her foot with both hands and begins to apply pressure. "Mmm, not bad. You'll get better, I'm sure, but not a bad start.
"You see, this is the pity, Charles--that's your new name, by the way; you're going to go by Charles now, like a grown man should." She pauses to groan with pleasure. "Mmm, not bad at all. Like I said, this is the pity. You've got almost all the elements to be a worthwhile man, but you're just an absolute waste of skin instead. Worse, you're a menace. But I'm going to fix that."
Melissa picks up her glass and regards it with a frown. "Damn, I should have had you pour me another one. Ah, well. Anyways, your problem--the main one, anyways--is that you lack more than the merest bit of conscience. I doubt you'd murder your mother, but that's about as far as I'll go. Once I'm done with you, though?" Another one of those sinister smiles. "You're going to be everything a woman could want. A real prince instead of a frog in prince's clothing. Don't forget my calves; heels are really murder."
My hands move to her calf, rubbing and massaging. In any other setting, I'd be turned on as hell; even considering the circumstances, part of me still wants to fuck her, even if my dick isn't responding anymore. She's crazy, but crazy's hot if it's not a real danger, and it doesn't sound like she's going to hurt me. She groans again as my calloused fingers work at her muscles. "Goddamn. Keep it up, Charles."
I lean in closer to her so that I can better work the muscles, and she pats my head. "When we're here, alone, you're going to call me Mistress." The fuck? No, I goddamn well am not! "If you understand, say 'Yes, Mistress.'"
"Yes, Mistress." MOTHERFUCK!
"Good boy! Such an obedient pup." She chuckles. "Well, not really. But you seem like one, and that's good enough for now. We'll get you there eventually, and you'll thank me for it. Do you believe me?"
"No, Mistress." Fuck, at least I'm able to say one thing I mean.
She shrugs. "Like I said, you will eventually. Even if it takes years." Years? "Yes, years." She can read my mind? "No, I can't read your mind, but you're a pretty simple sort, Charles. It amazes me that you've managed to do as well in sales as you have." Fuck you!
"Yes, yes, fuck me. You're such a huge talent that your manager couldn't wait to get you out of his department. Officially, you're now a liaison to my department. Unofficially? You're whatever the fuck I say you are."
She settled back in. "Do you know why I call it Medusa? You know, other than the fact that I can paralyze you at will?"
"No, Mistress."
"The god Neptune raped her, and he did it in the temple of Minerva. But who got punished? Medusa. Minerva cursed her and turned her into a monster. Later, a 'hero' named Perseus slew her and took her power for his own, at the behest of a king; the gods sided against her here, too, and helped Perseus slay Medusa.
"That's the pattern in mythology: a woman is wronged, then she's punished, becomes a monster, and is treated as the villain. Sometimes she's granted power, but it's always presented as an evil thing unless it's later co-opted by a man. Eve, Pasiphaë, Morgana, Medusa; the list goes on and on. That's the path you started me down.
"But Medusa isn't a villain. She didn't seek out people to harm them; the statues in her garden were 'heroes' that tried to slay her. I'm not a villain, either, although I'm sure you think I am. And there's no Perseus that's going to slay me, no Hermes or Hades or Hephaestus to get you out of this jam.
"I might be a monster, but I'm one you made. And I'm going to use the power you forced on me to fix you and all the other assholes who think they can get away with tormenting women because they're rich and powerful. You think you're an alpha male. But guess what? You're just my alpha test."
I feel my dick starting to harden again, and she laughs once more. "That's the first part of the test, the most important one: silent communication between the master nanobots in my body and the slave ones in yours. Does it feel nice, having your penis back for a little while? Feeling like a real man? Heh. Let's try this instead."
I don't breathe. I mean, I can breathe; nothing's changed physically, and I really, really want to. But my lungs aren't responding. All of my other muscles are working but the... fuck, what's the name? The muscle, the one named after the birth control thing. It's not working! But my hands never stop massaging her legs.



Then, as quickly as it started, it's over. My body takes in a huge lungful of air, then more as it tries to make up for lost time. Melissa smiles coldly. "I could have done that to your heart instead. I have absolute control over your body without saying a word. If I thought hard enough about you taking that butcher's knife and lopping off your own dick? You would."
She pats me on the head. "But I won't. Like I said, I may be a monster, but I'm not a villain. If this was just about revenge, I would have shot you years ago and gotten away with it. This is about teaching you. About teaching you, and then..." Her smile turned knowing and mischievous. "Well, you don't need to worry about that. You just need to learn how to behave like a decent human being for now. That, and learn happy obedience to me." Bitch. Bitch! Fucking goddamned femdom agitprop slut bitch!
"Move your hands up a bit." She groans as my fingers massage her quads. "So that's one of the improvements in Medusa over Geppetto. I'll still give you voice commands, because it's just fun to watch my puppy obey, but I don't have to.
"The other big upgrade is--mmmm, Goddamn, you missed your calling, Charles--the supplementary AI. Like I said, you don't have enough of a conscience to self-govern when I'm not around. You'll probably try to do something stupid like talk to a woman at the gym that's clearly trying to ignore you.
"So Euryale--that's the name of the AI--will keep you on the straight and narrow when I'm not around. It's pretty rudimentary and not very bright, but that's okay; neither are you. It probably won't kill you for trying something dumb, but you never know. Like I said, alpha test. Consider it an extra incentive to learn your place."
Melissa stretches and groans like she did in the car. "Speaking of your place--and incentives, for that matter-- why don't you lie on the ground? Face up, please." My body does as she asks. Wait, she's standing too, and unzipping her skirt. Wait, am I going to get to fuck her? I mean, that doesn't make up for everything else, but-- "No, you don't get to fuck me, Charles." A strangely seductive grin. "Not yet, at least. You have to earn that. Or, alternately, I have to get bored, shut down all of your senses and use you like a meat dildo. Either or."
I have to watch, silent and still, as she removes her clothes, folds them, and places them on the couch. Fuck, she's hot; her tits and ass look as good as I'd hoped, back before I knew she was a fucking mad scientist. That's the thing I hate most about this; well, not most, but you know what I mean. The part that makes me really frustrated at the moment. I could have had a lot of fun with that tight bod. Shit, if she wasn't so uptight about what happened years ago, I'd have made sure she'd had fun, too.
Then she straddles my head and kneels down. "Lick." I guess she's going to make sure she has fun anyways. Or... or I am. My body is. It doesn't hesitate; my tongue flicks along the engorged pussy lips, tasting her juices. Fuck, I'd probably do this anyways. Maybe it's not the most alpha thing ever, but I like the way pussy tastes, and hers is amazing.
I can move a little, but not much. My head and neck, my tongue, lips, and eyes. I look up at her, and she's clearly enjoying herself. I mean, her moans are telling me that, but she's got a look on her face that's somehow sexy and terrifying at the same time. She's watching me as I watch her, and for the first time, I know what power, real power looks like in the face of someone who has absolute control over me. Over my body, I mean.
"Mmmm, Charles, fuck. Use your fingers, too." She closes her eyes, luxuriating in the feeling as she rides my face. My tongue focuses on her clit as I probe with one finger, then a second into her tight, hot cunt. This is doing my head in; it's my technique, the old Chazz special, but I'm not doing it. Or I am. My body is, but I have to be doing it, too, right? Fuck, fuck, why did I ever ask her out?
When the fingers of my left hand tickle at her anus, though, I feel a searing pain in my wrist and forearm, like the worst charlie horse I've ever had. She hisses, "No! Not for you. Not unless I say. You're going to learn consent, and we'll do it the hard way if we have to."
I cry out, "Yes, Mistress! I'm sorry, Mistress!" I do; not just my body. Anything to make the pain go away. She scowls and nods, and it does.
"Back to it, slave." I am. She hadn't called me that before, but I am. I can scheme and plot and rail against her in my head all I want, but my body does exactly what she says. My now pain-free hand moves to grip her thigh so that I can guide Melissa's movements; she quirks up an eyebrow, but says nothing. When I'm able to use that minor, temporary leverage to bring her to her first orgasm, then to her second as she's still bucking and screaming through the first, she moans out, "Good- ah- good boy. Good pup."
I feel pride. I feel shame at that pride. I hate her, but I hate myself almost as much.
Melissa moves off of me, my tongue still trying to lap at her, my body unable to move. She taps my rock hard dick with one trimmed nail. "Do you want to come, doggy?" More shame as I nod. "I bet you do." Anger mixes in, and it shows on my face. She's let me keep that small bit of control, but as she laughs, I realize it's for her amusement instead of my comfort.
My right arm goes numb, but I can feel its movement through the connecting muscles, through my delts and traps and pecs. I see her concentrating again, her forehead wrinkling, contrasting with the crazy smile on her lips. And then I gasp as I feel my own deadened hand wrap around my cock and start to stroke.
"You're so desperate, pup. And I feel like you should have SOMEthing. Not me, of course. Not my body. It will be a while before you have that, and only if you keep obeying without complaint. But what good is the stick without a little carrot?" She chuckles, and my numb fingers squeeze painfully tight for a moment. "Or eggplant, as it were."
It's a strange feeling, familiar and... alien, I guess, all at once. Hey, ol' Charles doesn't use his hand often, but sometimes the ladies like a good facial when I'm done with them. Or, well, I guess I do, anyways. They don't seem to mind, though. I think.
Fuck, it feels like the best handjob I've ever had, especially when she makes me stretch out my palm and spits in it, then has me go back to work. "Keep it up, pup. Euryale tells me you're soooo close. It feels good, doesn't it? Tell me you want it."
I hate myself. "Yes, Mistress! Please! I want it!"
A little laugh from her. "I know." My dick wilts. No. No! Even as it shrinks, though, I feel it pulsing, feel the spurts of warmth leaving it. No orgasm, though, no fireworks. Just my body making another fluid; it doesn't feel any better or worse than a good piss. Except that's not true. It feels so, so much worse. The need is still there, that horrible itch when you get so close, but I can't do anything about it. I was so close! I've been good! I did what she wanted!
"That's the best you're going to get for now, Charles. Did you know that a man can have an ejaculation without an orgasm? Isn't that interesting?" She grinned that snake grin again. "Now clean up your mess."
I start to stand, looking around for a towel or something else to clean myself up with, when she laughs again. "I said clean it up, Charles. Lick your hand clean." Melissa laughs even harder as my face goes slack, then shocked, then angry, my lips flapping away but failing to make words. She almost doubles over with laughter as the taste of my own cum makes my lips curl with disgust and my eyes plead. But before long, no trace of my orgasm remains on my fingers.
"Now don't pout." My expressions are suddenly not mine again. "In fact, smile!" I do. "This is going so well. Why, I'll bet that within a few months, you'll be happy to do whatever I ask of you." I hate myself again; I don't want to believe she's right, but I'm so afraid that she is. My body does everything she wants it to, and she even got me--not my body, me!--to beg for an orgasm that she didn't even give me.
Melissa gives me a look that's almost apologetic. Almost, but not really. "Now Charles, I know this isn't what you expected tonight. These changes... They're going to be hard. But by the end, I know you'll agree with me that they were for the best. You will be your best.
"I may be cruel at times, and I won't pretend that some of that isn't... well, that it's not me getting a bit of revenge. I doubt you can honestly blame me. But when I'm done, you'll understand. You and all your kind will." She pats me on the head like a goddamned dog again. "Now, why don't you gather up your clothes, unpack in the spare bedroom, and get a good night's sleep? We've got a big day ahead of us tomorrow."
My body moves, and I don't even try to stop it this time. For once, she's speaking sense, at least about getting rest. She's got the upper hand for now, but the bitch sucker-punched me. Fuck her! No! No, this cunt is not going to fuck with ya boy Chazz and get away with it. As I close my eyes, just before I drift off, I think, "I am going to nail this slut to the wall. No way Dr. Frankentits is going to turn me into her slave."
Fourteen months later
"Mistress..."
Melissa touches my cheek softly. "Charles, I told you, you don't have to call me that anymore."
I hang my head for a moment. She's right. She's always right, of course. As she said, 'Words inscribed on the heart and in the mind don't need to be spoken.' Of course she's my Mistress. I don't need to say it anymore. It's as much a fact as gravity or the fundamental flaws of late-stage capitalism.
"Missy--" She smiles at the pet name she's allowed me to give her. God, what a wonderful woman. "--I'm not questioning your goals; you know that. I just worry... Well, Medusa's still in alpha. I just worry that--"
She laughs long and loud. A lesser man might find it condescending, but Mistress has made me a greater man than I'd ever dreamed possible. I know her tone doesn't ring of condescension; she's simply a superior being, and that she deigns to explain things to me is a blessing I don't deserve.
"Oh, Charlie. Let me ask you: when was the last time that Euryale--or I, for that matter--had to use Medusa to correct you? Do you even know?"
I frown, trying to think back. I know it's been a while. Melissa watches me with wry amusement for a few moments before answering the question she'd posed. "Six months. It's been nearly six months since you last tried to rebel in even the slightest way."
She doesn't know. She doesn't know about the little monster I keep locked in my head, the tiny voice so distant and muted I could rarely hear it at all. The thing that had run my body when I'd- when I'd... the notion brings tears to my eyes. She must know! It's vital! I need to confess about my awful secret. "Melissa, I need to tell you--"
Mistress puts a finger to my lips and kisses my forehead. "I know. I know, Charles. The old you is still in there. He'll always be there. But he has no power now. He never will again, will he?" The thing rattles its bars and howls; I barely notice. "We could have done this months ago, pet. But I wanted to give you a little more time to adjust." I smiled up at her. Melissa has always been so kind to me; not so much to Chazz, but Chazz was a monster. One mustn't be kind to monsters.
The doorbell rings, and Melissa's eyes flash. "Ready or not, here he comes. Go let Brody in, pet. It's time to start my beta test." She shivers with anticipation. "Mmmm, I've always wanted to make two straight boys fuck each other. But I don't have to make you do it, do I?"
Chazz screams for all he's worth. I can just hear the tiny, 'You fucking bitch!' But then it fades away, and I smile at the object of my eternal devotion. "No, my love. I'll do anything for you. Anything at all." My cock stiffens at the notion of fulfilling Mistress's every fantasy. After all she's done for me, how could I not want that?
—----------------------------------------
Huge, HUGE thanks to MediocreAuthor for her assistance on this one. In addition to her excellent taste in self-deprecating account names, she's one of the best in the Nonconsent and Mind Control categories; without her, this story would be much worse.
M was much closer to an editor than anything else on this particular ride. Anything bad about it, shout at me. Anything good? Thank her. Hell, even the use of first person present tense instead of my usual first person past was her suggestion! Especially thank her for begging me to not make it "ya boi Chazz" instead of "ya boy," even if she was the one that first suggested the possibility.
If you're interested in more sweet, sweet torment from a fantastical tormentor/liberator with a taste for crushing men under her feet (or... other things) check out M's amazing Eldritch Pact. I don't want to spoil the surprise past that. Just go check it out.
As usual, thanks to seraph_nocturne as well for beta reading and moral support. And to the folks following me over from First and Last, I'm really, really sorry. I'm not usually like this!
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My wife should have died that day.
No, wait, hang on.
If there's one thing I've learned from this whole ordeal, it's that some jackass on the internet will take anything I write in the absolute worst possible way.
When I say "should," I'm not wishing that she died; I mean that it's amazing that she didn't. But if I'm being completely honest? My life would probably have been a lot easier if she had. That's another thing I've learned: if people are going to quote you out of context and twist your words, you might as well just say what you mean anyways. So, yeah. The fact that she survived the shooting meant I got a lot of shit that I shouldn't.
The shooting itself should have just been a blip. Or, I suppose, it shouldn't have. Every shooting, big or small, should be driving our public officials to fucking do something useful. But in terms of the nuthouse that we live in these days? It "should" have been a blip.
I'm not going to name the shooter; fuck that guy. His name should have died with him. We'd all be better off if we didn't give psychos like that the press they want. Of course, our society and our media, whether that's mainstream, citizen, or social media, won't do that on any level that matters. There's no rep to be made in forbearance.
Similarly, I'm not going to say why he did it. He could have been an incel, a white supremacist, a religious extremist, a nutcase, or a jilted lover. Doesn't matter. Regardless of which flavor of asshole he was, six people died and nine went to the hospital. A two-year-old will never know her mom. A father had to watch his son die. A couple dozen people--more, probably--will have nightmares for the rest of their lives. No. Fuck his agenda. Whatever idiot excuse drove him to shoot up a restaurant, the only lasting impact was on the lives of the people left behind.
People like me and my wife.
But, as I said, there should have been nothing noteworthy enough for the shooting to be more than a blip in today's culture of soundbites and doomscrolling. Oh, people looked, and they eventually found something that would propel this particular shooting into the public consciousness, but there was no immediately obvious hook for clout chasers and talking head vultures to hang their hats on.
The culture warriors found no purchase from either the left or right. The death toll stayed in the mid-single digits, so it lacked the ghoulish statistical heft that made for easy ratings. One child died, and another two would suffer from injuries for the rest of their lives, but the victims overall were adults, so that angle was out, too. Take all that away, and why should some jackass shooting up a Chipotle with an SU-16 matter to the jaded, overstimulated American people?
Why? Because someone found a personal angle, and that angle turned out to be the destruction of my marriage and everything that led up to it.
The day of the shooting, I found myself stuck in an interminable scrum stand-up, a sort of daily check-in on software development projects. Stand-ups should take no more than fifteen minutes. This one had just ticked over into its second hour as the project manager, product manager, and director of development argued over stupid, trivial shit.
Ray, one of my buddies, watched his phone while the three of them measured their dicks. Hell, half of us spent the time surreptitiously scrolling through social media feeds or watching videos with the sound off, but Ray hadn't bothered even with that level of obfuscation. He just had his phone out on the surface of the table, popping between apps and laughing at articles. Or he did, right until he elbowed me in the ribs.
"Bill!" he hissed. "Bill!"
Tearing myself away from the teaser trailer for Bloodstomp 4: The Stompening, I whispered, "What?!"
"There was a shooting downtown."
I shrugged, palms up. "Okay, and?"
He flashed his screen at me. "Is that Traci?"
His Twitter feed--I refuse to call it X--showed a video of a woman and a man, standing just inside a police cordon, locked in a passionate embrace. The guy, a big muscular dude that looked vaguely familiar, had his tongue down the smoking hot blonde woman's throat. She molded herself to him; this wasn't the V-J day photo of the sailor kissing the nurse as she struggled to free herself from a stranger's grasp. No, the blonde kissed him back as if she had done it dozens of times before.
Suddenly, though, she stiffened and pushed him off. The woman looked around with an embarrassed, uncomfortable expression as she staggered away from him, but I had no doubt: my wife of four years was cheating on me. Maybe it had gone no further than making out; that's all I had proof of. But her body language, and his, told me more had occurred.
The video, just a short clip, repeated from the beginning. This time, I saw the backdrop of the kiss, a strip mall storefront with blown out windows. Cops streamed in and out, bystanders looked off into the distance with haunted stares, and my wife sucked face with her paramour.
"Send me the link."
As Ray poked at the screen, he muttered, "Shit man, I'm sorry."
I nodded to him and stood. All eyes turned to me. In a few of them, I saw something I'd see often in my future: the pity that people, especially men, have for a cuckold. The managerial circlejerk stopped their bickering, but I didn't care. I just mumbled, "Emergency. I have to go." Even as the door closed, I heard hushed voices saying words like "shooting," "wife," "affair," and "poor bastard."
I didn't know the precise location of the strip mall, but it was easy enough to find all the pertinent information as I made my way out of the office, to the elevator, and into the parking garage. Traci hadn't called, nor had the police. I doubted they would, since she appeared uninjured. From the radio, I learned more details, or at least as much as the local public broadcasting affiliate would commit to.
I was angry at what that video showed me, but that wasn't why I found myself shaking like a leaf as I drove. God, my wife had almost died! I was pissed, yeah. Hell, my marriage looked to be headed over the cliffs. But I still loved Traci. I had loved her for six years. Even if it turned out that she had cheated on me--actually fucked the guy, not just whatever that kiss was all about--I couldn't imagine hating her so much that I wanted to see her dead.
The GPS on my phone guided me to the strip mall, but by the time I was within a mile, I no longer needed it. There were enough cop cars, news vans, helicopters overhead, and curious onlookers that I couldn't miss it. After parking several blocks away, I fought my way through the crowds to the barricades.
The cop manning that particular stretch yelled at me to step away, even as I yelled back that my wife was inside. I could see Traci sitting on the bumper of an ambulance with a blanket wrapped around her shoulders. She stared into the middle distance, fingers wrapped around a paper cup. After I shouted her name over the cop's shoulder for the dozenth time, she finally looked over at me.
My wife stood up and ran to me, the blanket and cup discarded on the ground in her wake, then launched herself over the barricade and into my arms. The cop, who had probably been about five seconds from tasing me, grudgingly directed his attention elsewhere. I couldn't have cared less; my wife clung to me like a child, sobbing incoherently.
That's when I spotted the asshole. He had been talking to the cops, but when Traci bolted towards me, he followed in her wake until it became clear where she was headed. Or rather, to whom she was headed.
The fucker looked like he belonged in a goddamned superhero movie or on a magazine cover, one of the Marvel Chrises in the flesh. He slowed to a walk, then stopped as I glared at him. He glared back, then smirked gleefully, then changed his expression to a broad grin as he walked back towards the cops. I worried that I hadn't seen the last of him, but one crisis at a time.
A paramedic, apparently realizing he'd misplaced his patient, made his way over to Traci and me a few moments later. "Ma'am." He tried to get her attention, but she clutched me tighter. "Ma'am. Ma'am! Ma'am, I need to take you to the hospital."
Traci shouted, "No!" the first intelligible thing I'd heard her say since I arrived.
The beleaguered EMT looked pleadingly at me. "Sir, it's protocol. I need to take her to the hospital."
Traci hugged me hard enough to hurt, shaking her head against my chest. I said, "Was she injured?"
"Not as far as I can tell, but--"
She snarled, "I'm fine. Fine!"
"Ma'am, we need to monitor you. You're in shock, and--"
"No shit, asshole! I almost died!"
"Yes ma'am, and I'm sorry, but--"
My wife looked up at me, her blue eyes bloodshot and rimmed with red, and begged. "Please, Bill. Please, I just want to go home. I need to be with you. Please, Bill, please!"
"Sir--"
I stopped him. "Look, I get that you're doing your job. But she's clearly traumatized; do you really want to add to that?"
"No, but--"
"Tell me what to watch out for; that's all they'd do at the hospital anyways, right? Keep her for observation?"
He could tell this was an argument he wasn't going to win. Should I have sided with him? Probably, but Traci seemed so scared and vulnerable, and I couldn't see that sending her away with a stranger would make that any better. The paramedic looked at the two of us and gave up. He had a couple of forms to sign and gave me a quick rundown of what to watch out for. The police had already questioned her, and once they got my contact info as well, the two of us were free to leave.
We had to shoulder our way past a camera crew from a local network affiliate with an angry "no comment," but eventually we got back to the car. I helped her inside, then got in and guided us toward our home. "Our home." Even then, I wondered how much longer that would be true.
We didn't talk in the car. She just stared out the window at the passing skyline; when we hit a pothole with a loud thump, she jumped and screamed. Once home, I got her inside and into a warm shower; she had no significant injuries but did receive a few abrasions and a couple of little cuts. The paramedic had treated them, but her clothes were filthy, and I wanted to avoid any chance of infection. Beyond that, she needed comfort; a warm bath might have been better, but I didn't want to take the chance she'd fall asleep in it.
As I helped Traci undress, her matching bra-and-panty combo set off a new round of warning bells in my head. Unless she planned to do something--or someone--special, she pretty much always just grabbed whatever was at the front of her underwear drawer. Maybe the matching combo had occurred by random chance, but I doubted it. I frowned but refrained from comment; adding another piece of evidence to the pile didn't change the fact that she was too numb from shock to hold a coherent conversation about where, why, and with whom she'd been.
That doesn't mean I didn't stew about it. I did as the EMT recommended, keeping her away from the news and her phone, talking gently and softly with her, making her feel as comfortable as possible. But always in the back of my mind was the thought, 'She's fucked someone else. She's cheating on you. Why the hell are you doing this for her?'
The answering voice shamed me with its simple answer: she was a human being in pain. Yes, she was my wife, too, but I would have treated a random stranger like this, much less someone I loved. There'd have to be a reckoning, but if she had fucked the guy, she wouldn't have fucked him any less in a day or two. It could wait. I might or might not have lost my wife to another man. I wasn't going to lose my basic humanity, too.
That night, I slept uneasily next to her. Even without the video and its implications to think about, I would have slept poorly; Traci woke up screaming more than once, and I had to cuddle her back to sleep, shushing her and saying loving words I was no longer sure I wholly felt. She had almost certainly lied to me; I could do the same. In both cases, though, she was the beneficiary of those lies.
In between one of the late-night screaming fits, I researched divorce laws in our state. I didn't want to jump straight there, but I did want to be prepared. We had no kids; we rented an apartment; we'd only been married for four years; our finances had never entirely merged. The divorce could go as quickly and easily as we chose.
If we had gotten to choose, that is, to choose without the world watching like a pack of jackals waiting for the next juicy morsel to feast on.
The text messages were my first warning that things wouldn't go smoothly. Ray was far from the only person to see that video and share it with me. The pings started before I reached the barricades back at the crime scene, and they didn't let up until I shut my phone off on the way home. With everything else going on, I forgot to power it back up until the next morning, when I found literally hundreds of messages on it.
Not just texts, either. Facebook Messenger, Twitter, Discord, Slack, Teams, literally every communications channel that allowed one person to send a message to another person had copies of that damned video waiting for me. I got to relive one of the worst moments of my life over and over and over as "concerned" people from my past reached out to let me know my wife had probably fucked another guy.
Most of the messages were of the "stay strong, brother" sort. A handful were, "I'll help you take the bitch out to the desert;" those guys--they were all guys--got blocked. Some, especially those from her family and friends, implored me to not jump to conclusions. Amongst those, I found out everything I'd ever want to know about Chad Wilkerson, the man captured on video kissing my wife.
I hated Chad.
Chad had a good reason for being a big, burly, smug son of a bitch: he'd been a linebacker in high school, college, and then a brief stint in the pros. He'd also dated Traci for about five minutes in high school. They didn't stay together long enough for him to fuck her--or so the scuttlebutt funneled to me by the many messages alleged--but they were moving that way before they headed off to different colleges.
My wife's former boyfriend owned his own business. He wasn't self-made, though. His family came from money, unlike mine. But he apparently was a decent boss; I found this little tidbit of info from an employee of his that did a bit of internet sleuthing. He tracked me down by going to Chad's Facebook page, where he saw that Chad had friended Traci, then saw that Traci was married to me. The fact that a random dude could track me down so easily hinted at the absolute shitstorm about to land on my head.
By the time Traci woke up around nine, new video showed up, including raw footage of the shooting itself, as recorded by the restaurant's security camera. I didn't want to see that; now I'll never unsee it. I won't describe it, except to say that Traci almost died, and Chad saved her. Saved all of them. He tackled the gunman, got his weapon away, and beat him to death with it. Even I couldn't deny his bravery.
My wife walked around the house like a zombie; I had called to get her an appointment with a counselor, but it would be a week before she could see him, even with the urgency of her need. We still needed to talk, too, but I knew nothing useful would come of it in her present state of mind.
People called for Traci: friends, family, a few reporters. They called her phone, they called my phone, they called her home office number. I longed for the time when the worst thing I'd hear after saying "Hello" was someone trying to sell me a warranty for my car.
I did everything I could to keep her calm and away from the internet and TV, but it was just a matter of time before she saw something. I fielded calls and the random people knocking on our door, but that meant that I couldn't keep an eye on her. And, eventually, she opened up a web browser to try to catch up.
I found her sitting at her desk sobbing fifteen minutes later, a video of the kiss playing over and over on screen--only the passionate part of it, not her pushing away from him--along with detailed information about the two of them, all plastered across a local Facebook community page she belonged to.
"I'm sorry!" She wouldn't even look at me.
"Traci, we can talk about this later."
"No! I need to--" She spun around in her office chair to face me. "I didn't cheat on you. I promise. I promise, I promise!"
"Traci--"
"I know it looks bad, but I didn't! I- We..." She wiped her eyes, then closed them, trying to regain her composure. "It's true that I dated him for a little while in high school. I didn't love him, it was never... We knew there was no future in it when we got together back then. It was just fun."
I sighed and sat down in a spare chair. 'I guess we're doing this now,' I thought at the time. If only it had been that isolated. If only it could have stayed in that 'now.'
Traci continued, "I didn't cheat on you. I didn't." She stared at me imploringly. "Please, believe me. I didn't."
"Then what happened?"
My wife worried at her lip; I'd known her long enough to recognize the tell. This was the 'he's going to be so pissed, but I might as well rip the band-aid off' lip bite. "Chad reached out to me a few months back. Said his company was going to be expanding into this market. Into our city, I mean. He needed someone to help with advertising, graphic design, that sort of thing, and he thought of me. I live here, and I know what the ad market is like, who's hot and... well, you know."
Traci was a freelance graphic designer, and a highly sought-after one. This room, her home office, had been our home office during the darkest days of the pandemic. Our marriage had started shortly ahead of the lockdowns, in fact; we got married in October of 2019, six months before the world shut down.
I knew exactly how talented and how well-connected my wife was, and I took pride in it. I got to see her skill and hard work every day for almost three years. Even after COVID, my bosses decided the savings on rent, utilities, and the like more than made up for not having face-to-face time around the watercooler. Then the company got bought out, management changed, and suddenly everyone needed to be back in the office, even though the numbers showed us to be far more productive when working remotely.
"Why didn't you tell me?"
She shrugged. "Because he was just this guy I used to know. We dated for like a month; I didn't even think of him as a former boyfriend. Not really. He was just this guy, a sorta friend from the past that I'd friended because we had a bunch of mutuals. And then he friended me back; that was like a year ago. I hadn't even really talked to him until he hit me up out of the blue.
"And you know how it is. I have client meetings all the time, like six or eight a month sometimes. It just didn't..." She sighed. "That's all he was. A client." Traci worried at her lip again, trying to pluck up her courage to continue.
I spoke without meaning to and sounded sterner than I probably should have. "At first."
Her expression changed. Sadness and worry gave way to something not too far off from fear. Not fear of the physical; I'm not that kind of guy, and Traci knew it. But fear of change. Fear of loss.



I had always been her rock. Traci could be as flighty as any artistic type, and I'd kept her both grounded and protected during our four-year marriage, as well as the two years we'd dated. In the dictionary, my picture belonged next to the word "dependable." And so, to see her rock start to crumble just the tiniest bit, to hear the rumbling warning of an avalanche in his voice? Fear made sense.
Traci hesitantly said, "... Yes. At first. And... Please, Bill, you have to believe me. I never intended for anything to happen. I mean, nothing did happen! Not... Not really. That was the first time we'd kissed since high school. But..." She sighed. "But I did put myself in temptation's way. I won't lie."
We sat there for a few moments, staring at each other before she guiltily looked away. "Why?"
"Why?"
"You said it started out as a business thing. Fine. It was an ex-boyfriend, even if he was only a minor one. You should have said something, but you didn't. I half-understand why, although I think you're being disingenuous. If I had done the same thing, you'd be furious."
"... Yeah. But you're..." She sighed. "You're not me. You're calm. Thoughtful. I didn't think that..." A self-deprecating chuckle escaped her lips. "I didn't think. I can probably cut the sentence short there."
"Agreed."
Her eyes flickered towards me for a moment, but her head didn't move. "And then, once he and I met a few times, it was comfortable. He was a client that became a friend. Yeah, we used to date almost a decade back, but that's... Honestly, I really did not think of him as an ex-boyfriend. I mean, before you were with me, you dated... What was her name? Cindy? For two months. Would you consider her a girlfriend, or just someone you dated?"
My voice held an unexpected growl. "Don't do that."
"What?"
"Don't try to make this about 'what if.'"
Her head swiveled back towards me, eyes starting to fill with panic. "I'm not! I'm just trying to get you to understand what I was thinking!"
I didn't want Traci melting down, partially because I wanted to get through all of this in one go, but partially because, as mad as I was, she didn't need more trauma heaped on top of all her other trauma. My tone softened, but it still contained reproach. "I'd consider her close enough to a girlfriend that I'd tell you we were having lunch together, even if it was just for business."
She nodded, chagrined. "You're right. I should have done the same. I didn't, and I'm sorry." My wife sighed, looking away again. "And then... then it got closer. Closer than it should have. Never... Like I said, that was the first time he kissed me since high school. Last time, too. I'm never going near him again. And I didn't mean to- I hadn't planned to do anything."
"Then why were you wearing matching underwear?"
Traci swallowed. "Because it made me feel sexy." She closed her eyes. "It wasn't for him. It was for me. I'm sorry. It's the truth. Since you've gone back to work, well..." A half-sad, half-flirty smile flitted across her face as she looked at me once more. "You remember what it was like before, when we both worked from home."
I did. Quite fondly, in fact. Two newlyweds, stuck in the same house 24/7, one with a freelance job and the other working in an industry that expected results but didn't particularly care about how they got done as long as he hit his deadlines? We. Fucked. Like. Rabbits.
Hell, rabbits had more consideration for their living space than we did. No surface, no time of day, no kink we wanted to explore was off limits. We got Amazon deliveries like everyone else back then, but our purchases sure as hell twisted our suggestion lists. 'Based on previous purchases, you might like anal beads! Or how about a nice electrostim set?' 'Yes' and 'hard no' respectively, by the way.
The week I found out I was going back to the office, she and I engaged in a mad dash of sexual activity, trying to get in all the time we knew we'd be missing. When I went back, I missed her, and she missed me. We sexted for a while, and she jumped my bones as soon as I opened the door, but things slowly stabilized. I knew we both missed it, but I had managed just fine. She apparently hadn't.
She saw the smile on my face fade as reminiscence turned to realization; her frown mirrored mine when she continued. "I know you hated going back to the office, but at least you had people to talk to. I had my phone calls and some lunch meetings, but mostly I just sat in the apartment trying to focus on work and trying to not focus on how much I wished you were here railing me on top of your desk. Or, or, honestly? Just having lunch with me. Or laughing about something funny on the internet. Or cuddling. I missed you so much.
"I got lonely. And I know you did, too, but you also had those stupid new bosses. You came home at night absolutely miserable about them, and I was going to... what? Complain that I didn't get to slack off with you sometimes? 'Oh woe is me, I can take a nap in the middle of the day if I need a break.' What kind of bullshit would that be?"
I grumbled, "Better than engaging in an affair."
"I didn't fuck him! I barely kissed him! Hell, I didn't kiss him! He kissed me, I got lost in the moment, and then I pushed him away! We nearly died, and he saved our lives, and he's--" She stopped, mouth opened and expression frozen with the knowledge that she absolutely should not finish that sentence.
That was fine. I could. "Yeah. He's a real man."
"I didn't say that! I didn't even think it! But he is big and strong and charming and I had spent time... spent time..." She stopped short once more, horror creeping across her face as she understood what she'd done. "Fuck. Fuck, I did, didn't I? I did have an affair. He seduced me, and I let it happen. Fuck! Even if it was only emotional, it... Oh God! Oh God, Bill! I'm sorry!" The love of my life reached out for me. I didn't recoil, but I didn't respond, either, at least not physically.
My voice went hollow. "What would have happened if you'd died, Traci? If I'd..." I shook my head. She didn't need to hear this right now.
"What?" The tears that had disappeared made their way back into her eyes, turning them glassy. They hadn't fallen yet, but they very easily could. Just like she could have. All either of them needed was a push. 'We've gone this far,' I thought. 'Might as well see it through.'
"I'd have had to identify your body." I choked up at that thought, my voice cracking off and on as I continued. "I'd... I'd have wondered why you were there. Gotten your personal effects. Seen you were wearing matching underwear and known what that meant when... when you did it for me." Traci's first tear fell, a big fat ball that left a shiny trail down her cheek.
"And then... Then, when I looked at your phone, what would I have found, Traci? What did I find, while I was fielding all the calls and texts and emails from people trying to reach you in the last 24 hours? What did I see in your text messages to him, in your email?" She looked away, her manner one of profound shame.
I continued. "Yeah. Yeah, you know what's there. And once I found out that you knew the guy you were having lunch with, that you'd dated him, what would I have thought if you had died? When I read how you'd talked to him? Were the messages innocent, Traci? Flirtatious? Maybe edging towards sexual? How would they have looked to a grieving husband? Would I think you'd been faithful to me? Maybe. Probably. But would you have stayed faithful, had you lived? I don't think so. Do you?"
She closed her eyes, and one shimmering trail became many. "No. No, Bill. I'm sorry. I'm so sorry."
"I know you are, hon. I know you are." I patted her hand, and she let out a short sob. "But if this hadn't happened, would you have been sorry then? Or would you have only been sorry after you'd gone too far?" The short sob turned into a string of them as I pulled her into my arms. "It hurts, Traci. I know you're in pain right now, a lot more than I am. But I'm hurting, too."
"I'm sorry! I'm sorry, I'm so sorry! Please forgive me, I'll n- never be so stupid again!" My wife's head nestled against my shoulder, her body shaking as she struggled to get the words out.
I didn't say anything. I didn't want to make any promises that I couldn't keep. Instead, I just embraced her more tightly, felt the warmth of her against my body, and tried to remember the love I felt for her. That turned out to be easy. When I looked for the trust I'd had before, though, it had dwindled. Yes, I could believe she'd just been stupid. I could believe that she'd never do it again. But I also felt certain that only happenstance and tragedy prevented her emotional affair from turning into a physical one.
Maybe we could have survived from there. Maybe not. I know that she changed immensely in the few minutes where she'd nearly died and in the days afterwards. But happenstance and tragedy weren't done with us, nor were the fickle tastes of a dopamine-addicted internet. They would take the marriage that we both hoped to mend and tear it asunder.
We kept the computers and phones off for the rest of the day; she finally accepted why I'd been trying so hard to keep her away from them. The TV stayed tuned to Netflix or Hulu, watching silly comedies or romances; no action, no horror, no drama. Those didn't hold the same fascination they had a day earlier. Our food came from DoorDash, and we tipped the driver well for having to evade the news crews that had come looking for us; the well-dressed buzzards got a stern "no comment" when they finally found our door.
That night, we laid together cuddling as Traci tried to sleep. After a time, she looked up at me and, without saying a word, kissed me ferociously. The shock of the previous day had partially worn off, and she needed a way to channel her energy. I felt a brief twinge of irritation; this was the type of kiss she'd given him, the fucker that had seduced her; but then my wife sat astride me, shedding her nightshirt and releasing my dick from its confines. She needed to feel alive; I needed to feel she was mine.
She kissed me again, open-mouthed and needy. My tongue penetrated her lips as my cock did the same down below. Traci moaned into my mouth, breaking free to gasp, "Fuck!" I pushed up into her, stretching her open the way she loved, with quick, rough movements. She whimpered a little, but not from pain; her pussy couldn't have been more ready to take me in, its wet heat greedily accepting my urgent thrusts.
Our coupling wouldn't last long; that wasn't the point of it. This was about our needs, not our love for each other. She pushed away from my chest, riding me with desperate abandon, calling my name over and over as her orgasm neared, then crying out wordlessly when it took hold.
I held my wife next to me and rolled her onto her back. Traci stared up at me, half-coherent as I thrust into her over and over, gaining speed as I neared my climax. Her words returned then; my wife stared straight into my eyes and grunted, "I'm yours, fucking take me. No one else's. Yours! Do it do it do it cum baby, oh god, cum!" My hips slammed into her one more time; I buried my face in my wife's neck with a groan as I gave my wife what she'd begged for.
Traci stroked my back and hair, kissed at my cheeks and lips until I was ready to go again. We lazily made love the second time, giggling and smiling together. She was alive. She was mine. I was hers. She had been a fool, yes, but she knew that. She owned up to it. I still hurt, but I had no doubt she'd do whatever she could to earn my trust again, and I would work with her to get there. We could go to therapy, relationship counseling, take a vacation together to reconnect: whatever it took to get there.
The next morning, she and I woke up as happy as we had been when we went to sleep, taking the opportunity to make love once more there and then again in the shower as we cleaned each other. It felt heavenly, that united sense of purpose and of renewed commitment. She cooked breakfast while I made coffee. We looked across the table at each other with the expressions of two newlyweds.
And then we found out that while we may have been ready to move on, no one else was.
I opened up my laptop and found the story had not just found legs; it had grown wings. The story of a mass murder by a deranged individual had turned into a romance, one which bore scant resemblance to the truth. We had disconnected from the world and reconnected with each other, but the internet never sleeps.
In 48 hours, the story had morphed and morphed and morphed again. First came the traditional media, the local news affiliates picking up the shooting story and feeding it up to the networks. It should have died then and there, just another small-scale tragedy that barely earned thoughts and prayers or angry rhetoric.
However, that day had been a slow news day, and the local channels had already primed the pump by acquiring the footage of Chad kissing my wife. Not the whole thing, of course; the versions posted to social media by the time the affiliate went looking for it were mostly the cropped version, the one with only Chad and Traci locked in a passionate embrace, not her pushing him away.
The narrative for the first 24 hours became fixed: "LOVE AMONG THE RUINS." People jumped on the idea, a single point of hope in the midst of a senseless shooting, likening it to the young couple that met just before the Las Vegas concert shooting. You know the picture: the man laying on top of the woman, providing cover for her in the middle of the street. Within hours, people started to reach out to them, demanding that they date, marry, have kids. Their story had a happy ending, but they were free and single. Traci wasn't.
Chad was a public figure, the owner of a small but profitable company. I never saw him again, and I don't think Traci did either, but he already had someone handling his PR. They jumped all over the chance at free advertising. He appeared on Fox within the first 36 hours, being presented as an American hero, a shining example of--in their estimation--the kind of kickass, take no prisoners man's man that built this country. He demurred when asked about Traci, smirking and saying, "A gentleman doesn't kiss and tell." God, what an absolute asshole. Their viewers ate it up, though.
That part of the narrative solidified early on: Chad the hero. Chad, the ex-NFL business owner that single handedly stopped a madman, wrestling the gun from him as others looked on in fear. His story had every element necessary to create a legend.
In the frontier days, maybe he would have joined Johnny Appleseed and Paul Bunyan in the pantheon of folk heroes. But this was the 21st century, and apparently someone on one of the various chan boards decided it was time for a resurgence of the early 2010s memes like Bad Luck Brian, Scumbag Steve, and Overly Attached Girlfriend. Now "Chipotle Chad" joined their ranks.
When the Chipotle Chad memes first hit, they embraced the mythic badassery the Fox appearance and his PR team pushed. The background image came from his Instagram: Chad sporting perfect hair, two-day stubble, and a stoic expression while looking off into the distance from the top of a mountain. The early punchlines tended to ape old Chuck Norris jokes from the 2000s. I guess someone really wanted to lean into the nostalgia trip. The fucker even used some of them in his advertising campaigns later that year.
The mainstream media dumped the story a day or two later. Some political gaffe by an upcoming candidate nudged it off center stage, then a sex scandal between two celebrities I'd never heard of bodied it into the orchestra pit. Traci and I held our breath; we'd hidden in our apartment for the better part of a week, hoping everyone would just go away. We both knew the kind of fame the internet wanted to gift us was roughly 99% curse and 1% blessing, and we hoped to fade away quietly before that happened.
Then someone well and truly doxxed Traci. They found out where she worked and lived, along with her friends, family, co-workers, email address, social media accounts, phone number, and, of course, her marital status. That marked the point where our lives really started to turn to shit, even more than the shooting itself or the revelation of my wife's emotional affair.
Until then, no one had really settled on a meme for Traci. Once the professional trolls knew she was married, though? They had a perfect direction to go in: "Two-Timing Traci." Like Chipotle Chad, the iconic image of Two-Timing Traci came from Instagram, too. It showed a picture of her seated at a table, staring in rapture at a handsome man seated on one side of her while I fumbled around on my phone looking like a dope on the other.
Never mind that the man in the picture was her gay cousin who she hadn't seen in two years, nor that I was frantically trying to get news about my father who had been in a car crash. The truth didn't matter, only the narrative that the viewers imparted onto the image, and that narrative was of a woman blatantly ignoring her husband in favor of flirting with another man.
Four days after the shooting at 5:31 AM marked the first time I'd be called a cuck in a Twitter post. It was far from the last. I didn't know the person; well, probably, anyways. It's not like any of these platforms confirm who's posting on them. Xx_cuntsplitter_xX didn't seem to be the type of guy I'd willingly spend time with, though. He was just some rando wanting to pile on a person already having an awful time in his life, the kind of low-level sociopath predicted by Gabriel's Greater Internet Fuckwad Theory: "Normal Person - Consequences + Audience = Total Fuckwad."
With my christening as "Chuck the Cuck," the trifecta of new image macros was complete. To be honest, I'm thankful that the mouthbreathers preferred to rhyme rather than use my real name. The meme didn't take off nearly as fast as Chad or Traci's, but it had a certain longevity to it that neither of theirs matched. I guess the image of a doughy nerd in glasses ignoring his gorgeous wife in favor of his phone scratched a certain itch for the type of folks that want to communicate with bumper sticker slogans plastered on stolen pictures.
Within a day of the doxxing, new Chipotle Chad memes started to crop up. A representative sample read, "Bangs your wife / Saves her life." Chad, though, had a PR company, and they spun this pile of shit-covered straw into even more gold. What's manlier than a jock stealing a nerd's woman, after all?
Traci got famous really, really fast. She was a gorgeous woman, and it's not like men didn't look at her wherever she went anyways. I always thought I had punched above my weight in snagging her, and the internet was perfectly happy to confirm that suspicion.
The frustrated housewives and their successors that had made Twilight such a runaway hit a decade before still lurked in the shadows, waiting for a new love triangle to distract them. Now they had a real life one--in their minds, anyways--and a whole new section of the internet joined in to kick the shit out of our marriage. People wrote literal fan fiction about us, for fuck's sake! I guess it's a sign of the times that Team Chad had way, way more adherents than Team Bill.
My wife did everything she could to allay my fears, but she had already almost cheated on me. Our brief attempt at reconnecting had gotten interrupted by the time we spent hiding in our apartment, frantically checking various screens while wishing we could turn invisible. Now all my doubts and worries were amplified anytime I looked basically anywhere online.
We tried to go to counseling, but that also got derailed by our new notoriety. Traci and I met with a few therapists, but they decided the attention we brought would be disruptive to their practices. We did eventually find one that would see us, but... man.



The first session, she seemed oddly hostile to me. Even Traci saw it. Not in an outright nasty way, but siding against me on almost everything. In the second one, she started highlighting where I could have caused Traci to stray while diminishing what she had done. Neither of us was very happy with her doing that, to the point where Traci fought for me in protest.
The night after that session, I decided to go looking for the good counselor's personal Facebook page. You may have already guessed where this is going: it turned out she was Team Chad all the way and wanted to inject herself into her favorite soap opera. Unprofessional? Unethical? Immoral, even? Of course. But so what? We weren't real people, right? We were her just characters in her favorite drama.
We kind of gave up on finding outside help after that.
Traci soon found her graphic design business inundated with new inquiries. Most came from creeps, but a fair few turned legitimate. Internet fame might be a double-edged sword, but it can certainly be lucrative if you survive it. Within a few weeks, she'd hired a virtual assistant to parse through them all. So yeah, the internet thought my wife was a slut, and she had to deal with more than one stalker, but she fucking made bank off her infamy.
Me? Not so much.
My return to work sucked. One or more of my co-workers had plastered my cubicle with the various memes. No one fessed up to it, and my manager helped tear them down, but he also had a small smirk on his face the whole time. New ones cropped up daily, and sometimes more often than that. If I left for lunch? Memes. Needed to get my car serviced? More memes. Sick day? Oh, you better believe there were memes.
I knew it wasn't the dev staff doing it, or at least not my direct co-workers. Hell, some of them took pictures of the sales, management, admin, and other folks posting the memes in my cube. Didn't matter. I tried going to HR, claiming a hostile work environment, but I found no help there. That didn't surprise me; hell, one of the HR staff had been photographed doing it!
We lived in a work-for-hire state, and I worked at a shitty company. Without an attorney, I'd have no chance of making them change their ways, and with one, I'd get fired for some sort of bullshit reason unrelated to the hostile work environment. I might eventually get some money back, but that wouldn't help in the short run.
Every day I came home more and more dour. Traci tried to help, attempting to console me with words, shows of affection, and physical intimacy. Unfortunately, after seeing her face plastered all over my desk each day with mocking comments printed on them, I couldn't help but feel less than warm towards her. It didn't help that her nightmares got worse over time; yes, they were awful for her, and I tried to be a loving and supportive husband, but that meant less sleep for me, which made everything less bearable.
The larger internet--outside of the Team Chad and Team Bill shippers--stopped caring so much within a few weeks, but our memes persisted. Yeah, they became divorced from their original context somewhat as time went on, but my wife was still the literal poster child for blatantly cheating wives, and I was the same for oblivious cuckolded husbands.
I hated my job more than ever, but looking for a new one led to dead end after dead end. On the occasions where I made it to the interview process, about half the time they just wanted to get a photo op with Chuck the Cuck; for the other half, they immediately ended the process when they realized who I was. Everyone in the tech spaces knew the kinds of shit that might happen if they hired me; hell, most of us had engaged in that kind of trolling stupidity when we were younger.
Our relationship slowly deteriorated before my eyes. My position had swapped with my wife's as I became the isolated one, with few friends and no outlets. She had more business than she could handle, and that alleviated the loneliness that plagued her previously but also pushed us further apart. Even without the two events that hastened the doom of our marriage, I don't know how we would have managed to stay together.
The first, I probably could have seen coming. No, I know I could have. A group of kids from a nearby high school learned that Chuck the Cuck worked in a local office, and they found it inordinately funny to harass me on my way into and out of the building. Whatever. They were kids; I'd been bullied by worse back when I was their age. I figured eventually they'd get bored.
For two or three weeks, I simply ignored their taunts as I walked from my car to the building. I knew they were filming; I'd seen the videos on TikTok at one point. They weren't doing this just for fun, but for views. Again, whatever. Just dumb kids doing dumb kid shit.
One day, however, they hurled something besides insults: rocks. I turned on them, charging and bellowing in rage as I bled from a gash on my cheek. They ran off, I cleaned the cut up and put a band-aid on it, and I hoped that would be that. I considered calling the cops, but the dev team had gone into crunch, and I was too busy to bother.
By lunchtime, I became a trending topic on Twitter. "CHUCK THE CUCK ATTACKS CHILDREN." By three in the afternoon, I found myself sitting in an office with my boss, his boss, and a rep from HR.
To make a long story short, they fired me. They told me we lived in a right-to-work state; I told them I'd sue for creating a hostile work environment. We went back and forth for a bit. Voices were raised, and threats were made. Ultimately, after a bunch of hushed whispering on their side of the table, they offered me three months' severance, all of my vacation and sick pay, a glowing letter of recommendation, and eligibility for unemployment if I'd sign an NDA. I talked to my lawyer, and he told me to sign the deal and get on with my life.
Getting on with my life would have been nice. It's not what happened, but it would have been nice.
A new wave of mockery and anger descended on me from basically every conceivable corner. Thankfully, internet outrage burns out fast, and within a few days they found someone else to hold up as the new face of... whatever the hell it was they thought made me the bad guy, but it was yet another source of irritation for me when I really did not need it.
The local job market sure as hell didn't get better once I'd switched from "internet buffoon" to "rabid lunatic." Yeah, the full video did eventually come out, but the police were unwilling to press charges. "Just kids being kids!" Fucking useless assholes.
You might think that being at home with Traci would give us a chance to reconnect. You would be wrong. The distance that existed between us only grew once I was underfoot. She didn't use that term explicitly, but her feelings on the subject were clear.
The two of us cooped up in the apartment together had been fun and sexy before; now it was a distraction to her as she tried to stay on top of her business. Worse, really; I spent my time in a perpetual foul mood, unable to find work and bored as hell. Traci tried to be sympathetic, but as a freelancer, she had to strike while the iron was hot. Never mind that she'd heated that iron by nearly burning down our marriage.
Things devolved from there. I grew increasingly resentful of her. Not so much of her success, but of the fact that it came at my expense. She became less and less sympathetic as I went further into my depressive spiral. I started keeping odd hours to avoid her; she began to deride my "sulking." Weeks of fraying tempers and cross words set the stage for the final act. And my God, was it a doozy.
The night we reached the point of no return, Traci and I were sitting on our couch about as far away from each other as we could get. She and I hadn't had sex in weeks, and we'd pretty much entirely stopped showing any real affection to each other. I slept on the couch half the time because we were so sick of each other by then. We never said specifically what we were sick of; we had managed to hold things together enough to avoid that kind of honesty. But we both knew.
She'd won the coin toss for the remote, and I found myself forced to watch some ridiculous Korean drama. I mostly stared at my phone, reading a book. We both looked up from our screens when someone knocked on our door. Shrugging at her, I got up and opened it.
Have you ever seen a SWAT team in person? Like a whole-ass SWAT team? I don't recommend it, especially when it's clear some of them are disappointed they don't get to point their guns at you. I didn't piss myself, though. Go me.
"Can I help you?"
The gruff older cop in charge asked, "Mr. Kowalski? Bill Kowalski?"
"Yes?" I didn't mean it to come out as either a question or as a squeak, but you know: lots of cops with loaded rifles.
He craned his neck around, looking at Traci as she came up behind. "Traci Kowalski?"
"Yes?"
"We received a report of a hostage situation at this address. Are you alright, ma'am?"
Traci gasped. "What?! No, we're fine! I'm fine! We were just watching TV!"
Come to find out, the SWAT team had thankfully shown some restraint. They'd used a small flexible fiber optic camera slipped in between the door and the jamb to check out the situation. Thank God we'd been watching TV in the living room, or they would have breached the door and tossed flashbangs, at least according to what I could find in the accounts of other people that had been swatted. The ones that survived, that is.
Some chud in who knows where had called 911, claimed to be a neighbor, and told them I'd killed our nonexistent children and was holding Traci hostage. Why? "For the lulz," probably. Or maybe because they wanted me dead; a few people had maintained a keen interest in the love triangle they'd built up in their minds, and it's possible that someone on Team Chad wanted me out of the way so he and Traci could be together. I've given up trying to understand the way people like that think.
Regardless of the reason, the outcome would still have made Team Chad happy. Traci and I got into it almost as soon as the cops were gone; I'm amazed they didn't come back fifteen minutes later to check on the shouting.
"I'm done. I'm fucking done with all of this," Traci moaned, sitting on the couch and holding her head in her hands.
"You're done? YOU'RE done? I almost got shot!"
"I know that! I'm sorry!"
I rolled my eyes. "Oh, well that makes it all better then, doesn't it? 'I'm sorry. I'm sorry. I'm sorry.' When does you being 'sorry' translate into something that actually fixes this fucking shitshow you've turned our lives into?"
"Don't you blame this one me! I'm not the one that--!"
Enraged, I snapped, "You were going to fuck another guy! Yeah, wrong time, wrong place, but there was no fucking reason for you to be in that place at all!"
"I almost died!"
I snorted. "And that excuses everything that led up to that point? Because you almost died, that means I should put up with you lying beforehand, with you meeting this asshole without telling me and falling for his bullshit? That I should look past all that and everything that's happened since?
"For fuck's sake, Traci, you did this to us! You did all of this to us! I did nothing but be a good husband, and in return you've destroyed my fucking life!" And there it was, the sentence I'd never said. God, it felt good to get it out. Felt like lancing a boil.
Traci narrowed her eyes angrily. "Okay, 'Chuck.'"
No. No, she fucking didn't. Gobsmacked, I spat out, "The fuck did you just say?"
"You heard me. You've been sitting on this couch feeling sorry for yourself because you got fired, because the internet thinks you're a cuck, because..." She made a disgusted sound. "Whatever."
"Because my wife wanted to fuck another man? That's why, Traci. That's why I got tagged with that goddamned nickname. But, hey, at least yours is accurate, Two-Timer."
Her eyes blazed. "I told you, I never--!"
"Fuck off. Just..." My shoulders slumped. "Just... just fuck off, Traci. You did this to us. All of this. You got bored and lonely, you let yourself be seduced, you kissed Chad. God, Traci, you almost died, and I hate that, but now you almost got me killed, too!" She opened her mouth to speak, but I ignored her attempt. "Honestly, I'm serious: fuck you. Fuck all of this. I'm out."
"What's that supposed to mean?" For the first time since I got fired, I saw real remorse in her eyes. Remorse and fear; not of a man with a gun, but of what our lives had become. Fear of the next words to come out of my mouth.
"I want a divorce."
It was all over but the shouting, and there was a lot of shouting. By the end of the night, there was a lot of crying, too. We held each other as we fell asleep on the couch, her still begging me to reconsider. I didn't hate her; hell, I loved her. That was the worst part. But I couldn't take it anymore, what she'd done to us and what she'd done to me.
It was true that none of the things that followed her stupidity were her fault, not the memes or the lunatics treating our lives like one of her romantic dramas or the kids with the rocks or the cops at our door. Not directly. She couldn't have foreseen any of those things happening when she met her old high school boyfriend for lunch that day. But then, no single snowflake is responsible for the avalanche, either.
We broke our lease the next day; turned out the complex was happy to waive the fee if the tenants who had brought a fucking SWAT team to their door would just quietly leave. We used the final week in the apartment to divvy up our stuff and sign the appropriate forms. She tried to use it to get me to stay, bringing all the tools at her disposal to bear. None of them swayed me. When I turned her down for no-holds-barred, anything-I-wanted, no strings-attached (uh-huh, sure) sex, she finally understood it was over.
We dropped off our keys at the leasing office, then walked back to our cars. Traci looked up at me with tears in her eyes. "I'm sorry, Bill. I know it's- I know you're tired of hearing it, but it's true. I'm sorry for what I did. I love you."
I silently said goodbye to my unintentional tormentor with a kiss on her forehead, then got into my car and drove until she disappeared in the rearview.
It would be almost three years before I saw Traci again. I heard her first, though. I'd have recognized that voice anywhere, particularly when the woman it belonged to got angry. The lady chewing out the airline representative certainly fit that bill. "What do you mean it's been canceled? What about the next flight?"
The beleaguered worker tried to calm her. "I'm sorry, ma'am, but there's been a mechanical issue on your flight, and the next flight is full. We can get you on one... it looks like tomorrow afternoon."
"Afternoon! That's ridiculous! What about the flights in the morning? You're saying they're all full?"
"Yes, ma'am, I'm sorry, but with the pilot strike and..."
I observed from a distance. I knew the voice, true, but from behind, the woman wielding it like a bludgeon seemed almost wholly unfamiliar to me. The height and build looked right; maybe a little heavier than I'd last seen her, but not much. However, my possible ex-wife now turning away from the ticket counter in disgust had shoulder-length black hair with bangs instead of long blonde hair, and eyeglasses instead of contacts. Her outfit wasn't the bohemian-cum-yoga mom gear that Traci almost uniformly wore during our marriage, but a sensible, conservative business suit with a skirt.
But no. No, this woman was Traci, and she hadn't spotted me yet. Or maybe she had, but she just hadn't recognized me. I'd changed, too. I stepped out of the line we'd both waited in, following as her feet furiously power walked through the terminal. When the woman paused, I tapped her on the shoulder; she wheeled around and almost yelled, "What!?"
Then she saw me. Really saw me. I thought she might cry when I smiled warmly and said, "Hey, Trace."
"B- Bill?"
"William now. You know, because..." I shrugged. "Because."
She nodded, still dumbstruck. Still... God, still so gorgeous. Different, but gorgeous. "Liz. I go by Elizabeth now."
I smiled again, trying to seem friendly. Regardless of what had happened, I still cared about her. "Middle name. Good choice."
Traci reached up and stroked my face, then chuckled. "You grew a beard. And where are your glasses?"
"Lasik. And, yeah, the beard... Eh, I always wanted to try one, but you never liked them."
She laughed, "I still don't! But..." Traci--no, Liz--cocked her head to one side and grinned. "But it's not as bad as I thought it would be."
I joined her in the laugh. "High praise indeed! What are--" A man rushing by jostled me; we grabbed our rolling bags and moved to the side. "What are you doing here?"
"Trying to get home. The flight to Dallas got canceled, and it's going to be tomorrow afternoon before they get in. I've been living out of my suitcase for a week, and I'm sick of it." She shook her head. "But I guess one more night in a hotel won't kill me. What about you?"
"Uh... Same. You live in Dallas now?"
"Yeah." Her smile brightened. "You too?"
"For about two years. I'm just getting back from a conference, and I'd like to get home sooner than later, too."
"Well, it's not going to happen tonight."
"No, I suppose... Hrm." A quick look at my watch showed the time as 5:20. "You know, it's only a four-hour drive. I might rent a car." I was seized suddenly by curiosity. What had happened to her? Why did she look like that? Was she happy? And how much did I really want to know one way or another?
The devil and angel on my shoulder argued back and forth. I'm not sure which actually won, but... "If I do get one, would you like to--"
"Yes!" Her grin turned embarrassed. "I mean, yes, that sounds good. My company can pick up the bill."
"We should probably hurry, then. I can't imagine we'll be the only ones to think of this."
Elizabeth and I almost ran towards the car rental area, trying to find something decently sized before the lot got picked over. We settled on an SUV. More expensive than I would have chosen, but hey, her corporate card was paying for it. Corporate card. Man, never thought I'd see her with one of those.
"You want to drive the first half or the second?" she asked as we slung our bags into the trunk.
"I'll take first. You relax."
"Such a gentleman." Her wry smile still had the same effect on me years later. Fuck, I hadn't realized how much I'd missed her. Doubts about the wisdom of all this began to creep in, and she saw the trepidation on my face. "Hey. Bi- William. It's okay if you don't--"
I shook my head. "No. No, I do. I'd love to catch up. Come on, let's hit the road."
We didn't talk much as we navigated through Houston's insane rush hour traffic, mostly just phrases like, "Look out!" and "Fucking moron!" You know, the usual Texas city driving conversation. But then we got out of the city limits and the outlying exurbs, put the car on cruise control, and headed north on I-45.
I had only gotten to take in surface information before, but now I had time for details. As the miles flew by in relative silence, I snuck glances at my ex-wife. Liz dressed mostly conservatively, but I could see little hints of Traci in there: a couple of new piercings in her ear, the hip styling of her glasses, the choice of jet black for her hair color instead of something more subdued.
But then I saw a detail that I was completely unprepared for: a plain band on the ring finger of her left hand. My heart sank just a little. I felt silly at that; of course someone would have snatched her up. I'd given up all claim on her, and I couldn't be surprised. I told myself I shouldn't even be melancholy, but I was.



"Penny for your thoughts?" She peered at me inquisitively.
"Just, uh--" Just trying to ignore how much it hurts to see you've moved on. "--You just look so
different."
"Oh! I- Yeah, I..." Liz self-consciously looked down at herself, then twirled a lock of hair nervously. Such a familiar movement, so completely re-contextualized.
Echoes of memories bounced through my head: flirting with the hot girl at the bar while trying to get her number, not knowing that she felt as anxious as me; seeing my maybe-girlfriend naked the first time, her bashfulness growing with my awestruck silence; my new bride hopefully asking if our finances could support going into business for herself; my distraught soon-to-be ex realizing the last straw had broken the camel's back.
She smiled at me, abashed and with her eyes a bit downcast. "Things... Well, they changed after you left. Not immediately, but not too long after. Maybe six months? The initial fame kind of died down, and I was left with... Well, with Two-Timing Traci. Or her reputation, anyways. New clients started to dry up. Old clients began arguing about their bills, wondering if I was cheating them. The business..." She sighed loudly. "I gave it up."
"Oh shit, really? I'm so sorry."
Liz shook her head. "Went back to corporate America. That first job didn't last very long. I--" Tears misted her eyes as she gazed fully at me. "Will, I'm sorry. I'm so sorry. I didn't know how- how bad it could be. You told me, but I didn't get how awful that must have been for you, with your shitty coworkers. I only found a printed out meme in my cubicle a few before I was almost ready to cry. That plus the whispers, the women in the office avoiding me, the douchebags hitting on me thinking I was easy..."
She swiped her sleeve across her face. "I ended up sticking it out there only about four months. Then I took a month off, got a makeover, and..." She waved her hand at herself. "Elizabeth, frumpy corporate drone."
Instinct took over, and I reached over to stroke her hair. That simple kindness brought the glassy sheen back to her eyes, even as she smiled gratefully. She leaned into the caress, and murmured, "Thank you. God, Will, I'm sorry. I'm so sorry. I was such a bitch about everything, and--"
"No."
"I was, I--!"
"Stop. I mean..." I sighed deeply as the flat, grassy landscape rolled by outside. "Yes, you could have been more understanding. I needed your support, but I don't know that I would have accepted it. I blamed you for everything back then."
"I deserved it!"
"Some of it, yeah. Maybe even most of it. But not all of it. There were so many things that..." I swallowed and shook my head. "Never mind. It doesn't matter now." My hand fell away as I remembered the band that marked her as someone else's, then I nodded in its general direction. "I mean, you're happy now, right? I've moved on, and you've moved on."
Liz's brow furrowed as she squinted at me, uncomprehending; then her mouth and eyes shot open in surprise. "What?! No, I--" Out of the corner of my eye, I saw her look down at her hands and slip the ring off. "No, I'm not married. I just wear this to avoid getting hit on when I travel. I haven't... Dating hasn't been a priority."
"Oh." I couldn't think of anything else to add, my brain instead locked into the task of rolling this new revelation round in my mind. 'Dating hasn't been a priority.' What did that mean, specifically?
She quietly murmured, "You've moved on, you said?"
Mentally shaking myself back to the here and now, I sputtered out, "Uh, yeah, I..." A frown creased my features. "After we split, I... reinvented myself, I guess. Before everything happened, I had been trying to find a new place to work, and afterwards... Well, I couldn't find anything. You know what happened there."
"Again, I'm so sorry--"
I gestured with one hand for her to stop apologizing. "Things didn't get better for me on that front. But I talked to Ray--you know, my old coworker?--and he suggested I try freelancing for a while. Picking up short-term gigs on Upwork and Fiverr and the like. The occasional longer-term contract where I could work from home. Employers don't see your full name on those sites until after they hire you, and with a beard, no glasses, a different haircut, and using my legal name instead of 'Bill,' no one ever realized who I was. Or if they did, they didn't say anything, at least.
"I didn't have..." I chuckled quietly. "Well, my former at-home exercise wasn't available anymore, so I started going to the gym. No one bothers you at the gym if you're just some guy trying to work out by yourself. I got in shape, which I know I'd let slip."
Hell, as long as I'd told her this much, I might as well keep going. "It made me feel better after everything. I know I'll never be as big or strong as Chad, but I also know I'd let myself go, and I always wondered if that was part of why--"
"No! No, do not do that, William Kowalski. You were ten times the man he ever was. You were a good man, and a handsome one, and you loved me, and I..." Liz fumed with indignation, apparently aimed at herself. "When I think about how I let myself be seduced... No, when I left myself open to being seduced. That was my fault. He seduced me, yeah, but I made myself vulnerable to it.
"You did nothing wrong. Nothing, do you understand? I loved you, but I was too stupid to... to cherish that the way I should have. To cherish you the way I should have." She looked out the window. "Such a fucking idiot."
I nodded to myself, then softly said, "Thank you." Clearing my throat, I continued my story. "But I found that I enjoyed it, just kind of being able to zone out and focus on the weights or running. I started doing it for myself, instead of out of a sense of... inadequacy or whatever. Anyways, then mom got sick, and I ended up moving back to Dallas to be near her. To Prosper, actually."
Liz looked back at me with a bright smile. "Hey, I'm up in Celina! Wait, your mom... Is she okay?"
"Yeah, she's fine now. The cancer went into remission, and hasn't come back since. But low cost of living, a bit of anonymity..." I shrugged. "I figured I might as well stay."
"She had cancer? Oh my God! I'm so sorry! I didn't hear about it, or I would have..." She frowned. "I guess I wouldn't have done anything. Who wants to hear from the ex-daughter-in-law that ruined their son's life?"
I snorted. "Mom loved you. Hell, she still loves you. I guarantee she'd want to hear from you."
"Really?" That fragile, hopeful tone in her voice hurt my heart. I recognized the source of it. Isolation does that to you, makes you crave any contact that seems safe. I had suffered through it for quite some time, and I hated to see her do the same.
"Yeah, really. I--" A tiny ping and a new indicator on the dash told me it was time to pull over. Scanning the horizon, I saw a convenient station at the next exit. "Need to get gas. You want snacks or anything?"
"I'll grab them while you pump. Need to use the restroom anyways."
Ten minutes and a pair of bathroom trips later, we settled back in the car. The gas station had been at a convenient halfway point, so Liz took over the driving duties while I rummaged through the plastic bag of goodies she'd acquired: bottles of water for both of us; Chex Mix for her, as expected; and a Moon Pie for me. She looked over to see me regarding it warily and frowned.
"Oh, shit. I forgot you were eating healthier now. I'm sorry. It didn't even occur--"
The wrapper came off in a flash, and I made little nummy noises after I ate my first bite. "Oh my God, I haven't had one of these in like two years."
Liz grinned, relieved. "They always were your favorite for road trips."
"Still are. I just don't take a lot of road trips these days. No real reason to. The fun is in the company, and... Well, not a lot of company to be had these days."
She shot a furtive, disbelieving glance at me. "Really? You're fucking hot now. I mean, you were hot before, but..." Her lips pressed into a tight line. "Shit, sorry. You know what I mean."
"Hulk smash?"
My ex had to stop laughing before responding, "Yes, you jackass! You have to be fighting them off with a stick."
I shrugged. "For a while, yeah, I was. But then, it just became such a hassle. Not the fighting them off, but everything that came after. 'Oh, you're not on social media? Why's that? Oh...' Or, 'Wait, why do I know your name? And your face is so familiar.' The ones that got excited about that really sucked; I could almost see them thinking, 'Wonder if he's still a sucker?'"
"Tell me about it. I literally had a guy tell me, after I explained that I had no interest in fucking him, 'Shit, you and I both know you're a slut. Why are you playing hard to get?'"
"Asshole."
"Bitches."
We tapped our water bottles together in toast, snacking and drinking silently as she drove for a good long while, until we were just outside Dallas. Then Liz chuckled quietly.
"What?"
She glanced over at me, smirking. "I was just remembering the first time we did a road trip, when you wanted me to meet your family." I thought back and felt myself blush at the memory of her giving me road head for the first time; that made her laugh out loud. "I see you are, too!"
"It's a good memory!" We both laughed then, but the mood in the car turned melancholic afterwards. "It is. That was a good time. We were great together."
Elizabeth turned her face back to the road, sniffled once, and just said, "Yeah." The silence overtook us again.
I felt like I needed to say something. More, I felt like she needed to hear something. "Liz?"
"Hrm?"
"I'm sorry, too."
Her eyes shot over to me, then back to the road. "Jesus, for what?"
"For not being... stronger, I guess. For not managing to make it through everything with you. 'For better or worse,' right? But I couldn't keep to it. And I'm sorry for that."
My ex-wife frowned, not looking at me. "I cheated on you. Or I would have. And I was a real bitch there at the end."
"Yeah, you were."
When I didn't continue, Traci glanced over again to see me smiling, then let out a snort. "Asshole. Apology accepted." A pause. "Really, I mean it. But you don't owe me that. I fucked our lives up. I fucked my life up, I fucked your life up, I--"
Quietly, I interrupted, "Saved the lives of thirty people."
"... What?"
"Not directly. I mean, you didn't mean to do it, but you did. Just like you didn't mean to upend our lives or turn us into memes or have a SWAT team show up in our living room. But you still did."
"Will..."
"Just listen, okay?" I sighed. "It's been three years, Liz. And I've had a lot of time to think about this. Had a lot of stuff happen since we split. All the stuff we've talked about: freelancing, getting back in shape, changing my name and appearance, mom getting cancer, all of it. Some stuff we didn't talk about, too. And one night, after an unsuccessful date with some ditz a friend tried to set me up with, I needed... Something. Some good reason to just keep pushing through."
I took a deep breath in through my nose and let it out slowly. "So I sat down and wrote down everything that had happened. Tried to make sense of it all, I guess. You know me, I'm not the kind of person that believes things happen for a reason, or at least not in a supernatural way. A follows B follows C, but there's no uncaused cause that makes them happen.
"But when I started to make my list, I looked at the things that happened because of what you did. All the bad stuff, yeah. But I replayed the video of the shooting in my head, too. The lunch rush was going on, and the place was packed.
"Chad wouldn't have been there unless you and him had gotten close enough to have a 'friendly' lunch. I can't imagine any of the other people in there could have gotten to the asshole fast enough. Certainly no one big enough to strip the gun from his hands and beat him to death with it."
Elizabeth had gotten really quiet, scarcely breathing as I spoke. Her eyes focused on the road, but I knew her attention stayed fixed on my voice as I continued. "Like I said, things don't happen according to some divine purpose. If it did, those other people wouldn't have died, either. Hell, maybe the guy would have gotten the help he needed before he ever got to that point if there was someone watching out for us. But things did happened like they did, and because they did, dozens of people, at least, got to go home to their families that might not have otherwise. And, yeah, Chad got his moment in the sun, but then that all came apart, too."
I chuckled at the memory of seeing the video of him being perp walked out of his office. His PR team was top shelf. His corporate lawyers, though? Not so much. A certain Mexican restaurant sent him a cease and desist about using their name in his advertising, and they told him he could ignore it.
That led to a lawsuit, which led to discovery, which led to new revelations: workplace harassment settlements, sexual abuse, drugging women, and a whole laundry list of other shit that the great American manly man hero couldn't be bothered or didn't know how to purge from his cloud storage.
Liz shuddered and nodded. "Yeah. God, I can't believe..." She sighed. "I can't believe how easily he drew me in."
"He had a lot of practice with all those other women. Anyways, that's another good thing: he didn't get any further with you than he did. Regardless of you and me... Well, you saw some of it, I'm sure. I'm glad that didn't happen to you. But it probably would have, if you two hadn't been there that day. And he would have kept getting away with it, hiding behind his family's money and his fame."
"But everything that happened to you--"
"Yeah, that sucked. I won't lie. But you weigh that against the lives of the people that survived and against having a predator in prison that never would have gotten put there otherwise? How selfish would I have to be to say 'oh, I'm the one that really matters here?' Boo fucking hoo." I nodded at the road. "Don't miss your exit."
She pulled onto the interchange and I paused, giving her time to let her brain engage with the absolutely ridiculous mess that is the High Five. Once our behemoth of a rental had shifted back and forth across the lanes and we'd pulled onto 635, then the tollway, I returned to my story.
"Even the bad stuff for me was... Well, it didn't lead to wine and roses, but I got out of that awful job and started doing freelance stuff. I'm really happy with my work now, and I never would have done it if we hadn't split up. I just wouldn't have put myself out there.
"Without that flexibility, I couldn't have gone home to take care of my mom, either. Wouldn't have gotten in shape. Wouldn't have done... well, any of the things I have. And, yeah, it's been lonely sometimes, but I'm starting to make friends again, real ones that I can tell the whole story to."
She smiled, a painful looking grimace that hinted at an inner turmoil. "That's good. I'm- I'm really glad for you."
I watched her as she tried to keep it together. "I'm sorry if... I think maybe things haven't gone as good for you?"
She shook her head, voice breaking. "No. No, not really. I've been trying to find the positive in my life, but I haven't managed to. I guess, though, you're right." The smile turned a little braver. "All those people lived. Chad went to jail. You're doing well." She nodded to herself. "Yeah. Yeah, you are right. One or even two people's unhappiness... it can't measure up to that. That sucks, but it can't. I just wish...
"Fuck, Will, I just wish that something could have been different. That all of it could have been. I'm glad you're able to look at it positively, but I'm never going to stop being sorry for what I did to you. Or for ruining our marriage. Or for... For any of it. And maybe that's selfish, but I just feel so awful for what I did--"
By then, Liz had almost completely lost control of her voice's tone and pitch, but I could hear a through-note of self-loathing in all her words. Yeah, she hadn't managed nearly as well. Regardless of what she'd done to me, to herself, and to our marriage, I didn't want that kind of pain for her. Even if I didn't still care for her--which I did--she'd spent three years being kicked around both by complete strangers and her own guilt. She needed to hear the words.
"I forgive you."
Her eyes darted to me. "What?!"
"I forgive you, Traci. Liz, I mean. Shit, I'm sorry, I--"
"Stop. Stop. Traci is fine. For you, Traci is always fine." She sniffled again. "You mean it? You forgive me?"
"Yeah, I do."
Liz froze, completely silent for almost a minute, then whispered. "Thank you."
I looked out my window, but I saw her reflected in the night-darkened glass. My ex-wife twirled her hair again, that nervous gesture that had meant so many things in our time together. I hoped it meant something specific now, but I couldn't be sure.
The tollway took us north of Dallas. We shifted onto 380, then up to Preston and further north. The silence had grown intense by then. Not awkward, exactly. I knew what I wanted to say. I think she did, too. But neither of us wanted to speak first and get it wrong. Our time grew short, though, so I broke the detente.
"Another good thing came out of this." Liz looked over at me, trying to hide her hopeful expression. "I like your hair. Very Wednesday Addams."
She guffawed at that, wiping a tear from her eye, one we could both pretend the laughter had put there. "I was going for Jessica Jones, but okay."
"Oh, my bad." 'Fortune favors the bold,' I thought. "Do you want to get coffee some time? I'd like to catch up some more."
"Yeah. Yeah, I'd like that." Liz smiled broadly; the tension between us lifted. "I'd love it, actually."
"Okay. Oh, take a right up here." A series of turns took us through a quiet subdivision and to my house, a modest little starter home. We exchanged numbers and made plans to get together later that week, then I exited the SUV and grabbed my luggage from the trunk. Liz gave a smile and wave as I opened the front door and stepped inside, and I returned them. Something in her expression gave me pause, though, just before I closed the door.
I dropped my bags on the entryway floor and walked back over to the car, peering in the driver's side window. Liz tried to shoo me away, but I could easily see her anxious expression and motioned for her to open it. She nodded, visibly trying to get herself under control as it slowly rolled down, then trying to play it off with a breezy, "Did you forget something?"
"Hon?" The crack in her mask widened. "What's going on? Are you okay?"
"I'm fine!" A little manic laugh escaped her lips. "Fine. Just tired. You know, long trip and all, and I- I just need to rest."
"Trace--"
Her lip quivered, and her voice cracked. "Please. I'm fine. Please, Bill."
"Hey, it's okay. You can tell me. I don't want you driving home if you're not okay."
Liz's teeth tugged at her lower lip as her finger tangled in her hair again. "I'm not. I'm-- God, I'm such a mess. Why am I fucking this up?" I tried to reassure her, but she kept talking, mostly to berate herself. "This is the happiest four hours I've had in... A year? Maybe more? And I can't even keep my shit together long enough to drive home.
"I can't- I can't pretend that watching you walk in that door and wave goodbye hurts worse than anything has since I watched you drive away the first time. I'm so fucking scared that I'll screw up this tiny sliver of a chance, and that's what I'm doing right fucking now, and you'll see what a goddamned mess I am, and you're all put together so good now! How could you possibly love me if I'm like--"
Her eyes went wide when she realized what she'd said. "Oh no. No, no, I didn't mean-- I'm not expecting anything from you, I promise. I promise, Bill. But I can't help how I feel. I love you. I've missed you so much. And I know I'm being a weird little freak right now, and I'm sorry. God, sorry again. I'm just-- Fuck! Fuck. Fuck, I'm just- I'm gonna go."



"Liz, no! Wait."
"What?"
"I don't want you to go. Get out of the car, come in the house, and have a drink to settle your nerves. Hell, you can stay overnight if you need to."
She shook her head. "Bill, I can't... Please. Please, if I go in there--"
"I've missed you, too. You have no idea how much. Yeah, I dated, and some of them were fine, but they weren't you. Even the ones that were good--a couple even maybe great--weren't you.
I took the hand that had gone from tangling her hair to almost tugging it and held it in mine. "When I listed off all the good things that happened, I skipped one: You didn't sleep with him. I don't think either of us could have found a way back from that. But you didn't, and I think we can." I took a deep breath. "No, I know we can, if we're willing to really try this time. So, please. Come inside and stay the night. Not in my bed; I'm not saying that. But just so I know you'll be safe."
Her jaw dropped, then she stammered out, "O- Okay." A pause. "Do you mean it? What you said about missing me and trying to find a way back? Really?"
I nodded. "I'll get your bags. Go inside. Make yourself at home."
And she did. More than that, she made my house a home, a real home. Not at first, of course. Four hours in a car wasn't enough time to bridge all the divides or catch up on everything that had happened in our lives. But it was a start.
We took things slow. Got counseling. Did all the smart stuff that we had wanted to do when we tried to repair our relationship the first time. That turned out to be a lot easier when we weren't taking fire constantly from random assholes. In a few weeks, we found ourselves in bed together. About a week later we finally got back out of that bed for longer than the time it took to eat or shower. I lost the beard; she kept the hair.
Every once in a while, someone will recognize us, but it's a source of amusement these days rather than another stone trying to crush us. Hell, we even got spotted together on our honeymoon and posed for the infamous picture a few times, albeit with a few variations. Sometimes Traci was being showered with attention while I looked at my phone; but sometimes a much more muscular "Chuck" was chatting up a gorgeous woman in a bikini while Traci looked at her nails.
Yeah, there are still pages for us on KnowYourMeme, but the internet moves on. I don't actually know what the current latest "thing" is, though; Traci and I both killed all of our social media accounts not long before we split. I don't think either of us miss them. I sure as hell don't.
Every once in a while, I'll think back and wonder if there was some way we could have stayed together, but I don't see how. Traci and Bill just couldn't have made it. Traci understood how badly she'd fucked up, but she couldn't really comprehend how much pain she'd unintentionally caused until she felt it directly. Bill had too many things going wrong in his life even before the shooting and couldn't see a way out; the additional stress was just too much. No, Traci and Bill could never have made it.
But Liz and Will? We're different people. Liz is more grounded and empathetic. Will is mentally tougher and more self-assured. I'm not trying to tempt fate, but I meant what I said: I'm sure we can make it. The toddler bouncing on my lap and the baby growing in my loving wife's belly as I write this show how certain I am in that belief.
At the beginning, I said my life would have been a lot easier if Traci had died. That's probably true. But "easier" and "better" are two different things. I can't imagine a better life than the one I have now, and I can't imagine better versions of the two of us. "Better" hurts sometimes, but in my case? I'll take it over "easier" every time.
—----------------------------------------
Here's a first for one of my afterwords: a follow-up recommendation. I've mentioned oneagainst before and how much I enjoy his work. He's been putting out intricate, emotional, and intense stories here for two years now, and almost all are interconnected within his Wonderland shared universe. Wonderland is coming to an end soon with the just-started Only Consenting Adults. Catch up, pick and choose, and find something you like. There's a lot there TO like!
In particular, I'd like to draw your attention to The Light Between the Trees, which also revolves around the aftermath of a shooting and a survivor struggling to cope in the era of the internet. It goes in very different directions and to much darker places than this story did, earning its spot in the NonConsent/Reluctance category, so caveat emptor. And, as a celebration of the end of the Wonderland series, he's running the Midnight at the Lost and Found event this October; expect to see an entry in that from me!
Constories handled the beta reading and proofreading on this one. They offered a number of excellent suggestions, as did oneagainst. Amusingly, the ones that I took from oneagainst tended to make a couple of choice sections of the story hit harder, while the ones from Constories reined in some of my, ahem, excesses. I'm immensely grateful to both of them.
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"You didn't know it was a costume party either, huh, Henry?"
Even through the noise, I'd recognize that voice anywhere; I turned, wide-eyed, towards its source. "Tabitha?" My old gaming buddy grinned broadly at me, then launched herself into my arms. "When did you get back into town? Are you living here now?"
She pulled back and looked up at me, green eyes bright through those thick-ass glasses. "Sort of? I'm moving back. Crashing with friends while I find a place to live."
"Bitch! Why didn't you call? You could have stayed with me!"
She stood on tiptoe and poked my nose with hers. "Because then I couldn't surprise you!"
Tabby stepped away, still holding my hands. She hadn't changed much; still the same curly dark red hair, still the big, goofy smile; still dressed like a kindergarten teacher with a shrine to Robert Smith hidden in her closet. We'd met when she'd dated my sophomore roommate, Kathleen; the two of them lasted about five minutes, but it turned out that Tabitha and I got on like a house on fire.
There was a time when calling her my gaming buddy would have seemed utterly insufficient. Over the course of about three years, Tab went from that to being easily the best friend I'd ever had. She had a key to my place, was a fixture on my couch, and shared pretty much every high and low of my life. Tabitha might as well have been my girlfriend.
Well, if not for, you know, the whole lesbian thing.
After we graduated and Tabitha moved away for work, she and I stayed in touch for a while. Tabby, though, had always eschewed social media, so our catch-ups consisted of irregular phone calls that got more irregular as we got on with our lives. They ceased completely once she took up with her jealous gold-star lesbian girlfriend.
I looked over her shoulder. "Is, ah, is Eliza here?"
"Eliza? Oh, god no, she was like two girlfriends back. Why do you..." Her jaw dropped. "Is that why you stopped calling? I thought it was because of that bitch you were..." Tabby's mouth snapped shut. "Uh, so, uh, is Melissa here?"
With a snort, I hugged her again. "That was like three girlfriends back for me. Come on. It sounds like we've got a lot of catching up to do."
We grabbed a couple of drinks and headed out onto the balcony. Our mutual friends--or, really, friends-of-friends--rented a great apartment overlooking the huge forested park of the college town we lived in. Even "park" might have been going a little far. That would indicate the city did anything more than put in a few cement walking paths with minimal lighting and called it a day.
October wasn't as cold as it had been when I was a kid, but I still felt a chill in the air. I scarcely noticed, though, so intent on finding out what had happened in the intervening four years. Most of her experience mirrored mine: a boring entry-level job followed by reasonable advancement; the creeping realization that the type of people we dated in college might not be the best ones for the long haul; shitty break-ups; missing each other intensely.
She rolled her eyes. "God, I thought I'd pissed you off or something!"
"No! No, not at all. But why didn't you call me?"
"I... did? I mean, I only got your voicemail, but I did call."
"When?"
"I dunno, a few times maybe three years back, after I broke up with Eliza?"
Oh, goddammit. Of course. "Fucking Alice." Tab tilted her head quizzically. "I dated her after Melissa for a couple of months. She got it into her head that I was cheating on her and kept deleting voicemails and texts from any woman. Almost got me fired when my manager left me a message saying I needed to come in one weekend."
"Are you fucking kidding me? I thought you hated me!"
"Shit no! I love you, Tab. You know that."
"Funny way of showing that, you prick." She glared up at me, expression half fake anger and half real anger.
"I didn't want to get between you and Eliza! You seemed really serious, and--"
Tabby poked me in the chest, hard. "You have that shit backwards. I didn't want anyone getting between you and me!"
I shrugged, a bit miffed at that statement. "C'mon, Tab. I knew the drill: you'd get in deep with some girl, kind of drop off the face of the earth for a while, and then when you either got tired of her or it turned serious, we'd get back together and hang out. But...You'd moved away, hon. And when I didn't hear back from you, I just assumed you'd... You know, that you'd moved on, too. From me."
The anger turned to sadness. "Moved on? No. Henry, no." She stepped in and hugged me again, almost crushing my ribs. "I missed you, man. I love you, too. It really hurt when I never heard back. I had so much I wanted to share with you, but you... I thought you ghosted me."
"You know, if you'd just get on Twitter..."
My chest muffled her voice. "Don't push it. You're just now getting back in my good graces."
"Discord?"
Her head turned to the side, and she squeezed me tight. "Maybe. For you."
"You have changed!"
Tab's body stiffened for a moment. "Yeah. Yeah, I have. Sort of." She pulled away again, looking like she was about to say something serious. Instead, though, she glanced toward the sliding glass door and chuckled to herself.
"What?"
"Being amused by the Wild Hunt."
I peered at my nerdy friend, mildly confused at both the sudden shift of topics and the new topic itself. "... Like from the Witcher?"
Tab rolled her eyes dramatically. "Philistine. No, like from European legends." She leaned back against the railing, facing inwards this time, toward the party going on without us. I did the same.
"Oh, yeah? And when did you become an expert on European legends?"
Tabitha turned her head part towards me, grinning conspiratorially. "I don't know about 'expert.' But do you remember Absinthe, that goth chick I chased back before we graduated? Big into Wiccan shit. Figured it would behoove me--"
I raised an eyebrow. "'Behoove' you? Really?"
"Shut up. Anyways, know your prey, right? So I read up on a bunch of European folklore and shit. And I kind of got a taste for it after that, so I kept on reading even after finding out what a dead lay she was. No pun intended."
"And you think drunk folks at a party trying to get laid are like spectral hounds of the dead?"
Tabitha peered at me. "I thought you thought they were from the Witcher."
"I'm allowed to like weird shit, too, you know." She shot me a Look. I sighed and rolled my eyes. "Okay, yes, I looked it up after I played the Witcher, but still."
With a smug smile, she continued. "Well, Mr. 'I'm allowed to like weird shit, too,' if you had read more about it than what you needed to know to understand a videogame--"
"--As opposed to trying to bang a goth chick--"
"--Then you might know that there are different versions of it all over Europe, with different gods or mythological figures leading it. And the other thing you'd realize is that in most of the cultures that have it, they've got a female goddess of fertility, spring, and all that jazz, and they've got a male god of the harvest, death, winter, and so on."
I stared at her with my 'get to the point' expression.
"I swear to God. Okay, think about it like this: it's Samhain or Guldize or Kekri or whatever night your farmers get drunk and celebrate the harvest. Winter's coming, everyone's going to be locked up in their houses due to the cold for the next five months or so, other than when they're trying to hunt up some additional food to not starve. How do they alleviate boredom? By fucking, of course.
"That night, when the harvest is over, and everyone is blitzed on mead or whatever, and the men are done with the lion's share of the work for the coming winter, they're going to take their wives home and fuck the shit out of them, and they're going to keep doing it whenever they can, whether the wife is really into it or not. The young ones, anyways. And the young single women? They need to stay indoors at night for pretty much the same reason, to avoid the young single men."
"So the Wild Hunt, in your opinion..."
"Is the start of the seasonal fuckfest, yes."
"... When was the last time you got laid?" Tabitha slugged me on the shoulder. "I'm just asking!"
With a snort, she said, "I'm not saying that's the only interpretation, but look at what a hodgepodge the Wild Hunt legends are. They represent everything from heralds of war and famine; to the dead hunting down the unjust; to a warning that people should stay inside at night. You're telling me my explanation makes any less sense?"
I nodded my head at the door. "So, what about the party? There are clearly women hunting for men in there. Hell, men hunting for men and women hunting for women, too." I chuckled. "I know I've seen you on the hunt for women often enough."
"Modern times and all. Shit's changed." Tabitha huffed, "You really are a spoilsport, you know that?"
With a laugh, I grabbed her in a sidehug. "No, I like it. It's a fun addition to the myths. You should write it down."
"Don't patronize me." Then she laughed and squeezed me, too. "Sounded good, though, didn't it?"
"Yeah. God, Tab, I've missed you so much." I looked down at her, and she smiled up at me. It felt like old times... but not quite. Something seemed different, but I couldn't tell what. Then the moment passed. She let go and turned toward the railing again, and I joined her.
After a little while, she asked, "So, you're here stag tonight?"
"Is this an attempt to get us back to European folklore?"
"For fuck's sake, Henry." She sounded a little heated, which surprised me. "I just wanted to know."
Yeah, something was definitely off. "Uh, yeah. Yeah, I haven't been seeing anyone for... mmm, maybe four months now? A friend invited me out to get me back in the saddle, but he neglected to mention that it was a costume party, so..." I reached out and patted her shoulder. "Really glad I stayed, though. What about you? You seeing anyone?"
She started to answer, then stopped. Then started and stopped again. Finally, abashed, she managed, "I, uh, I. No. Not since I broke up with my boyfriend back in March." I blinked at her, startled beyond the ability to speak. Finally, she gave me a guilty look. "Yes, boyfriend."
"But you're gay!"
"Clearly not." Tabitha shook her head. "I thought I was. I really did for a long time. I know there're a lot of LUGs running around campus, but I was a lesbian when I got here, and I was a lesbian after I graduated. Except... Well, except I wasn't. I mean, I'm probably like 90/10 or 95/5, but I convinced myself I was true blue. I wasn't lying to you or anything."
I was still processing, but I needed more data to process with. "So... Like, how?"
Tabitha snorted, her expression warning me to expect a massive dose of snark. But then she paused, and the apologetic look returned. "I dated a trans girl for a while. This might sound kinda insensitive, but I found out that I liked dick quite a lot; the problem was that I hated dicks, no matter what gender they were, and all the boys in high school and pretty much all the guys in college were dicks."
"Gee, thanks."
"Ugh, you know I don't mean you. Don't 'not all men' at me." She still looked away, though. "I know you're a good guy. Except I wasn't willing to bend in that direction back then. A lot of it was... Like, you saw how bitchy some of my friends got when a 'lesbian' started dating guys. Between the social pressure and the fact that I honestly could not give one tenth of one fuck about seeing the vast majority of guys naked, I just assumed it was like... you know, like when so-called 'straight' girls talk about having a girlcrush. Like the gay version of that."
"Ah. I see. So after you'd, um, experimented with your trans girlfriend, you... What, decided to give it a go?"
Tabitha scoffed, "Thank you so much for making my journey as a person sound so goddamned tawdry." She bobbed her head from side to side before giving out an exasperated, acquiescent sigh. "But, okay, yes, that's pretty much exactly what happened. The next guy I had a 'guycrush' on, I went for it. It turned out pretty good for a while, but then it stopped being so good. We broke up, I played the field for a little bit, then I got an offer for a job back here."
She nervously glanced over at me, and I understood what had changed, even before she opened her mouth.. "And now I've run into you, and I found out you didn't ghost me. And... I'm not trying to put any pressure on you, man. If you only want to be friends, I get it, but... but I realized why things never really worked out for me romantically. Because I'd left the best friend I've ever had behind without admitting to myself that I wanted to be more than just friends with him." She closed her eyes tightly as fear of rejection filled her voice. "A lot more."
I looked at her again, my gamer friend with the thick glasses and the drab wardrobe, the one I hadn't seen as a possible romantic interest in a long time. I'll admit that I still fantasized about her for a while after we became friends, but it eventually started to feel weird. Tabitha didn't play for the same team as me, and that was fine. I accepted it and her. And while I believe men and women can be platonic friends, I'm not going to lie and say her perceived sexual orientation didn't make it easier on me.
Looking at her now, though, I saw the things that I'd let my brain kind of skip over for a while. Tabitha's frumpy clothes hid a curvy, shapely body; we'd gone swimming together often enough in the summer for me to remember it well. I knew how passionate she could be. Hell, I'd heard it often enough in the brief time she was with Kathleen. And her face, with its pale skin, button nose, and high cheekbones, also held cupid bow lips that begged to be kissed.
So that's what I did.
Looking back, I'm more surprised at what the kiss wasn't than what it was. You might expect a first kiss between two longtime friends to be awkward, especially since one had long believed herself to be a lesbian, and the other had long accepted that belief. Our first kiss was anything but, though.
I leaned in with my own eyes closed. When our lips touched, she pressed forward urgently, and I reacted in kind. Within seconds, we went from leaning against the railing to facing each other to locked in a passionate embrace. Our mouths opened, tongues colliding then moving past each other with desperate need.
I don't know how long we made out on the balcony, but when we broke apart, we each searched the other's face. I looked for a sign of regret or worry on hers, but the only worry I found seemed to be for me. The only regret I saw was for the time we had lost. It's funny how sometimes a thing can be staring you in the face for years, and it's only when you shift your perspective just the tiniest bit that you realize the thing you missed is the thing you've always been missing.
Tabby spoke first. "I, ah, I think I'm ready to leave."
"Yeah. Yeah, definitely." I held her hand as we wove through the party, firing off only the most perfunctory of goodbyes. We didn't wait for the elevator, instead rushing headlong down the stairs and out the front doors before spilling out onto the street with giddy laughter. She looked up at me, and I leaned in to kiss her again, drawing a soft moan from her parted lips.
She pulled away, smiling playfully. "You still living in the same place?"
"No. New apartment, just across the park." I nodded my head vaguely in the direction of the nearest walking path.
"Are we... If we go over there now, are we going to disturb your roommates?"
"Just me. Single bedroom."
Tabitha quirked up an eyebrow. "And where would I have stayed if I had contacted you before I came back to town?"
"On my couch. You know, like every time you passed out at my old place?"
She pressed herself to me, snarking, "And is that where I'm staying tonight?"
"Depends."
"Oh? On what?"
I kissed her again, arms encircling her warm, soft body and pulling it in close. My hardness pressed against her stomach; she gasped, then put her hands on my ass and pulled me harder against her, grinding against my erection. It was my turn to groan then, before breaking the kiss and growling, "On whether we make it past the living room before I have you out of your clothes."
Tabitha's breath caught for a moment, then she bit her lower lip, grabbed my arm, and broke into a run towards the park.
We'd made it almost halfway through when she suddenly skidded to a halt. "Shit!"
"What?"
Tabitha turned towards me, cringing. "Um, I forgot to ask. Do you have any condoms? I'm not on the pill, and, it's, um, it's not a great time of the month for me to not be on the pill."
"Shit," I agreed. "I don't know. I don't think so? But we can hit a corner store on the way and get some."
She cocked her head thoughtfully. "True. Or you could just pull out. I don't really want to wait. Or, fuck it, we can get some Plan B tomorrow." A twinkle appeared in her eyes, and she bit her lip playfully. "Or, alternately, maybe you could even br--"
A dog barked loudly, somewhere not too distant. Then we heard a howl further off, and another soon joined it. They could have been dogs or coyotes; the many green spaces in the city provided ample support for the latter.
Tabitha's eyes widened in mock horror. "The Wild Hunt!"
"Oh no! I guess we'd better run straight home, then."
The twinkle in her eyes transformed into a wicked gleam as she stepped back and off the concrete walking path. "Or maybe we should join the hunt instead?" I started to speak, but Tabitha's hands moved to the hem of her turtleneck and began to slowly pull it upwards. "What do you say, O Horned King? You up for an evening run? Want to chase down your prey and..." She chuckled. "... impale it with your mighty spear?"
"Tab?" I couldn't believe that she was actually suggesting what it sounded like she was suggesting. When her shirt came off over her head, though, leaving only a black bra covering her torso? Let's just say I rapidly became a believer.
She winked at me and turned halfway towards the woods, then paused and tossed me her shirt. "So you've got my scent." Then, with a laugh, she darted off into the sparse forest. I gawped for just a moment, then sprinted after.
This was dumb. Dangerous. I knew that. The full moon provided a good amount of light once off the path, but nothing like the lamps the city had installed. A root or a fallen tree branch concealed by shadow could mean we'd have to head to the ER rather than my bed. And that assumed we didn't get lost; like I said, the forest only barely qualified as a park, and in the dark, we could easily have gotten turned around.
But still, I gave chase.
Tabitha had a head start of maybe twenty paces, but my long strides ate away at the gap between us. She had to run more carefully, avoiding any hazards that might lie in her path, but all I had to do was stick to the trail she forged. Beyond that, I used to run a lot. It had been my primary form of exercise for years, and while I'd slacked off in the last few months, I could still more than keep up with my quarry.
The trees had already started to shed their foliage, and the sounds of feet pounding bare earth came interspersed with loud crackling as we trampled the fallen leaves. I heard her breaths turning to gasps as well, but otherwise, silence reigned.
The canopy overhead let only enough illumination through to render the world in monochrome, but as Tab burst into a large clearing, the moonlight restored her to full living color. The brilliant red of her hair against the pale white of her skin brought to mind blood on freshly fallen snow.



My quarry looked over her shoulder, laughing breathlessly as I got within arm's reach, but in doing so, she missed the rock in her path. Her boot caught on it, and the next few moments happened in slow motion. Tab tried to regain her footing but began to topple. I grabbed the first thing I could--which happened to be her skirt--and it came free with a ripping noise. This little bit of extra stability kept her upright, though, and she staggered several steps before coming to rest against a boulder that sat at the far edge of the clearing.
Tabitha's gasping, relieved laughter rang out loud and clear as she leaned against the stone, looking at me. "If- hah- if you wanted me naked, you only had to ask." I looked down. In one hand, I held her turtleneck; in the other, a length of cloth that had once been her skirt.
My voice echoed my exertion but remained steady. "You okay?"
She nodded, then giggled. "A little chilly now, though." That damned lip bite again, the one that I knew I'd never be able to get enough of. "Want to warm me up?"
I stalked towards Tabitha, throwing her garments to the ground as I did. Her expression changed to doe-eyed faux innocence as I drew nearer, then her lovely green eyes widened with something resembling alarm; that shift inflamed me. My soon-to-be lover had asked me to pursue her as prey, and now she stood cornered against a rock, nearly naked, breasts heaving as she took in lungfuls of air. Her ruby lips moved as if to form words just as my final stride brought me to her; anything she might have said was lost as I crushed my body against hers and kissed her possessively. I had earned this prize, and I would claim every part of it, starting there.
As I pinned Tab against the rock, her heart pounded rapidly against my chest, much faster than mine. She had a competitive streak a mile wide--it's part of why we got along so well--but not an athletic bone in her body. One kiss became many kisses, mouths separating from and desperately seeking each other again as we struggled to find the right balance between our need for oxygen and for each other. A part of me would have gladly slipped into unconsciousness at that point just to stay locked in her embrace. A much more needful part, though, pressed against her belly insistently.
Her hands pawed at my shirt as she tried to work at the buttons, to open them, to feel my bare chest on hers. I broke away for a moment and yanked it open, sending bits of plastic flying onto the ground and into the trees. She grinned, wild-eyed, at this display; not for its admittedly paltry showing of my strength, but for how it underlined my desire for her. My snarky prey opened her mouth, but I forced my tongue between her lips before she could speak.
I yanked at the clasp of her bra. It didn't just come undone; it snapped. For half a second, I thought, 'We're going to walk out of this park buck-ass naked,' but then her soft, warm tits filled my hand, and I couldn't have cared less about public indecency. The legal repercussions of it, anyways; I found myself quite invested in public indecency as a practice.
I nibbled at Tab's neck while kneading her perfect breasts in my hands, taking a moment now and again to gently pinch the nipples and chuckle at the breathy gasps of pleasure she rewarded me with. I knew that later, I'd spend hours sucking and biting at them, but I needed her now, and the more I distracted her, the longer it would take her to undo my belt. As it was, I almost batted aside her trembling hands to do it myself, but I wasn't certain my fingers would be any steadier. Between the cold, adrenaline, and lust, my hands shook as well.
Finally, though, she persevered and had the buckle open, then almost immediately the button and zipper; once manual dexterity mattered less, she moved decisively. I felt her hand reach into the waistband of my briefs and heard a disbelieving, "Oh my God..." escape her lips.
Yes, I'd seen her in her swimsuit, but I always wore board shorts or other loose-fitting pants. And, yes, I had pressed myself against her earlier, but what she thought she felt could have been her mind or her lust playing tricks on her. Now, as I pulled away from her neck to see her reaction, I couldn't help but grin wickedly at the consternation on her face. That competitive streak I loved so much took over, though, and determination replaced consternation. Determination and need.
I had taken advantage of her surprise to move a hand from her breasts downward; now, it rested just at the top of her panties. Before I could slip a finger inside, however, she took my roving hand and placed it on the soaking wet cloth between her legs, then pulled the fabric to one side. Her other hand stroked my cock roughly. And her eyes? They challenged me as they had on the walking path before she ran off, daring me to take what I wanted. To take her, as I now understood, the way she wanted. She challenged my primacy, but only so that I would assert it.
I stooped slightly, grabbing both her legs behind the knees and hauling her off her feet. She gasped and giggled, bracing herself with her hands on my shoulders and her back against the smooth rock. When I'd brought her high enough, though, one of her hands moved down below, grasping for my dick again, then pushing her panties aside to place the head at her entrance.
I thought I saw a moment of hesitation then, a little fear of... I didn't know. So many possibilities, in retrospect: a step in our relationship we could never undo; a decision made too quickly; a perfect moment that seemed too good to be true. I almost stopped. But then she smiled an embarrassed little smile and said, "Slowly, please, at first. Let me get used to you."
Nothing can make a guy feel like a fucking god than a new lover telling him she's worried he might be too big. My fears--the same ones I thought she might have--disappeared in that moment. Not because they weren't reasonable, but because they weren't reasonable with her. Not with my other half. This, none of it, could ever be wrong with her.
The tip of my cock sunk between her folds, and she gasped, "Oh God!" As the thick mushroom head spread her lips, she moaned my name. And when it stretched her wide open, she whimpered audibly. Not in pain, I didn't think, but definitely some discomfort. And then, as she slipped lower on my shaft, in submission.
Tabitha had no leverage, especially with one hand between us. Even once both hands came to rest on my shoulders, I controlled the rate of descent. She could delay, perhaps, trying to gain some purchase against the cold stone, pressing her hands down on my shoulders, or digging her heels into the back of my thighs. But every time she tried, I gave her only the slightest respite from her slow, inexorable downward journey, and she instead found herself wiggling more and more of my throbbing cock inside her tight hole.
Once she resigned herself to helplessness, my doe-eyed quarry returned. Her Horned King had hunted her and taken her, but now she struggled to free herself from a trap she had no hope of escaping. When at last gravity brought Tabitha as low as it could, when my thick hardness buried itself to the hilt inside of her, I let her have only a moment of rest before showing her our Wild Hunt was far from complete.
The first thrust--the first real one, that is, the one that didn't merely teach her body to accommodate my size--forced the air from her lungs in a loud groan. I watched her as I took that first step, gauging her reaction so that I could make sure she enjoyed herself as much, if not more, than I planned to. I needn't have worried; my prey showed me then she wasn't so helpless after all.
Tabitha had no leverage to free herself, true; but when I raised her up again, she could and did slide herself down. Teeth found my neck and nails raked across my back as she fucked herself on my cock. If she wanted to show me she could give as good as she got, so be it. I threw caution to the wind, plunging into her over and over again to the sounds of lusty moaning, loud whines, and desperate, wordless begging.
When she came, I felt a tightness around my shaft like none I'd ever known. Her teeth broke skin for the first time, but I didn't care. I roughly slammed my cock into her as she got closer and closer; she wailed like a banshee once the orgasm fully overtook her. I have no idea how long Tabitha howled, but I thought I heard other animals join her in chorus before she finished.
I wanted to last longer, but it had been so long since I'd been with a woman. More importantly, I'd never been with one like Tabitha. There couldn't be another woman like her, and I had to make her mine for all time; that's what the primal, primitive voice in my head cried out as I felt my balls tighten, urging me to claim her.
But she claimed me first. The heels that had dug into my thighs as she tried to escape the trap I'd laid for her earlier now trapped me inside. Her arms wrapped around my neck. And her lips breathily whispered, "Cum, Henry. Please! I need to feel you inside- oh. Oh! Oh God! Yes, fucking breed me!" I made Tabitha my own with spurt after spurt of seed, filling her womb to overflowing as she clung tightly to me.
We stood there for a while, me pinning her against the rock and her wrapped around me, both panting from exertion. Eventually, though, I pulled away from her, smiling contentedly. Well, at least until I saw the state of her: glasses askew and fogged up, hair bedraggled, lipstick smeared across her cheek, and with the most dazed, well-fucked expression I'd ever seen. Then I started chortling.
"Asshole!" She tried to slip loose of my clutches, but I pinned her harder against the rock and kissed her fiercely. When I broke the kiss, she snarked, "You're still an asshole." She moaned as I shifted, though, my half-hard dick nearly ready to rejoin the fray. "You're not--" She bit her lip when I pushed up into her, nearly drawing blood as I took her again. "Oh god! Not going to- ah- to win every argument-- mmmm fuck, Henry!- ah ah like that!"
Her pained, pleased voice had me hard as steel and ready to go. When I let her hands free, they returned to my back, claws digging in once more. It was like throwing gasoline on a fire, but I couldn't resist taunting her. "It's going to be fun to try, though." Tabitha opened her mouth to yell at me. Instead, she called out as I pounded her against the stone surface, making submissive, nonsense sounds that only reinforced my desire for her.
Before, I'd had my face buried in her neck, or she had bitten into my shoulder as we coupled. But now, I watched her as we fucked, then as we slowed down to make love for the first time. Her infectious, happy laugh, the one I'd heard plenty of times before in other contexts, took on new meaning now. Her gorgeous eyes flashed with joy at the sensations that swept through her body, then closed so that she could fully luxuriate in them as she came. I loved the sudden pause in her motion, the short silence followed by a loud, guttural howl and energetic shuddering throughout her compact frame.
I loved, too, the way she watched me after she came, her broad grin tempered with a new, generous expression as I drew closer to orgasm. And I adored the gentle taunting in her tone when she urged me, "Again, Henry. Oh oh, again, you're going to fill me so fucking full- of- of your cum. You're the only one, love, the only one that's ever gone raw in me." She laughed as my eyes widened. "Mmm, like that? It's the truth. It's- oh, oh fuck, you do like that, don't you?"
I growled a noise that could have been, "Yes," and she laughed once more.
"Mmmm my beautiful Cernunnos, impaling me-- oh, oh my God-- mmm, does this make you my God?" Her expression turned toward one of pain, then mixed again with pleasure as I responded to her words, driving relentlessly up into her. "Oh, oh fuck, my God, you like that? Like being- ah!- my God? Wanna rearrange my insides with that fat cock, want to- Oh. Oh! Oh fuck fuck fuck, please cum!" She kissed me, then used her legs to pull me hard into her as I got closer, urging, "Yessss, cum- cum in me. Do it! Take what's yours and give me what's mine! Fucking knock me up, Henry!"
I didn't know if she was playing or not, if this newly unveiled kink was simply that or if she actually wanted me to give her a child. My primitive hindbrain didn't give a fuck, though. It was hot as hell either way, and I wanted to take everything she offered and more. I thrust into her twice more, then filled her needy, used cunt to the hilt, first with my cock and then with my cum. All the while, she whispered words of lust and need and acceptance in my ear. My prey--my love--took my seed deep inside, and she thanked me for it in worshipful tones all the while.
Afterwards, when we could move again--and once we'd separated to try to reassemble our clothing--Tabitha couldn't hide her embarrassment. "I, uh, holy shit, man. I--" She chuckled. "Fuck, Henry. Fuck."
"How eloquent."
"Asshole."
I smirked. "Trying to start another 'argument?'"
My best friend--no longer my prey, at least for the moment--guffawed, "Fuck no!" Then she bit her lip seductively. "Not until we get home, at least. Assuming I can make it there, that is. Christ, I always thought the 'I'm gonna walk funny tomorrow' thing was a joke."
With a warm smile, I offered, "I'll carry you, if you want."
My Tabby raised an eyebrow and chuckled, "Over the threshold?" Then she patted her belly and winked. "Or am I supposed to raise your bastard all by my lonesome?" At my surprised look, a frown flickered across her face before quickly disappearing behind the cool, carefree façade I'd seen plenty of times before. The one she used to hide her disappointment and sadness. "Ah, I'm just fucking with ya. Like I said, we can get some Plan B on the way to your place."
"Tab..."
She rolled her eyes. "No, Henry, I meant what I said before. No pressure, right? I know this is weird, and I'm not--"
I took a step closer. "Tab."
"--silly enough to think that we should make a massive change to our lives based on--"
I grabbed her arms and pulled her to me, kissing her even as she resisted. Not for long, though. She melted against me, then moaned into my mouth as I let go of her arms and took her into a full embrace, crushing her body to mine.
Once the kiss ended, I looked into her eyes, only inches from mine. "I love you, Tabitha. In every way. Do you understand me? I love you, and I hadn't realized how empty my life was until my best friend in the world showed up at that party tonight. I didn't realize how empty it had always been until you closed your eyes and waited for me to kiss you. I won't ever have it be that empty again. If you ever--ever!--suggest that I don't want you--and, if we're so lucky, our child--in my life, I will put you over my knee. Do you understand?"
Tabitha stared up at me, open-mouthed, before managing to snark, "Don't threaten me with a good time, handsome."
Snorting, I kissed her once more, then said, "Woman, get your clothes on."
"What clothes? You wrecked my skirt, my panties are soaked with your cum, and my turtleneck got ripped up by the branches." She ran her finger down my chest. "You seem to be missing a few buttons, too. And..." Her hand moved lower, rubbing my crotch before bringing her fingers up between our faces. "You appear to have somehow gotten a bunch of cum on your pants." She purred happily as she licked and sucked her dripping digits, maintaining eye contact all the while. "Mmmmaybe I could clean that up, but the rest of it? Not so much."
Once my brain engaged again--which admittedly took a moment--I realized I had the solution to multiple problems staring me right in the face. She saw my expression and suspiciously asked, "What?"
A little while later, two figures wandered out of the woods and onto the walking trail, their clothes torn and stained. The man's shirt lay open, its buttons missing. Lipstick marks dotted his chest, and traces of "fake" blood dried on the back of his shirt, where numerous claw marks crisscrossed the flesh underneath. The woman, walking with a staggering gait, wore a torn, muddied sweater and a skirt, which appeared to be tied in place with a ripped bra. Her makeup had smeared across her face and his, and they were sweaty, exhausted-looking, and covered in bite marks and hickeys.
Once we exited the park, passing revelers asked what we were going as. Tabitha smirked and said, "Sexy zombie walk of shame."
That got a lot of laughs, but more than one person commented how well we'd done our makeup and practical FX. One particularly pervy guy noted the nice details, like the trickle of cum running down Tabitha's legs, which made her blush and me laugh out loud. "Thanks," I said. "I worked really hard on that."
Once home, in bed--in our bed--after we'd showered and Tabitha had kissed at and tended to the wounds she'd left on my back, she rode me. I had been her Cernunnos out in the woods, overpowering her with my strength and speed. But here, in the candlelit coziness of our shared safe space, Brighid reigned.
The goddess of home and hearth, of fertility and family, knelt astride me, smiling down with gentle, loving warmth. There would be time again for me to chase her through the woods; we'd unlocked a couple of shared kinks for both of us during our Wild Hunt. But for the moment, I had caught her, and we were neither predator nor prey. We were young and in love. Virile and fertile. And soon, mother and father, husband and wife.
—----------------------------------------
I hope you enjoyed it! If you did, please drop a five star rating; if not, let me know down in the comments what you think I could have done better.
As always, I rely on my beta readers for the final polish on my stories. seraph_nocturne and elizaloo helped me out on this, as they so often do. Thanks, ladies. This wouldn't have turned out half as good without you.
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This is my entry for "Amorous Goods, Season 04" Author Challenge. Thanks to jaF0 for organizing this one. The old Friday the 13th TV series was one of my favorites growing up, part of a huge block of syndicated sci-fi and horror shows that ran on Saturday night in the D/FW area. It's been a lot of fun to write something in that vein.
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Prologue:
A lifelong collector of goods and objects from far and wide has passed and left the entire collection and the business built around them to the only remaining relative, a niece on a career path of her own. Vikki has taken on the task of administering the estate and liquidating the business and collection. However, she has come to find out that many of the goods have been cursed or enchanted with amorous powers that affect those who encounter them. These are the stories of some of those encounters with objects found at Amorous Goods.
—----------------------------------------
The shopkeep reminded me of my grandfather. "Tell me about her." He topped off my tea, then sat back in his overstuffed chair.
I hesitated; telling this story had never caused me anything but heartache. "... I met her when we were fourteen years old. She had just moved to town; her dad got a new job, and the family moved during the middle of the school year. Something about her... I don't know. I don't believe in love at first sight, but I found her compelling in a way I just don't have words for.
"I mean, she was cute, but not gorgeous: a cute button nose, curly strawberry blonde hair, and rail thin. Puberty clearly hadn't really hit yet. She had this elfin smile, though, and it came to her face so easily. I... Maybe love at first sight isn't real, but I just felt like we were meant to be together."
I shook my head. "She and I became fast friends, then best friends, then more as we got older. We weren't just each other's firsts; we were each other's onlys. My memories are... fuzzy in some places. I know that she and I went to college together and got married as soon as we graduated. We had two kids, a five-year-old girl and a three-year-old boy. I worked, and she stayed home to raise them."
My throat constricted. This part always hurt the most. "I remember laying in bed with her that morning so clearly; not all of it, but images so clear they're like photographs. Nothing sexual, nothing... It wasn't like that. That morning, we just cuddled and talked. It was bliss. And- and then..."
I couldn't go on, but Mack, the shopkeeper, seemed to know the next part. "... And then you woke up, and it was all a dream. You were back in your bed, at home, and fifteen years had passed?"
"... Twenty. How did you know?"
Ignoring my question, he shook his head with a sad smile. "Twenty years of your life, gone."
"Yeah, but... but not gone. Never existed." I took a sip from the steaming cup. "I looked for her the next day at school. She wasn't there, of course. I talked to the other students, the administration... No one had any idea who I was talking about. And it didn't help..." I sighed. "It didn't help that I couldn't remember her name."
"Oh? Is that all you couldn't remember?"
"There are gaps, like I said. We lived a life together, but I only remember bits and pieces of it. Meeting her. Some time in high school. A few days in college, ones that seemed important to our relationship or our lives. Our wedding day. A few without her in it, like random days at my job or with friends. The birth of our daughter, but not our son. And, of course, that last morning in bed before I woke up.
"But I'm missing other things, too. Her name. And... I can't remember her voice. Not really. It's always just out of reach, like... like the opposite of something being on the tip of your tongue. Like it doesn't quite reach my ears. I can remember what she said, but not her voice saying it. I just can't remember the sound of her voice.
"Except for her laugh. God, I love that laugh, and I haven't heard it for so long. I'd give anything to hear her laugh again, to have another minute with her, just so I could..."
I shook my head. "I know it's crazy. I know that. Trust me, I spent enough time being told by my parents and school officials that, then therapists. 'You can't live a whole life in one night.' 'It was just a dream.' 'Puberty anxiety manifesting in an ideal life.'
"But it's not. It can't be. I saw... other stuff. iPhones, back when Nokia bricks were all we had. References to the war in Ukraine. Games I played with my kids on their Xbox, ones that really exist that I couldn't have even conceived of back then. It's not... It can't just be a dream."
Mack sat back in his chair. "Mmm. It could be your mind backfilling details. Memory is tricky like that."
"It's not!" I lowered my voice. "It's not. I'm sorry I shouted, but it's not. She's... She has to be real. They have to be real, my kids, my..." My shoulders slumped. "I can't remember their names. My little girl and my little boy. I can hear their voices, but I can't see their faces." This was why I didn't talk about them anymore. It wasn't just because people thought I was nuts; it was because it sent me into a spiral every time.
"The opposite of how you remember their mom. Your dream children, I mean."
"Yeah."
The old man took a deep breath and let it out slowly. "What has your life been like since then?"
"Not great." I flopped back in the chair. "I tried to let it go. I did, I promise. Move on. I went to college, graduated with okay grades, got an okay job. Married someone. Got divorced."
"Because the woman you married wasn't her?"
I slowly nodded. "Jennifer deserved better. She's a wonderful woman, and I'm glad she's found someone that... Well, that isn't still chasing a dream he had when he was a kid. That wasn't..." A laugh escaped my lips unexpectedly. "That wasn't settling for her even as she settled for him. By any sane measure, I should have been overjoyed to be with Jen, and I was. Some of the time, anyways. But not..." My gaze shifted to the window, ashamed at the actions of my past self, actions I know I'd still repeat to this day, even knowing how wrong they were.
"I'd see a woman on the street with curly strawberry blonde hair. Just for a second, I thought it might be her, and I'd stare. Jennifer knew about the dream. She tried to be understanding, but how long can someone live with always coming in second to a literal dream girl?" I shook my head and turned my gaze back to Mack. "I don't blame her for leaving. She never should have had to put up with me in the first place."
Mack frowned, taking in a deep breath through his nose, then exhaling steadily. "Do you know why you're here? In the shop, I mean?"
"Yeah, I... Because- because, I..." My brows knit together as I tried to remember. A thunderclap outside seemed like a hint. "It's raining. I came in to get out of the rain." 'Of course,' I thought. 'That has to be it.' "I, ah, I pass by the shop on the way to and from work sometimes, and it started raining, so I came inside."
The shopkeeper favored me with a sympathetic smile. "It started raining after you came in. Half an hour after you came in." He inclined his head at my hand. "Do you know what you're holding?"
"What?"
"In your right hand. You've been clutching it for the last hour like it's a winning lottery ticket." He chuckled at a joke I didn't get. "Which, I suppose, it might be."
I looked down to see my fist clenched tightly around something. It took an effort of will to uncurl my fingers; inside, I found a key. It shined like polished silver, its intricate design reminiscent of something from the nineteenth century, like a key you'd expect to open your great-grandmother's hope chest. Its length made it too long to fully fit in my clenched fist, but it felt almost weightless, like a plastic toy instead of a sizable hunk of metal. But the marks it had left on the skin of my palm and my fingers meant I'd held it in a death grip before Mack bade me open my fist; a toy would have snapped under that pressure.
"What- I- I don't remember..." I glanced up at him, but my eyes returned quickly to the mesmerizing object in my hand. "Where did this come from?"
"From the shelves of our little shop with the strange name. You didn't come in because of the storm. You came in because it called to you."
I laughed, looking up at him once more, the key almost--but not quite--forgotten. "Called to me?"
He nodded, a vaguely smug expression on his face. "Don't believe me? Put the key on the table, then, and try to walk out the door."
My hand felt like it moved through molasses as I reached forward, but I managed to gently place the gleaming key on the hardwood surface. It made a beautiful, pure sound, chiming like the tuning fork a choir of angels would use to harmonize. Having it out of my grasp felt almost painful, but I managed to step back from the table. Politely, almost ashamed, I muttered, "I, um, I'm sorry. I try not to talk about this anymore. But thank you for listening." Then I turned to head towards the door.
"Oh, it's quite alright. But Daniel? You seem to have forgotten something." He gestured toward my hand, and I found that I'd somehow picked up the key once more, my fist closed tightly around it. When had I done that? "Please, Mr. Jeffries. Sit down. We need to talk. Or, at least, you need to listen."
I felt myself sweat. You should run! 'Wait, what? No, I shouldn't!' But he might take the key! Where the hell did that come from?
"Mr. Jeffries." I shook my head to clear it. "Please. Sit. I won't take the key. I promise. But you need to understand some things about it before you leave."
Shakily, I pulled the chair back out and lowered myself into it. "What was that voice?"
Mack waved the question off. "That comes later. First, though: do you know what dreams are, Daniel?"
A host of answers whizzed through my head. I'd read texts on psychology, neuroscience, mythology, lucid dreaming, and many more. None of them had given me an answer that rang true. "No."
A broad grin split his face. "An honest answer. I like that. It bodes well. The truth is that I don't know, either. I know what they can be, though. Sometimes--most of the time--they're just your brain tidying itself up for the next day. Sometimes they're a subconscious warning to yourself from yourself. Rarely, they're a message from... elsewhere." I thought I saw a slight shudder shake his stocky frame. "But in your case? In the case of your dream girl? It was prophetic. A prediction of the future."
I leaned across the table and squinted at him. "How can it be a prophecy if it didn't happen?"
He tilted his head from side to side as if weighing my words against his response. "Mmmm, it did. It just didn't happen to you. Not this you, at any rate."
"... What?"
"When you went to sleep that night, you dreamt of a thing that did happen, and it did happen to you, but also not you." He raised a hand to stop me from commenting. "This is a gross oversimplification of a complex subject, but when people make decisions, each choice they make alters their future. But it doesn't just alter their future; it creates new timelines.
"Most people will never see anything other than the timeline they live in. They are, perhaps, lucky in that, as you've learned to your detriment. Out there is a timeline where you--a version of you, that is--meet the girl of your dreams, falls in love, marries, has kids, all the things you saw in your dream. But something happened so that the timeline you live in isn't the timeline you saw. Maybe the girl's father took a different job, or maybe he moved his family into another house or... The possibilities are limitless."
"That's insane!"
Mack chuckled. "I can understand why you might think that. The notion itself is unsettling, and confirmation of it... well, it's driven men insane before. The key you possess--or which perhaps possesses you--first belonged to a gentleman named Randolph Carter of Massachusetts. It's a sort of talisman that allowed him to traverse the spaces between dimensions, ones that can only be accessed in the dreams of--"
"Bullshit! That's from H. P. Lovecraft! His Dream Cycle stories, the ones where he put himself in as a self-insert character."
"No, he didn't."
"Yes, he did! I've read every damned thing about dreams I can, even the fiction, and the Lovecraft scholars--"
"--are full of shit." He sighed. "Yes, Carter and Lovecraft were contemporaries. And Lovecraft, as was his wont, wrote too much on things he understood too little. I won't speak more about that, except to say that Lovecraft and Carter were two separate men--albeit ones with much in common--that they knew each other, and that the key you hold in your hand is, in fact, the same one Lovecraft fictionalized in his tales.
"But, as I said, Lovecraft understood too little. The key is... aware. Conscious. That's what spoke to you before, when it urged you to run, because it thinks I might try to contain it. But in this case... Well, in this case, I think it's called out to the right person."
I narrowed my eyes at him suspiciously. "'Right' how? I mean, I don't believe you, but let's at least hear your pitch."
"I understand your skepticism. Before I started working here, well..." He shook his head. "You're in the wrong timeline. For you, at least. The key will let you travel to the correct one and reclaim the future that you want. The one you deserve, yes?" The glint in his eye made me feel uncomfortable; the sudden thrumming of the key in my hand took that discomfort into the realm of fear.
"What does that mean?"
"It means you can, if you choose, take the key home with you. Go to sleep. It will guide you to the universe that prophetic dream foretold, the one where you met your perfect woman. And then, it will allow you to supplant the 'you' that lives there."
"Supplant? Do you mean replace?" Mack nodded. "How? I thought it was just a dream?"
"You will be a dream, but they--he--will be flesh and blood. You can enter his mind. Take over his body."
"How?"
"The key will tell you. When it's time."
My mouth went dry. "And what happens to him?"
Mack shrugged. "Is that what you really care about? The man that stole your life? Your love?"
I closed my eyes and saw her face, as I so often did. She was mine. Not his. Mine. "... No. No, I suppose not."
When I opened them again, the old shopkeeper was staring at me placidly. "Do you have any other questions?"
"I..." It was insane. Every word. Every idea. The key from Lovecraft's stories, traveling to other dimensions, prophetic dreams intended for someone else, all of it. And yet I felt the truth of every word he'd said.
I stood decisively. "No. No, I suppose not." I started to extend my hand and realized the key remained clenched in it; it felt like a part of my body. I transferred it to the other hand and shook Mack's as he rose. "Thank you." He nodded in a friendly manner, then walked me to the door of the shop, shut it behind me, and turned the sign from "Open" to "Closed."
All the way home, I kept glancing down at the key in my hand. It felt like part of me, as I said, but I also strangely felt worried I'd lose it. Mack was right: it did feel like a lottery ticket. Not just for the promise that it held--and that it kept whispering to me that it held--but the paranoia about misplacing it.
Once I reached my dilapidated, low-rent apartment, I slammed the door, turned the deadbolts, and put the chain in place. I hadn't eaten since breakfast, but even as the sun disappeared below the horizon, I felt no hunger. Instead, I felt a gnawing need to dream.
That, in and of itself, seemed strange. I had gone through a period early on when I hoped every night to dream of her. I took sleeping pills for a while to stay under longer, tried herbs and drugs to increase the intensity of my dreams, even learned lucid dreaming to control them. None of it worked. Sometimes I'd conjure a simulacrum of her, but it was never really my dream girl. I still couldn't remember her voice, but I knew what it wasn't, and I never heard the real one from any of her doppelgangers.
Then, once I'd married Jen, it seemed disloyal to chase after her. I put all those ways to control or intensify my dreams on the shelf, especially as our marriage grew frayed. I tried to be the loyal and loving husband she deserved, but I fell short.
After the divorce, I took drugs to reduce the number of dreams I had, or at least the number I remembered. A new fear presented itself: if I saw her in my dreams again, if I heard her voice and knew it was truly her... No, I couldn't have handled it. That would have meant she was a dream all along, that I'd wasted my life chasing an illusion. It would mean that I'd traded a mirage for a good woman who loved me.
I tried one time to never sleep again. The itching on my wrists and the numbness in my right ring finger reminded me of it sometimes. But, as with all things in my life, even that didn't quite work out.
Now, though, I desperately wanted to dream again. Unfortunately, the anticipation of it prevented my slumber. I tried all the techniques I could remember: meditation, moving to different rooms, blacking out the windows. Hell, I even tried counting sheep. It wasn't until I heard the lullaby in my head, sung by a silvery, ethereal voice, that I felt myself begin to drowse.
I stood up some time later, confused and unhappy. I hadn't dreamt at all. Nothing had changed. I didn't see my lost love again. The lunacy that Mack had promised me had been just that: lunacy. I started to storm out of my apartment when I heard it.
"Look behind you."
I half-recognized the voice, the same one that had whispered in my head and sung when sleep eluded me. It sounded louder now, and more... present. Real. It didn't come from inside my head, but instead from outside my body. I looked down.
"I said look behind, not down." The key vibrated slightly in my hand as it spoke. I stared at it, open-mouthed. Carter's key remained the same, but... different. More solid, as if I could now feel the weight I hadn't before. Duller, too, a patina covering its surface. It sounded exasperated as it repeated, "Look behind you, Daniel."
I glanced backwards, and there I lay. I slept, reclined on my couch, fist still gripping the key. The key that I held in my hand now, in my body that stood and walked and... "What the fuck?"
"Oh, well put. You're dreaming. Remember? That was the point of this exercise."
"What?"
If a key could facepalm, I think this one would have. "For all the... We're going to find your dream girl, Daniel. Remember? Or, rather, I'm going to lead you to her. I already know where she is."
"How?"
"Ah, a sensible question, finally." It... chuckled? I'll go with that. "I'm a key. See if that gives you any clues about what you should do next."
I had a brief thought that perhaps this was just another lucid dream, that after trying so hard to not dream for so long that I'd come back guns blazing, in a manner of speaking. I cast that idea aside quickly, though; it didn't feel like a dream at all. I could read text, and it stayed the same when I looked at it a second time, something that our brains aren't supposed to be able to do; the language center of the brain--the part that lets us read, at least--doesn't play nicely with the dreaming mind. And I felt different, too. Tentatively, I pinched myself. It hurt, but I didn't wake up. My other body shifted in its sleep, though.
"Yes, Daniel. You're dreaming. Well done. And, yes, it's not like a dream you've ever felt before. Or is it? Maybe something seems a touch familiar?" The dream. The dream, the one that set me down this path. "Ah, now you're getting it. So, since we're on the same page, let's try to make this easier. What do we do with keys, slowcoach?"



I cast my eyes around the apartment, then started towards the front door. As I raised the key, it yelped, "Not that one!"
"Why?"
"Because I'd like to see the next dozen or so eons from somewhere other than inside a spawn of Nyarlathotep. Let's try... Mmm, your bedroom instead. That'll get us where we need to go. Sort of."
"Sort of?"
"You are so full of questions! Yes, sort of. Just go, okay? I'll get you there."
With a shrug, I turned towards my bedroom door. I thought I'd left it open, but it was closed now. Closed, and sealed shut with chains the size normally seen attached to an aircraft carrier's anchor. However, I saw no kind of lock.
"Uh."
"You seemed a lot smarter when you were awake. Just touch me to the chains. I'll handle the rest."
Hesitantly, I raised the key toward the door. This was a dream, yes, but we'd already established that I could feel pain. The old adage that if one dies in a dream, they die in real life as well came back to me. I had thought it nonsense before; after all, if someone died in their dream, how would anyone know? Something in me now screamed, though, that this myth had its roots in reality.
With a flash, the room disappeared. Not just the door, but the entire room. I stood in a new place then, a corridor lit with torches, its floor covered with ankle-deep sand. In the darkness, somewhere outside the dim, flickering circles of light, I thought I heard movement. A sound like the rasping of leaves against a window filled my ears, reminding me of the times as a child when I pulled the blankets over my head during a storm. Then came a bellowing cry of something primal and monstrous, and I understood why I had hidden. The key shouted, "Run! Run, you damned fool!"
I lit off in a blind panic away from the noise. I mean that term literally, 'a blind panic.' Guttering torches lit parts of the passage, but only pushed back the gloom by a dozen feet, at most. I saw something like hieroglyphics on the walls, but the few glimpses I caught resembled nothing human: too many arms, eyes that didn't seem right, bodies twisted in ways a human's shouldn't. Not a living one, anyways.
The architecture of this place seemed wrong in a way that, even now, I can't quite define, its angles and intersections evoking a sense of distress as I try to remember them. At the time, though, I only cared to get away from the thing in the darkness. The thing that drew closer with each fearful, gasping breath.
I swear that I could feel our pursuer's breath on my neck when the silver bastard cried, "Turn left! Arm up!" I made a hard pivot, hand raised as if to stiff arm a blocker, sure I was going to die from listening to a goddamned key but also not seeing a better option. Another flash of light took us from that tomb or temple or labyrinth--whatever it was--and sent me sprawling, cursing at the damned hunk of metal in my hand. "What the fuck was that, you stupid--"
And there she was. Lisa.
Lisa! That was her name. Oh my God, how could I have ever forgotten? I lay on the carpet of our living room floor, gazing up at her as she puttered about in the kitchen. Singing. She sang like an angel! My angel. This was Heaven, and at long last, I had found my way back.
But then I saw the Devil, and he had my face. Beelzebub kissed my angel, stealing a peck on the cheek from the woman I loved. She leaned into it, smiling and making a cheerful noise, then shooing him away. "I'm making dinner, sir! Go shower." Then, in a whisper that I could still hear from that distance, "Don't worry, I'll have a nice dessert for you after the kids are in bed."
I hadn't heard her voice in so long. I felt overjoyed to finally remember it, but enraged to hear her words to him. He was me, but not me: chubby--in a dad bod sort of way--where I was lean; the beginnings of lines around his eyes from smiling instead of frowning; radiating a sort of amiable contentment that I envied beyond all belief. He hadn't just taken my wife, he'd taken my life. My happiness.
Hoarsely, I asked, "Is this real?"
My silvery companion responded, "As real as the world we left behind to get here, the one where you're still tossing and turning in your sleep. It's just a different real."
I stood and dusted myself off. God, the woman of my dreams was real, and she was here. But she was looking straight at me, and her eyes didn't see me. When I stepped forward, the key chimed, "You can't touch her. Only your mind is here, not your body. She can't see or hear you, either."
Lisa turned back to the counter, humming a tune from our youth as she assembled the ingredients for their supper. Part of me wanted to stay and watch her all day, but I sensed that my time was limited, and that I wouldn't get another chance at this.
My free hand clenched and unclenched with rage and anticipation. "But I can touch him. Right? I can... I can be him, right? Lisa can be mine?"
"... Yes."
I nodded to myself, then turned to follow my nemesis as he headed up the stairs to his bedroom—my bedroom—and into the bathroom. The key felt cold and heavy in my hand, its voice fallen silent. I remembered Mack's words: 'The key will tell you how.'
"How do I do it?"
It said nothing.
"Tell me how! How do I reclaim my life?"
"Your life?"
"Yes, damn you! The one that should be mine!"
"You mean his life. You want to take his life? Steal it?"
I snarled at the reticent hunk of metal. "He stole mine first!"
The other me, the imposter, had stripped naked and stepped into the shower. I felt Carter's key vibrate, in the same way it did each time it spoke. Before it could form a word, however, Lisa entered the room, noiselessly padding across the tile floor on bare feet. As she drew near the shower curtain, the imposter cast it aside and dragged my wife, fully clothed, into the shower to the sound of her giggling, shrieking protestations.
I shouted at the key again, incensed, "HOW!"
It unhappily said, "Touch me to his head. Your dream self will overwrite his mind. Your body will die in the world you came from, and you will become him."
I raised my hand to strike.
"Almost," the key added as I reared back.
"Almost?"
Softly, almost consolingly, it asked, "Do you think you could be him? The man she's fallen in love with? The one she married and spent her whole life with?" I paused, my hand shaking as I thought its words over.
Lisa and other-Dan cavorted in the shower, laughing and kissing as the water soaked through her clothes. I remembered the way she and I had played in my dream of our life together, the way we mixed joy and affection and love and lust to create something so much greater than the sum of its parts.
I watched her with him now, and I saw the way she loved him, loved his dad bod and his laugh lines. Loved the past they shared, the comforts of their life and family and home together. He kissed her tenderly and lovingly; possessively, in a way, but only as one reverently holds something fragile but splendid.
He loved her. She loved him.
Him. Not me. Him, with his soft belly and easy laugh that showed me the simple joys of a life I hadn't l lived. Him, with a love that had surrounded her with those same simple joys. Him, that had given her the children that should have been mine. Oh, God! Jeremy and Anya, their names and faces so clear to me once more!
The railroad-track scar on my arm itched, reminding me of who I wasn't. Of who and what he'd stolen from me. He hadn't taken just her from me; he'd taken the me I could have been. Bitterness consumed me as I raised the key once more, angry tears in my eyes. This should be mine. She should be mine.
But he should be hers.
She loved him. Not me. I could never be him. Once upon a time, someone could have chosen differently, and I could have met her. I could have been the one that made her laugh and kept her safe. But now, all I could do was take that from her. He wasn't the Devil, the doppelgänger, the imposter. I was. Or I would be, if I struck.
And I loved her too much to do that.
Turning my back on the adoring couple, I left them to their perfect life. "Take me home. Now."
The room flashed as I walked out of their bedroom, and I awoke with tears in my eyes and still clutching the key in my fist. Its teeth had drawn blood while I slept, so firmly had I held it. It no longer spoke, nor did it shine or thrum or feel light as a feather. I held nothing more than a simple key, one which fit no lock that existed in this world.
Our sojourn had taken the entire night. Dreams are strange that way. I showered in the morning, thinking about what I'd learned and what I'd seen. What I'd heard, especially: her voice, her name, her laugh. It hurt to know I never would again; I won't lie about that. But I felt more than just hurt, so many more things than simple pain.
I hadn't been crazy. I mean, I had been, in my pursuit of the dream, but the dream had been real. She had been real. I was certain of that now. Lisa--God, just having a name for her made me feel more sure of myself--did exist. I did love her. I made her happy, and she made me happy.
And, yes, it wasn't the same 'me,' but that was enough. Knowing was enough. I could remember her voice again, and I knew her name. Most important of all, though, I knew she was safe and loved, and that she needed nothing I could provide her.
That hurt, too, but it also felt freeing. I had the chance to take her happiness by seizing my own, and I didn't do it. I loved her enough to let her go.
I let her go.
Not just when I could have stolen into her life by stealing his, but there, in the light of day, I realized I'd let her go. I hadn't realized how much of my mania centered on fears for her happiness. I needed to know my dream girl existed not only to confirm my sanity, but also to be sure that she was as content as she could be. I had to see she was safe and loved, the way I remembered from my dream those two decades past. With that realization, I could leave her in the past as a memory to be cherished instead of a dream to obsess over. I could find a future for myself.
The shopkeeper greeted my return as if he had anticipated it. "Dan! Come in, my boy. Come in." Two other people rushed out the door as I walked in; I had seen them there briefly before, when I'd passed by during my morning commute, a redheaded woman and a kind of lunkish-looking dark-haired man. For whatever reason, they had dressed as Mennonites today. I looked questioningly at Mack, and he shrugged. "They're off to procure an item for the collection." As if that explained anything.
I held the key, still dormant, out to him. "Well, here's one you can take back, at least."
Mack smiled broadly as he slipped it into his coat pocket, then patted it. "Oh, this one always makes its way back."
"Makes its way...?"
"Come in. We'll have some tea, and I'll explain."
He led me back to his office, gestured to the chair I'd occupied the day before, and poured me a cup. After taking a sip, Mack said, "Normally, most of the goods we procure--reclaim, actually--are... unpleasant. Diabolical, in fact. I won't go into the details. You don't want to know."
I opened my mouth to object, but he waved my words aside. "You may think you do, but you don't. Just know that there are things out in the world that are strange and powerful like Carter's key, but malevolent instead of mischievous."
"Mischievous? You call that thing mischievous? It almost got me killed!"
He shrugged. "Did it? Or did it merely scare you? Did you actually see the thing that 'almost' killed you?" I had no response to that. "The key isn't one of 'ours,' not one of the demonic items the previous proprietor of this shop put out into the world. Nor does it fall under the auspices of a counterpart of ours, an NGO that safely warehouses similarly dangerous items, but ones that don't share the same ill-intent as the items we track. They're the ones that found the key, though. Or it found them, maybe."
Mack sighed. "The key can't be contained by them or by us, though. We've tried, and it's... Like I said, it's not malevolent, but if you try to make it stay where it doesn't want to be, it gets mean. Destructive, rather than playful. So we keep it in with the 'normal' stock and let it call to the people it wants. In exchange, it allows us to vet the ones it finds. And if we agree--which we usually do these days--we let it go off with them, and it eventually makes its way back. And that keeps its... misbehavior in check."
"So... it's like a puppy? You take it for walks, and it doesn't tear up the couch?"
The old man laughed riotously at the analogy, wiping a tear from his eye. "That's- Oh, God, that's great. I'm going to have to tell Marty at the Warehouse that one. Yes, you're not far off. They don't have a safe way to get it out for 'walks,' so they let us handle it, even though it's not exactly in our wheelhouse."
"Why did it tell me to run, then, if you have an agreement?"
"Because the shiny little twerp thought it would be funny. It's done things like that before, just to watch me chase some poor bastard down the street. Like I said, mischievous. But now you've taken it out for a walk, and it should be happy for a while. Hopefully." He smiled sympathetically. "And you? Are you going to be happy?"
"... Yeah. Yeah, I think so. Wait, how did you know I wasn't going to..." I fell silent, not wanting to admit what I'd been so tempted to do.
"The key was sure you wouldn't. Like I said, it calls to people, and I vet them, but the vetting is a formality these days. Still, though, I could tell how much you loved her. Worst case, it would have woken you up to keep you from doing something you'd regret."
We chatted for a little while longer after that. It turned out most of the people he had to deal with when it came to the objects--the items which he referred to as cursed--weren't as affable as me. Beyond that, I completely understood wanting to talk freely about things that would make most people believe you were completely nuts. I happily listened to the stories he told me, most of which I could tell were still fairly sanitized. As much as he'd helped me, it seemed the least I could do.
In fact, he and I hung out from time to time. Not on any kind of schedule, but if I had a free afternoon, and if he wasn't out of the shop trying to prevent a demonically possessed scythe from enacting a Satanic fertility rite--as you do--we'd sit around, have a couple drinks, and shoot the shit.
A year later, I'd made some genuine changes in my life: a new job, a better apartment, healthier habits. A friend had scored a couple of tickets to the theater and couldn't go. It wasn't exactly my scene, either, but I knew Mack enjoyed it, so I figured I'd drop them off and he could find a date. When I got to the store, I opened the door to the shop--holding it open for Vikki (the redhead) and Dylan (the lunk) as they rushed inside with a suspiciously lumpy Oriental rug--and looked around for the older man.
From behind me, I heard, "Excuse me, sir? I'm looking for Mack." I froze in place. The voice. Her voice. "Sir?"
Before I had turned halfway, Lisa gasped, "Dan?!" She looked so different, but still recognizable. Not quite gaunt, but noticeably thinner than the woman I remembered, with a couple of gray hairs and more worry lines than laugh lines. But it was her. It was her happy, hopeful smile I saw. Her warm, loving embrace I felt as she rushed forward and flung her arms around me.
Lisa held the key in her hand, inert and covered in a patina as it had been in the dream, clearly dormant. The puppy had gone for its walk once more, and now it was ready to come home, dragging its temporary minder along. I saw a brief, silvery gleam, a flash from Carter's key confirming the friendly mischief of the cursed object that wasn't cursed. The one that called out to the people it needed and showed them what they needed. The one, I knew, that helped us both let go of our pasts so we could once again become each other's future.
—----------------------------------------
This one, of all my stories, is oddly autobiographical. I had the dream of the girl with the curly hair and our twenty years lived together once when I was a teenager. I didn't go off the deep end like Dan, but I did spend a few weeks being down in the dumps and knowing I couldn't tell anyone why without them thinking me mad. It happened in the late 80s, not the early 2000s, but I can still see her face and hear her laugh. Like Dan in the story, I also I can't remember her voice or name.
Thirty-five years later, now that I've lived longer than the dream, now that I've met and married the actual love of my life and had children, I still remember the girl. I wouldn't trade the life I have now for that dream existence. Sometimes, though, late at night when I can't sleep, I worry that perhaps this, too, is a dream. I'm briefly seized by a fear that I'll wake up in that small bedroom in rural Texas. I don't know if I could do it again. I hope I never have to find out.
seraph_nocturne beta read for me on this one. As always, I rely on her for her good advice and supportive spirit. I can't thank her enough.
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The motors whirred almost inaudibly as they lowered Paula's coffin into the ground. Mourners threw roses on top of the casket as it descended, then each departed after showing me they were still with me in their own way: a tearful hug, a firm handshake, a gentle squeeze of my forearm. Finally, only a handful remained: my son, Will; my daughter, Jenny; my best friend of 30 years, Aaron; his wife of 24 years, Becca.
My kids grieved as children do, feeling for the first time that painful confusion life eventually thrusts upon us, the kind we feel when a touchstone that's always been there is suddenly gone forever. But kids don't know what it's like to have someone come into their life, change it completely, and then leave too soon; the pain isn't lesser, but it's different. One is expected, just a part of growing up. The other we hope to avoid at all costs. Becca and I both felt it that day.
Becca had been my wife's best friend for almost as long as I'd been Aaron's. Aaron and I met in high school; Becca and Paula roomed together in college. Paula and I dated then, and Becca and Aaron met as a result. The four of us had seen each other through all the ups and downs of our adult lives.
I knew Aaron grieved, too, although he had never been as close to Paula as Becca was. Not until near the end, anyways. Becca had never been as close to me as Aaron, either, and she and I never would be now.
He grieved for my pain, I think, as a friend would. I knew he grieved for his wife's pain, as I would if our positions had been reversed. But then, I knew our positions could never really have been reversed. We were too different, although I'd never entirely admitted it to myself until recently.
My kids hugged me tightly, then murmured a few words about heading back to the house to pack. Paula had passed in the middle of the college semester, and Jenny needed to return to school before she fell behind. Will had recently started his new job, and he'd already gone past his PTO allowance. I kissed my daughter on the cheek and bade them both farewell. They offered me a ride, but I demurred, instead choosing to stay behind with their godparents for a little while longer.
Once my children had moved beyond earshot, I turned to Becca. She pulled me in close for a hug and kissed me on the cheek, whispering, "I'm so sorry, Frank. She loved you so much, and I know you loved her more than... well, more than anything." Becca stumbled through the last part, knowing she'd said something hurtful without meaning to. I had loved my wife. Maybe too much. I nodded and pulled away, leaving Paula's closest friend with an ashamed, regretful expression on her face.
Aaron moved towards me next, arms wide, but I shouldered him aside as I turned to leave. He stared at me with confusion. "Frank?" Then, again, more plaintively, "Frank? Come on, buddy, what's..." He stopped, his expression twisting with painful understanding and something resembling betrayal. On any other day, I might have laughed. "Frank, buddy, please, don't go. Let's talk, man. We can work through this."
I walked a few more yards before glancing back over my shoulder. "I never want to see either of you again. Ever." Aaron took a step, but his wife put a hand on his forearm, holding him back with a gentle touch. 'A bit late for that now,' I thought bitterly. Still, Paula had loved her. "I'm sorry for your loss, Becca." She nodded, a thin frown etching her face.
My former best friend called after me one last time, almost begging, "Frank!" Now all three of us felt the same pain, that cruel, hard-won knowledge of a love found and then lost. But of all of us, only I had prepared myself for the full extent of it.
Six months later
My wife's death had badly upset Jenny, but she still managed to graduate magna cum laude. I knew Paula would have beamed with pride. Her godparents did, too, although I only saw them at a distance at her graduation. Becca and Aaron had chosen an intentionally childfree lifestyle, and our kids were the closest things to a son and daughter they'd ever have.
My former friends hadn't acceded to my wishes after the funeral, especially Aaron, who had tried numerous times to contact me. At her graduation, though, I managed to keep away from them. Jenny noticed, but I only told her that we'd had a falling out, and she didn't need to concern herself with it. She pushed and pushed until I told her in no uncertain terms that I wouldn't discuss it and there was no chance we would reconcile. I should have known that would only encourage her to butt in. My daughter had so much of her mom in her.
Still, when I entered Jenny's apartment a couple months later and saw my former best friend and his wife sitting there, I couldn't help but blurt out, "What the fuck?"
My daughter's eyes shot wide open at the profanity. I almost never swore around my kids. "Dad!"
I wheeled on her. "I told you I didn't want to talk to them!"
Aaron and Becca both started in at once. "Frank, please--" "Buddy, don't--"
I snarled, "Don't you fucking 'buddy' me, you son of a bitch!"
"Dad!"
My eyes snapped back to my daughter. "I told you--I told you!--that I never wanted to talk to them again. I cannot believe you'd ambush me like this!"
Becca said, "Frank, please, we begged her. Aaron has- both of us have missed you so much."
"I haven't missed you. At all."
"Bud... Frank, come on. That's not true. Jenny told us you've been sitting at home all by yourself this whole time, and--"
"You've been spying for them?"
"No, Dad! No, of course not! But I'm worried about you. The four of you used to go out together all the time. Heck, Uncle Aaron and Aunt Becca were over at our house constantly when I was growing up!"
"Yeah, well, we all make mistakes." I jabbed a finger at my erstwhile friends. "Take this as a lesson, Jenny: be careful who you trust. Some folks are just waiting to stab you in the back. You don't know what they did to me."
Jenny hugged herself, rubbing one arm and looking away, embarrassed. "I do, Dad. Aunt Becca told me about- about what you did for mom. About what the three of you did for her." My jaw hung open as I struggled to find my voice. "I understand how hurt you must--"
I shook with rage, trying to not scream in her face and only partially succeeding. "You have NO IDEA how hurt I am, you- you--!" I bit back the 'brat' that sat at the tip of my tongue, instead turning my anger on her godmother with a snarl. "I asked for one thing, Becca. One. Fucking. THING! I asked you to not tell anyone about what happened, and you couldn't even do that! God, you fucking slut. You always had trouble keeping your legs together when we were kids, so I guess I shouldn't be surprised you can't keep your mouth shut either!"
Aaron stood. "Hey, now, watch what you say to my--"
"To what? To the whore you sent over to 'comfort' me while you fucked my wife?" He took a step towards me. "Do it, asshole. Give me an excuse, a legal excuse, to kick your ass."
That stopped him. Not because he was afraid of me, per se; Aaron's never been a physical coward. A moral one, yes, but not a physical one. But he's also a lawyer, and the words 'legal excuse' acted like a bucket of cold water over his head. I wished I hadn't said them; it would have felt good to pound his face in, but it wasn't worth going to jail over. Probably for the best, anyways; a neurosurgeon can't afford to damage his hands.
"Yeah, that's what I fucking thought. Brave enough to make a pass at my dying wife, but not brave enough to stand up for yours when the chips are down." I glared at Becca. "But it's not like he knows the whole story, either, does he?"
Paula's best friend froze. "Frank, please--"
"No! You don't get to ask me for a damned thing. You started all of this." My gaze flicked to Jenny for a moment. "Have you told anyone else?"
"Dad, no! Of course I haven't! You can trust me." I couldn't help but snort at that, and she frowned petulantly in return, before mumbling, "I know I haven't done... great with secrets in the past, when I was a kid, but--"
"Jenny..." I sighed. "For the love of God, you couldn't even keep your mom's surprise birthday party secret for a week. And that was two years ago! You weren't a kid then. It's not..."
Shaking my head, I looked back to Becca. "Really? You went to her--to my wonderful, sweet, open book of a daughter--and you told her this awful secret about me? About my dead wife? About her mother, for God's sake? You told her, knowing who she is and how she is, knowing there's no way she'll manage to keep quiet about it for longer than a microsecond, and--"
"Hey!"
I ignored my daughter's protestation. "So, yeah, you get the exact same courtesy that you gave me. None. You opened up this can of worms. Now you can fucking choke on them."
Fear flickered across Becca's face. Jenny's expression froze somewhere between anger and confusion; I assume the former came from my dismissal of her and the latter from a slow realization that perhaps Aunt Jenny hadn't told her everything. Aaron looked surprised at my words, but even more surprised when I shouldered him aside and flopped down on an IKEA chair, leaving him, his wife, and my daughter to pick between a futon of similar provenance and a duct-taped beanbag chair. Jenny, being the good host, opted for the latter, leaving her godparents the marginally nicer option.
After they seated themselves, I cracked my neck. "So, why don't we start by hearing what she's told you, Jenny?"
Aaron piped up, "Frank, I'm the one that told her the story. She called me, worried about you, and... Well, I just... I don't get it. Really, man, I don't get it at all. Until the funeral, things were fine and--"
"Hah!" He always could make me laugh. "Things were not 'fine,' at all. But at least that explains a couple of things. For one, why Jenny hasn't run both of you out of here on a rail. Because she would if she knew the truth, wouldn't she, Becca?" Aaron's wife opened her mouth to speak, but I shook my head. "Just tell me what you know, Jenny. Or what you think you know."
My daughter looked between the three of us, then slowly began. "I know Mom was sick with... with cancer. I mean, I was there at the end for a while, and I saw..." She wiped at one eye with a tissue. "Uncle Aaron told me she had a bucket list, and you'd helped her get through most of it. But there was... an item that she had on it, that she'd- um, that she'd never been with anyone besides you, and that bothered her. She told you that she wanted to be with someone and..." I felt my lip curl into a snarl; I no longer had to hide my anger, and I didn't.
"Dad, I know you're hurting, but I just... I think that's so beautiful. So loving, to let her have that fantasy, even if it hurt you. And hiding it from her that it hurt you, too. I know it hurt Aunt Becca, too, since... well, you know, since it was with Uncle Frank. But I also know that you and her... Well..." Her cheeks turned pink. "... Um, you made things even. So I don't get why you're so angry. Uncle Aaron says maybe your ego's bruised, but I don't--"
The snarl turned into a harsh bark of laughter. "Is that what you think? What they told you? That we all sat down together and decided to tick an item off her bucket list? That we collectively gave her this gift, and now, what, because Aaron was such a phenomenal fuck or something, my ego that's making me shut them out?"
She shot a glance at Becca, whose own eyes darted away, then looked to Aaron, who smiled encouragingly at her. God, what an asshole. And an idiot, too, apparently. Well, that made two of us, I guess. Jenny swallowed, but her voice still squeaked out, "Isn't it?"
"No. It's not. I've got much better reasons to be angry than that, don't I, Rebecca?" I saw the wheels spinning behind her eyes as she tried to formulate a response, weighing exactly what I might and might not say, given the presence of my daughter in the room. 'Bad call, Becca,' I thought. "Let's start with the fact that I was the last to be included in this little 'discussion.' By the time your mom came to me, along with your godparents, it had already been decided."
Aaron's courtroom smile flagged as I pressed on. "But let's go back further than that. Yes, your mom had cancer. Brain cancer. Glioblastoma multiforme, to be exact. I know that we didn't talk too much about the specifics, because I didn't want you to..." I frowned, and my voice creaked just a little. "You're my little girl. I wanted to protect you from the worst of it. From the worst of all of this. Because I've seen the progression in my own practice often enough; I knew how bad it was going to get. And I knew..."
I pulled a handkerchief from my pocket and daubed my eyes. Paula had always laughed at that. Called me an old man for always having one on me. The memory made me smile briefly; but only briefly.
"Even back as far as my ER rotation in med school, I knew how different people can be when they realize they're dying. Big tough guys crying for their mothers, wives spitting venom at their husbands, fathers deciding that what they want to do with the last three months of their lives is to get as far away from their children as they can.
"It's worse with a brain tumor, and worst of all with something as aggressive as what your mom had. Then... Well, then it's not just a matter of a near-death epiphany. It's their brain malfunctioning. The tumor presses into places it shouldn't." I glared at my former friends. "And sometimes it destroys the ability to regulate emotions. Control impulses."
Jenny's brow furrowed. "But... But Mom... She never acted any different. She was just Mom."
With a sad smile, I said, "That's what we wanted you to believe. Your mom and I tried to make sure you only saw her when she was either at her best or at her worst. As fast as everything went near the end, well... you were at college.
"You came home to visit, but mostly early on, and then later, when she was bedridden. Before the tumor really changed her much, and then when she was so visibly sick that her behavior... Well, it didn't matter. She was on so many painkillers near the end that I could blame the changes on that. I couldn't always manage to keep you away, though. Do you remember Christmas? How manic she got?"
My daughter slowly nodded. "Yeah. I thought... We knew we only had a little more time together. I thought she was trying to... experience it to the fullest. Make the memories count."
"She was, somewhat. But she also was starting to lose control. I don't know if you remember how much she drank. Or..." I chuckled. "Or the noise she made later that night." Jenny's cheeks went from pink to bright red. "Normally, when you kids were visiting, we didn't do much, or at least we tried to be discreet. But your mom had lost the necessary self-control by then. I gave her something to... take it down a few notches the rest of the time you were home that visit."
She gasped, "You drugged her?!"
"I didn't 'drug' her; I offered her a very mild sedative, and she agreed. We both wanted you to remember her fondly, not as the stranger in her skin that I had to see as the tumor grew. Neither of us wanted that for you or for your brother. And I would never have told you any of this if..." Her godparents withered under my glare. "...they had kept their promises."
Aaron's tone came out somewhere between sympathetic and chiding, like a father trying to get his kid to fess up to something they might get punished for. "Frank, come on. She didn't change that much. I mean at the end, sure, but not when... Well, not when we had our date."
"Bullshit. You were barely around once she got sick. It was always Becca that came to visit, not you. You and I hung out. Paula and Becca hung out. Every once in a while, we'd all go do something together on her bucket list, like skydiving, that didn't require you to interact as much with her, but that was about it for group activities. You've never been able to handle being around sick people; I remember you came to the hospital exactly once when I was doing my ER rotation, and you almost passed out. Becca knew, though, didn't you?"
Aaron's wife set her jaw and cooly defended herself. "It wasn't like that. Yes, she was sick, but, God, Frank, you treated her like a china doll. Paula wanted to get out and live at the end! Seize the day! She wanted to have the best life could offer: meals, drinks, dancing, and, yes, sex. And, no offense, but both of you were virgins when you got together. She said you were good--great, even--but it's not like she had anything to compare it against."
I snorted again. "Yeah, unlike you, you slut."
She rolled her eyes. "Yes, Frank, I had extensive experience when I got married, as did Aaron. And, yes, Paula--God rest her soul--was always a bit prudish until the end, just like you. But it's like you said, dying changes people."
'The fucking audacity of this woman,' I thought. "You're really going to try this? With me knowing what I know? You can't be that stupid."
Becca grumbled, "You know what I told you, Frank. That doesn't mean you know the truth."
"Becca?" Aaron's tone hovered between confused and worried. "What are you talking about?"
She took his hand in hers and sighed. "I... I told a white lie, Aaron. Two, actually, to you and to Frank. It never should have come to this, but..." She shook her head. "I honestly can't believe he'd besmirch her memory this way."
"You lying fucking bitch. I'm not the one that got her to break her vows."
Becca waved a hand and rolled her eyes. "I didn't either, Frank. She wanted to. I let you talk. Now hush; it's my turn."
She turned back to Aaron, keeping her eyes on his as she spoke in low, soothing tones. Like a snakecharmer. "When I told you that Paula wanted to experience another man, I... misrepresented how much Frank knew. She had mentioned the idea to him in passing, but he thought it was all theoretical. 'Do you ever wonder what it would have been like if we weren't virgins when we started dating?' That sort of thing."
"W- What?"
"Please, honey, please understand. I was trying to do something good for my friend, and I knew..." She shot a dirty look at me. "I knew Frank was too inflexible to really let her be happy the way she deserved. And I knew that you were too loyal to him to... well, to make the right decision." He started to interrupt, but she shushed him and continued.
"You're such a good man. And- and don't get me wrong, Frank is, too. Paula loved him, and for good reason. I know that. But you're also a man of the world, and he's not.
"I've never cheated on you, and I know you've never cheated on me. However, we've both agreed in the past that, while fidelity is important, it's no more or less important than any of the other vows. Paula and Frank, well, they didn't agree with that. Not until the end, anyways, when she saw how much her prudishness made her miss out in her youth. And she wanted to remedy that. So... I told you that Frank had already tentatively agreed, if she could find someone he trusted. And who would he trust more than you?"
Aaron's jaw hung open, then snapped shut suddenly. He swallowed a few times, then hoarsely said to me, "Frank, you have to believe me. I didn't know. Becca told me that you'd agreed to let Paula have this, specifically because you trusted me. I... She let me believe you'd given the okay. I didn't know, man."
"I know you didn't. I also know she's not telling you everything. She didn't tell you--"
Jenny found her voice. "Wait! Wait. Dad, if you weren't okay with it, why did you go along?"
I sighed. I'd asked myself that question enough in the course of the last ten months, but the answer never changed. "Because I loved your mom, kiddo. But by that time, she wasn't really your mom."



"What does that mean?"
"She'd gotten... mercurial. Easy to anger, flighty, irresponsible, all the things she'd never been before the tumor. The pain hadn't really hit hard yet, but her behavior changed a lot. I sincerely believe that if the wrong person--one she really trusted and was willing to abuse that trust--worked on her enough, your mom could have decided that she wanted to have a fling as part of her bucket list. She was just so different by then.
"And when the three of them came to me and 'asked' my permission for a one-time hall pass, I knew exactly what would happen if I said 'no.' She would have gotten upset and angry. Maybe she'd have just pouted and stomped around, but I think she might have done it anyways.
"Then I'd have had to decide if I was going to divorce my wife--who, by that point, I knew only had a few months to live--and put what little remained of the woman I loved through that. Put her through that, put you and Will through that, even put myself through that.
"On top of that, Becca had 'helpfully' offered to, as you put it, 'keep things even,' so I didn't even have that as a way out; it was going to be 'fair,' in Paula's eyes. Well, Paula's eyes, after they'd been blinded by Becca's ambitions."
"Her ambitions?" Aaron's glance shifted between the two people he'd trusted implicitly for decades, realizing how foolishly misplaced that trust had been in at least one of us. "What's he talking about, Becca?"
She dipped her head as tears began to stream down her cheeks. It might've made for an impressive show of contrition, if one were inclined to believe it. I wasn't. "I said I told two lies, Aaron. One was for Paula's benefit and for yours. The other was for Frank's. When you went out for the date with Becca, I went over to their house, as we'd all agreed, to... take care of him. I could barely get him to open the door.
"He didn't want to be with me. I understood that." The snake smiled at me, her fangs on full view. "He's always been so loyal to Paula. She loved that about him. I did, too." She sighed a melodramatic sigh before turning back to Aaron. "So we sat together, and I apologized for my role in everything. I told him that, yes, I had lied to you, and that he shouldn't blame you for all of this. That if he had to blame anyone, he should blame me, but that I was only trying to help my friend."
Becca gnawed on her lower lip for a moment. I thought that was a nice touch. Really sold her 'angst.' "And then I told him another lie to make him feel better. I told him that I had an ulterior motive: that I'd always fancied him. I told him it kind of hurt my feelings how he'd rebuffed me in favor of Paula all those years ago, and I... kind of wanted to see what I'd been missing. Paula had always said he was magnificent in bed--" She gave me a glance and a bright smile. "--that part's not a lie; she really did always say you were wonderful--and that was why I'd volunteered to comfort him."
Aaron eyed me and then her. "But that was a lie?"
She nodded. "The part about wanting him, yes. I never had eyes for anyone other than you, Aaron, not since we got together." I scoffed loudly, and Becca gave me a wan smile for my effort. "I'm sorry, Frank. I'm not trying to hurt you, but it's best if I come clean now, before any more damage is done to our friendship or your family. I never wanted anyone but Aaron, and--"
My former best friend interrupted. "Wait, you said two lies. But you told me that the two of you slept together that night. That he wasn't any good, and... Uh, sorry, Frank."
"Oh, it's quite alright. Like your devoted wife said, better to get it all out of the way now, right? Minimize the damage?"
"... Yeah." Aaron had spent enough time in court to recognize a line of inquiry heading towards disaster, and I'd spent enough time with him to know most of his blind spots. His biggest, of course, being Becca.
"In the spirit of honesty, then, let me say that everything Becca has said so far is true. Or, at least, it's what she told me when we sat together around my kitchen table. She lied to you about my enthusiasm, she apparently lied to me about her attraction, and she and I both agreed that, even though we weren't going to be having sex--because I wouldn't touch her homewrecking skank ass with a ten-foot pole--we'd pretend that we had in order to not upset you or, more importantly, Paula. So that's three lies for her, not two; but it's easy to lose count when you have so many, right, Becca? Never mind, rhetorical question."
I stood up to stretch my legs and noticed a picture of my departed wife amongst the boxes Jenny still hadn't unpacked. Unable to suppress a small, sad smile, I picked it up and looked at it for a moment before putting it on the jumble of metal and particleboard that vaguely approximated an end table, next to the futon. Facing our 'friends,' of course.
"Unless it is actually only two lies, not three. Aaron, do you remember, oh, I don't know, maybe five or six years ago when Becca brought up the idea of swinging with you?" That got her attention. She immediately went stiff as a board. "Oh, I see your lovely wife does."
He glanced over at her, then looked back at me. "Yeah, I remember mentioning it to you. What about it?"
"Your response, if I remember correctly, was, 'It'll be a cold day in hell before I agree to that.' Paula and Becca talked about it, too, and Paula told me that Becca was very disappointed about it."
She snapped, "Yes, but I ultimately agreed with him. It's fine to just have fantasies, and that's-- Jesus, Frank, is this really a conversation you want to have in front of your daughter?"
"Oh, don't you even try that bullshit. You dragged her into this, not me. I would have let sleeping dogs lie if you had. I want you to remember that everything that happens now is your fault, and you're not going to wriggle out of it that easily."
I took a deep breath and let it out slowly. "Anyways, did you know she and Paula talked about it again not too long before the three of you ambushed me? Her words were, I believe, something like, 'You know, if this works out with the four of us, I'm gonna try to get Aaron into swinging again. I mean, we'll have already done it, right?'"
"That's a lie!" She glanced over at her husband and found, to her consternation, he was looking at her, too.
"Is it, Aaron? Did she maybe hint around after things went 'well' with Paula? Because we both know now that she lied to you about how 'well' everything went." He had gone from staring at her to glaring at her. "You see, I think she did only tell two lies, after all.
"The first was the one she told you before, that she'd tentatively gotten the okay from me before approaching you. The second wasn't when she told me that she found me attractive; it was when she told you that she and I 'evened things out.' Because she did find me attractive. She did want to sleep with me; Paula told me so."
Becca scoffed, but her eyes didn't agree with her tone; I saw fear there, not indignation. "God, Frank, of course I told Paula that; I wanted her to only feel good about all of this. If I knew you were going to be so fragile. I'd--"
That made me laugh out loud. "Oh, Rebecca. The problem with involving someone with poor impulse control in your schemes? They can't keep secrets." She blanched as she realized how much shed unwisely confided in the stranger that looked and sounded like her best friend. "Once I 'agreed' to all of this, I asked her why she wanted to do it. Not in a way that would upset her, just as if it was general curiosity. And that's when she spilled all the beans.
"Becca told Paula that your love life had gotten stale. That she missed the variety, and she was really looking forward to being with me; from the sound of it, she was even more invested in it than Paula was in her bucket list. More to the point, she told me Becca had been complaining about her boredom since before Paula's diagnosis. For a couple years before, in fact."
"That's- that's not true! I love Aaron!"
I shrugged. "They can both be true. You can love him and be bored with your sex life. Paula and I..." I glanced at Jenny. "Uh, well, we did what we had to keep things fresh." She and I winced in tandem. No daughter wants to hear her dad talk about his sex life with her mom. And I sure as hell didn't want to talk about it.
"Oh, please. The two of you were such prudes that--"
"Stop saying that!" My daughter, eyes flashing with anger, joined the fray. "Mom wasn't a prude."
Becca tried a conciliatory tone, as one would speak to a small child. "Oh, honey, it's okay. I love your mom. It's not anything bad, it's just how she was."
"But she wasn't! God, I..." Jenny glanced over at me. "Sorry, Dad. I have to say this. Mom wasn't a prude. She was very sex positive. But she was also glad that she'd only ever been with Dad. She told me as much back... you know, back when we had the talk."
"Of course she did, Jenny. She wanted you to follow in her footsteps. I'm glad that--"
"No, she didn't. Shut up and listen, or at least stop putting her down, Becca." Not 'Aunt Becca.' Just Becca. "We talked a lot about it over the years, about... about the decisions I might make. About the ones I did make. And she told me she was happy with what she'd picked for herself, for only ever being with Dad.
"But she also didn't, uh--" Another glance at me. I sighed. No dad wants to hear his daughter talk about her sex life, either. "When I told her that I... hadn't made the same choices, she encouraged me. Told me that I needed to make my own way, just like she had and you had. She never talked badly about you, but you always got your digs in when you were trying to be 'cool Aunt Becca,' if it was just you and me.
"And I didn't want to make her choices, but I didn't want to make yours, either. Even a couple years ago, she told me how proud she was of the ones I had made, instead of blindly following either of you. That... that I'm sexually active, but only with actual boyfriends. Um, mostly." No, I really didn't want to hear this. I could feel myself turning red.
"And she told me about how she and dad kept things... exciting between them. No prude is going to- to do the things she and Dad did. Or, or buy the type of things--"
"Okay, honey, I think that's enough." My face absolutely burned; I think Jenny would have found it funny if the circumstances were different. I turned to look at my beloved wife's best friend and worst betrayer, both of them the same person. "You get the point. She wasn't a prude. She just didn't spread her legs for damned near every guy with a pulse like you.
"But that wasn't enough, and you had to prove yourself right, that all along she had just been the little unsophisticated church mouse. And if it meant you could jumpstart your sex life, too, well, so much the better, right?"
Becca jumped to her feet. "I am not going to sit here and listen to you tell lies about me! I loved her, and I just wanted to do something good for her before she went. I'm sorry that I bruised your ego in the process, but if you loved her the way I did, you would have--"
"Stop. Just stop, Becca." Aaron spoke up, his voice eerily calm. "Stop lying. If anyone's ego is bruised here, it's yours. I've seen how you looked at Frank in the past, but I let it go because I thought you were loyal to me. It was just looking; we both did it. So I don't buy the 'I never wanted to be with him' bullshit. Not anymore."
He stood and started towards the door, then looked over his shoulder at her. "Are you coming or not?" Then at me. He opened his mouth to speak, a pained expression on his face. He shook his head and addressed Jenny instead. "I'm sorry to have dragged you into this, kiddo. I should have..." Another shake of his head, then he opened the door and stepped outside, Becca trailing him while shooting death rays from her eyes at me.
Jenny closed and locked the door. "Daddy, I am so sorry for..." She shook her head. "For everything. I shouldn't have gotten involved. I just was worried about you, and Uncle Frank was, too, and I wouldn't stop pestering him until he told me and... I'm just... I'm sorry."
Tears pooled in her eyes. My daughter held her arms out to me like she did when she was a little girl, if she'd done something wrong and needed reassurance. Of course I grabbed her in a big bear hug and told her I loved her and I forgave her. What else was a father to do?
We sat and talked for a while after that, some about what she'd learned, some about how I was doing, some about how her new job was or other more neutral topics. We studiously avoided anything to do with either her sex life or her mom's, except for one question she asked shortly before I left.
"If... if it hadn't been brain cancer, if it had been something else, something that didn't change her behavior--you know, so directly--would you have gone along with it, if she'd asked?"
I fell silent for a few moments. It was a question I'd asked myself a number of times since she'd gone to Aaron's house that night. "I don't think she would have."
"But what if she had?"
I hadn't shared this with anyone. There hadn't been anyone I'd wanted to share it with; certainly not Becca or Aaron. "Shortly before your mom died, she had one of her lucid moments. You saw a couple of them, the ones where she was just... well, just your mom.
"And during that one, when it was just her and me, she looked at me and said, 'I'm so sorry, Frank. I shouldn't have. I wasn't thinking right, I just...' and then she started crying, asking me to forgive her. And I did. Told her what I told you, that it wasn't her. It was the tumor. And I wasn't just trying to make her feel better; I really believe that.
"So the answer to your question is that, no, I wouldn't have. Because she wouldn't have asked me to." That seemed to satisfy Jenny; she reached over and squeezed my hand, both of us remembering the woman that had meant so much to us as she had really been.
I finished my drink and stood. "I need to get home and get some sleep. Come and visit soon?"
"Sure, Dad." She waited until I was almost at the door, then said softly, in a voice every father knows, the one of the little girl that still needs to be reassured just a little more. "Daddy?"
"Yes, princess?"
"I love you."
"And I love you too. Always, okay?"
Jenny nodded, a mix of regret and relief warring on her face. She'd hurt me, even if she hadn't meant to, but I still loved her. She'd always be my princess. And she knew that I still loved her mom, too.
Three years later
Marilyn called out, "Honey, there's someone for you at the door!"
I made my way to the entryway of our condo, enjoying the view my lovely bride's backside provided to me as I did. "Hey, gorgeous. Who's... Oh."
Standing on our doorstep was my oldest friend in the world. Former friend, that is. I won't say that I hadn't seen him in the previous three years--we still shared a friend group, after all--but I don't think I exchanged more than a dozen words outside of perfunctory greetings in that time. He looked older now. We both did, of course, both of us pushing fifty, but he looked like another five years had crept up somewhere in there.
"Hey, Frank."
"Aaron." I kissed Marilyn on the cheek. She smiled at me, gave our visitor a frosty glance, and left without another word. I'd told her the story pretty early on in our relationship so I could avoid awkward conversations later on if we ever crossed paths with Aaron or Becca. "What do you want?"
"Can I come in? I'd like to talk."
"No."
"Come on, man, we've been friends--"
"--were friends--"
"--for over thirty years! Doesn't that earn me at least a little time? I know what I did hurt you, man, but I wasn't trying to. Becca played both of us."
I considered for a moment. He wanted some time? Fine. "Not here. O'Malley's in half an hour."
"Really? Okay. Yeah! That sounds great. I'll see you there."
I told Marilyn that I'd be back in a few hours, grabbed my jacket from the closet, then hopped into my car and headed over. O'Malley's had been a favorite haunt for us back in the day. It seemed like as good a place as any to have our final conversation.
When I arrived, he'd already gotten us a booth and had my favorite beer waiting. I felt a little pang then; in the nearly four years since the funeral, I'd never really found someone I connected with the way I had with him. Three decades if history is hard to make up for.
He was the one who'd asked to talk, so I let him talk. "So, you remarried, huh?"
"Three months now."
"Moved, too?"
"Yeah. The kids are established now. Jenny's engaged, and Will's wife is expecting their first. A boy." Aaron frowned. I had also talked to Will, and both he and Jenny had cut their godparents out of their lives. "Not much chance they're going to return to the nest, and the old house... Well, I'd rather make new memories in a new place."
"Makes sense." He drummed his fingers on the table, clearly trying to work up the nerve to broach the real topic of conversation. "Frank, I'm so sorry. For everything. Becca and what she did, me and Paula, talking to Jenny, all of it. I can't apologize enough."
"No. You can't."
"I know. I know that, man. But, like I said, Becca played both of us. And it's been years now. I miss hanging out with you."
I couldn't help but get a jab in. "Especially since the divorce, right?"
He grimaced. "Yeah. I mean, no, I missed you before that. But the divorce really put it into focus. After everything I learned that night... Things were just never the same. Knowing what she'd done, I was always watching my back around her, and that's no way to live."
"I agree. Hence why I'm not interested in resuming our friendship."
"Why?"
I managed to not shout, 'Because you fucked my wife!' in his face. Instead, I said, "Because I'd rather surround myself with people I can count on."
"But you can count on me!"
"I thought I could. I really did. But then... Well, I don't have to say. You know what you did."
"They told me you were okay with it! I thought you were!"
And there it was. The lie that told me I'd been right to cut him out of my life. "No, you didn't."
"I did!"
"No, you wanted to believe it. That's not the same thing." I took a sip of my beer. "You always told me, 'A lawyer never asks a question unless he already knows the answer.' Except you did the opposite. You knew the answer, so you didn't ask the question."
"What?"
Leaning forward, I snarled. "You knew the type of man I am, my views on fidelity, how special it was to me that Paula chose me to..." I shook my head. "You knew I never would have even provisionally okayed it. My answer would have been a flat 'no' if I'd been asked. You. Knew. That."
Aaron at least did me the small courtesy of not lying this time. He knew what he'd done and what he'd failed to do. Just to twist the knife, though, I kept going.
"All you had to do was tell them, 'I'll need to think about it' and call me if you had any doubt. But you didn't have any doubt, did you? You knew me--you'd known me for thirty years!--and you knew what I'd say. So, you didn't. You chose not to, because you knew what I'd say.
"Instead, Paula told me you almost started salivating. You saw a chance to get some strange for the first time in twenty-odd years, and you could tell yourself it was a mission of mercy. So you did exactly what Becca did, and you chose to go for it."
"Buddy--"
"I told you to never fucking call me that again. I'm not your buddy. A buddy would have--at the very goddamned least!--checked with his friend before agreeing to something like that. A buddy would have cared more about his friend that was watching the love of his life die--and more about supporting him through that pain instead of making it worse--than getting his dick wet. So, no. You're not my buddy. Maybe you were at one point, but not anymore. Just like I'm not yours."



"Frank--"
"A buddy wouldn't have sat on the information about how much of a slut Becca was. Of how much she wanted to fuck him, how she was willing to manipulate her dying best friend into a swap without her husband's knowledge. A buddy would have let his best friend know about how she'd planned it as a stepping stone to full-on swinging."
The shift of topic seemed to surprise him. The tone did even more, though. This had stopped being an accusation and turned into something else: a confession. Or, perhaps, a villain's monologue, depending on your perspective.
"A buddy--a real one, one that hadn't been stabbed in the back by someone he'd loved like a brother since childhood--would have warned you that your whore of a wife had 'joked' with Paula that if the swinging didn't happen after your 'mission of mercy,' maybe she'd just step out on you anyways."
I pulled out an envelope and slapped it on the table. "And a buddy, a real true blue pal, would have told you about the private investigator that he'd paid to keep tabs on the manipulative bitch. He'd have shown you all the interesting pictures that the PI had taken while you were preoccupied mourning the loss of your friendship. The friendship that you killed because you thought you could get away with it."
Aaron looked at me in horror, then at the envelope, then back to me. "Yeah, that's right. She started cheating on you within a couple of months of the funeral, and I kept it to myself. I had planned to send them to you anonymously, once the affair had gone on long enough that I knew you'd never be able to forgive her. But then you had to drag my daughter--your goddaughter, you son of a bitch!--into this sordid little drama. Maybe I should thank you for that, though. I got it all out into the open then."
I chuckled, and he looked up at me again. "Well, almost all of it. I kept the pictures back, of course. Thought it would be more satisfying to watch the two of you tear your own marriage apart, rather than help its demise along with absolute proof. And, God, it was. How long did you two limp along? How much would you have saved in the divorce if you had proof instead of suspicion? A lot, I bet. Guess we'll never know."
I'd almost forgotten how much I'd wanted this confrontation. How it sustained me, back when I learned the full truth. How it helped me play my part at the funeral, to manage politeness towards Becca and brusqueness with Frank, so that he'd hopefully go into a tailspin and she'd think she'd gotten away with it.
It had been even easier to forget after the confrontation at Jenny's apartment, seeing the seeds of distrust planted then and knowing they'd almost certainly bear fruit. That had felt incredibly cathartic, and I decided it was enough for me.
Enough to tuck the envelope away in a shoebox in my closet. Enough to move on with my life. Enough to move past my pain, and eventually to let my daughter set me up with Marilyn, her co-worker. Enough to be happy again in my new life.
But then Aaron had to try once again to worm his way back into my life.
I stood up as he stared at me, openmouthed. "I don't want to be your friend again. And now? I'm pretty sure you don't want to be mine, either. It's true that I miss my friend, the guy I thought I could always count on. I lost him, though, even before I lost my wife.
"I've moved on, Aaron. You should, too. Marilyn will never replace Paula, and I don't want her to. I just need her to be someone who I love and who loves me. Eventually, I'm sure I'll find a new best friend, too. Maybe one who'll actually be the friend you should have been." With that, I tossed down a few bucks to cover my bill, then left my stunned former friend to contemplate his sins.
As I drove home, I considered his sins and mine. Becca's, too. His primary sin was a simple one. Opportunistic. Almost understandable, due to his ex-wife's influence. But they were committed against me, his best friend, and I couldn't forgive that.
However, he was also correct that Becca had set all of us up. She's the one who actually put all this in motion. An outside observer might feel like she'd gotten an easy out with merely being divorced, after all the destruction she wrought. I knew different. I knew how much she'd lost when she inevitably succumbed to temptation.
Becca loved Aaron, regardless of her boredom with their love life; or at least she thought she did. Even if she hadn't loved him, she loved the life of leisure that being married to him provided her. Even with the spousal support, she'd ended up having to go back to work with a degree she hadn't used in twenty years, just as her beauty began to fade. The stress of the divorce didn't help matters there, either; last I saw her, she'd aged as much as Aaron, if not more.
I'd heard through the grapevine how hard she'd fought for her marriage, but she had to try to convince Aaron that I'd lied while also trying to hide her own very recent affair. She simply couldn't manage it. The hall pass with Paula had made it easy to manipulate him once, but only because he trusted her. Those days were long gone. Becca's affair--and her desperate attempts to hide it, which made him even more suspicious--had put the nail in the coffin of their marriage, even if he'd only gotten proof of it a few minutes before.
I'm sure Aaron would have even more questions when he looked through the thick sheaf of photographs and documentation in that envelope. Who was the young stud in those pictures? Why would he seduce a nearly over-the-hill married woman? Where did a college dropout with no prospects and no steady job get the money to wine and dine her?
The photos showed they'd maintained an affair for months, and the PI's notes mentioned repeatedly how strange it was that the man cuckolding Aaron always seemed to make it as easy as possible to get pictures: blinds left partially open, lingering kisses in doorways, blatantly groping in public. Why?
And then the stud disappeared almost as quickly as he showed up, moving to another state right at the exact time that Aaron started to look for evidence of Becca's cheating. At a time when Aaron most needed proof, all he could ever marshal was suspicion. Did the young man somehow receive warning? Did Becca?
All good questions, and ones he'd never receive the answers to.
One thing I'd learned through this whole ordeal: some secrets, I'll take to the grave.
------------------------------------------
As usual, my stories wouldn't be nearly as polished without the help of the people kind enough to beta read for me, in this case seraph_nocturne and Constories. I can't begin to tell you how much I appreciate their insights.

The voting for Literotica's Most Influential Writer is still open, so if you missed me being an attention whore last time, now's your chance to see it again! Seriously, thank you so much to the folks that voted. If you haven't, well, you know... the link's right there. 😉



        

  
    Loving Loving Wives
  
  Loving Loving Wives

        A writer's guide to Literotica's most contentious category.

        
Url: https://www.literotica.com/s/loving-loving-wives

Title: Loving Loving Wives

Author: NoTalentHack

Category: Reviews & Essays

Description: A writer's guide to Literotica's most contentious category.

Tags: lit 25, loving wives, analysis, literotica 25th anniversary, btb, history, guide, essay, cuckolding, love letter




Loving Wives is, hands down, my favorite category on Literotica. That's kind of strange, honestly; the description of it, "Married extramarital fun: swinging, sharing & more" doesn't hold any attraction to me. I'm not opposed to any of those things, at least in the context of fiction. But they're also not topics I find particularly compelling in fiction either, erotic or no. Yet I adore the category, both reading and writing there.
The even stranger thing, though, is that I'm not alone in that take. In the last ten years, the most popular stories, both in terms of ranking and views, have little resemblance to the stories that made up the vast majority of the content there when the site first opened. In fact, the stories that most fit the original description of Loving Wives (LW) often struggle to make even a four-star rating or half the views of the newer style, which are mostly about the drama surrounding infidelity and divorce. And given that it's the probably second-most read category on the site after Incest/Taboo? That's a lot of people wanting content that seems almost diametrically opposed to the original usage of the category.
Tales about sexy fun times between married people and folks that aren't their spouses still exist there. They still even make up the bulk of the content. However, they seem increasingly unwelcome, to the point where authors looking for guidance on the forums are often told to put their story about swapping, swinging, sharing, or cheating married people anywhere but Loving Wives. And, sadly, that's not the worst advice.
If you look in the comments section of the "classic" type of LW stories, you'll often see decidedly negative reactions to the behavior of the characters, like the "-1* cuck shit" comments. That kind of attitude towards cheating stories isn't entirely new, but it has become more prominent in the last decade. Those types of comments have also started making their way out of LW and into other parts of the site.
But why? And why has Loving Wives turned into such a hot button topic in the Authors' Hangout, with new threads about what an awful place it is showing up every week, and with new authors being told to treat the category as if it were Tolkien's Mordor? What can be done about it? Should anything be done about it, or is this just the new face of the category? And if so, is that a bad thing?
The primary goals of this essay are threefold: to document the history of LW; to describe its present state; and to discuss how and why an author might or might not want to write there.
Before we begin, though, why should you listen to me? It's true that I've only been writing on the site for the last year, although I've been reading here since the late 90s. But in the last year, I've created or collaborated on fifty-two works--including this one--with a pretty solid level of success.
I'm nearing two thousand followers, with a large percentage of them coming from Loving Wives. Most of my stories are in Loving Wives, but I've written for a total of sixteen categories. Most stories outside of LW received a red H, which indicates a rating of 4.5 stars or higher and ten or more votes received.
In the Loving Wives category, I have published 29 stories. All of them were written in the last year; while I believe I've improved as a writer in that time, I doubt that I've improved so much that it skews the data. I've also written a variety of popular types of LW stories, from revenge stories to "dude romance" to reconciliation, and even a cuckolding story. This level of recent output--along with all the data attached to those stories that the site provides only to authors--gives me insight some other folks might not have.
Of my LW stories, eight of them sit at a rating of 4.5 or above, and all but two more have scored at least a rating of 4.15. That may not sound like a ringing endorsement, but the rule of thumb for most authors in AH is "if you post in Loving Wives, add about .5 to the score." While not entirely accurate, it's a good starting point, and I'll get into the reasons for why stories there tend to score so much lower there later in my analysis.
And that's what this essay is, or at least attempts to be: an analysis. In my day job, I'm a software developer, and over the couple of decades I've been doing it, that's meant a lot of hours spent on systems analysis: how systems do and don't work, where they've gone wrong, how they can be corrected, and, sometimes, whether any correction is even desirable.
However, this essay is also a passionate defense of the category, and that leads me to my final qualification. On the forums, I set my title to "Loving Wives SME (Subject Matter Expert)" as a joke months ago, but I've also ended up being one of the largest boosters for the category in Authors' Hangout. In defending the types of stories that are popular there, I've delved into why they're popular, how much value they provide, and why they're so misunderstood.
In a very real way, the last year I've spent as a forum regular, often defending the category and encouraging people to post in it, has uniquely prepared me to write this essay. I'd like to thank all the folks on Authors' Hangout, even those who count themselves among the most vociferous opponents of the category as it currently exists. Maybe those folks most of all, although I doubt they'd like to be acknowledged by name. Their love of their craft is laudable, though.
—
The Loving Wives category has been here since the beginning, but it was always an odd duck. At first glance, almost all the stories that its description encouraged could have gone into another category--mostly Group or Erotic Couplings--depending on how the married couple paired off. After all, there are stories about married people in those categories as well, coupling both within and outside their marriages. So why even have a separate category?
Simply put, because of the focus. LW was originally intended as a place for folks indulging in an infidelity kink, in particular a female infidelity kink. Historically, if the focus was more on the group sex aspect, for example, and some of the participants happened to be married women, it would probably do better in Group Sex. However, if the focus was instead on one of the characters being a married woman and how she was doing all these things a married woman shouldn't, it did better in Loving Wives.
And, yes, it was mostly about women doing these things, usually with a man besides her husband. Sometimes a story about a wife bringing a woman to bed for her husband would show up in Loving Wives, but they didn't tend to do quite as well. The husband could be involved, either as part of a threesome with a man or in a swinging/swapping context with another woman, and those stories did fine. But the MFF stories with the wife and her best friend just weren't quite what the readers were looking for.
But, to be fair, there was a lot of stuff there that the readers weren't looking for but would still put up with.
Even from the beginning, the category was used "wrong." Doing a search of Loving Wives using an "a OR the" query--which will pull almost every story in the category--only goes back to June 23, 2000. Earlier stories still exist, but they aren't indexed by the search engine. This slightly limits what I can reference, but it still gives a wealth of information. Stories which have been deleted from the site also don't show up there, but that still leaves plenty of results for showing general trends.
In the first page of results--in addition to stories fitting into the intended "swinging and sharing" categories--one can find the following:
* multiple stories about cheating on an unknowing spouse
* a "hard" cuck story where the husband is expected to put up with his wife's infidelity or face repercussions, which, at the time, would better belong in Fetish
* an enraged husband learning about his wife's infidelity
* stories where no infidelity exists at all, i.e., literal "loving wives" in a monogamous sense.
One thing I see a lot on the forums is a wish for the category to "go back to what it used to be." It's always been messy in there, though, with a lack of focus that one doesn't usually see outside of "genre" categories like Sci-Fi/Fantasy and Erotic Horror, or catch-all categories like Fetish, Novels and Novellas, and Erotic Couplings. The messiness is baked into the category, because it's never had the strong focus of something like Anal or BDSM.
It's also the only category where, during its natural evolution, factions sprung up with diametrically opposed tastes. The explanation for that can be seen in the evolution of some of the other categories on the site.
For example, Anal saw a transition that went from "here's a story with anal sex in it" to "here's a story that's about anal sex." Nowadays, anal sex can show up in just about any category on the site, and it usually does, so the stories specifically in the Anal category are "about" anal sex, with a special emphasis on it.
"Vanilla" anal sex has culturally gone from being a somewhat taboo act to a practice that almost half of all adults in America have engaged in at least once. The people reading in Anal want stories to really focus on it now, so content involving pegging and analingus regularly shows up there, when those topics largely would have gone in Fetish back when the site opened.
Another example, and arguably one even more useful for this discussion, is Interracial. The early Interracial category featured a number of "big black cock" stories, just as the current one does. However, one could also find numerous stories that were, essentially, either Erotic Couplings or Romance stories about two people of different ethnicities. That simple difference was enough for people looking to scratch their particular itch.
Those latter ones don't show up in Interracial very much anymore, and they tend to be poorly rated when they do. They just go to Romance or Erotic Couplings now. Instead, the majority of the stories are about "black-owned" white women, with a (usually willingly) cuckolded white husband as the POV character, or, alternately, "big white cock" stories with Asian women and often their husbands begging to be dominated by a white man.
And that's where we come back around to Loving Wives.
—
Kinks are transgressive. That's what makes them kinks; if everyone liked them, they wouldn't be kinks. They tickle the part of our brain that says, "this is extra naughty, and you shouldn't like it, but you do." Anal sex has stopped being seen as really transgressive by almost anyone under about 50 years old that's likely to be on Literotica; they might not like it, but it's just a thing.
Back when the site was founded, anal sex culturally occupied roughly the same spot that oral sex did for the generation before it: your girlfriend or boyfriend might balk at doing it, but they wouldn't think you were an awful pervert just for asking. These days, oral sex is pretty much mandatory, and anal is a thing that's not particularly transgressive. Now, pegging and analingus occupy that same liminal space between transgressive and accepted that "regular" anal sex did in the late 90s and early 2000s.
In Interracial, the transition to mostly cuckolding stories has largely been embraced, but that's partially because the BBC type of story--the one where a sexually dominant black man comes in and "claims" a white wife or girlfriend--was always a part of that category's DNA. And because people wanting to read "sweet" interracial stories can basically go anywhere reading materials exist--since interracial romances are thankfully no longer taboo to any but the most assbackwards of people--it leaves a void to be filled in the Interracial category.
Loving Wives never had that kind of transition. Instead, it just became more crowded and, eventually, contentious. In the early days of the site, softer swinging and sharing stories, those with enthusiastic participation by both husband and wife, were the norm. "Cheating" stories--stories where the wife was unfaithful without the husband's approval--existed, but they stayed in the minority, and they often transitioned into a swapping or sharing structure, to make things "fair" between the couple. "Harmless" infidelity, the kind where everyone was eventually on board, was the order of the day.
One of the most compelling things, to me, about Loving Wives is how much it exists as a conversation with itself. Most of the "kink" sections of the site simply became "more" of what they were before. "Oh, anal sex isn't cutting it? How about pegging?" "BBC not doing it for you? How about a Black New World Order story, where a conspiracy exists to wipe out white men?" And, no, I'm not making that last one up. Go do a search for the "bnwo" tag."
In Loving Wives, however, the answer to, "Oh, so willingly sharing your wife isn't doing it for you anymore? How about being forced to share her?" was, at least in part, "No."
I want to be clear that I'm talking in terms of trends here, not individual stories. Yes, there are hard cuckolding stories early on the site, but they don't start showing up in force until later. Yes, there have always been revenge and reconciliation stories, but they were in the minority. I'm sure that, for each of the subgenres I'm about to discuss, people can present counterexamples that predate them, but they didn't move the needle at the time in terms of the larger context.
One could watch the shifts in the conversation occur through the words that started to crop up in stories and then, later, in tags. Cheating stories became more common in the early 2000s, ones where the husband either didn't find out or couldn't, wouldn't, or didn't retaliate in any way, but also didn't see any satisfaction in either participating or watching. That eventually led to an increase in pure cuckolding stories, which had previously mostly existed in the Fetish category.
The word "cuck," used as a term of humiliation in a story, first showed up in December 2002, then eight times in 2003, fourteen times in 2006, and thirty-seven in 2010. As of this writing, the word appears in over 200 stories in 2023 alone.
With that rise, other users pushed back. In some cases, people wanted to read and write the softer swinging stories. However, the category also saw a rise in stories where the husband fights back against the wife's infidelity, sometimes through simple through divorce and sometimes something more extreme. The word "revenge" shows up in stories all the way at the beginning of the search index, but almost entirely in the context of "wife gets revenge on husband for his cheating by cheating with his best friend" types of stories.
Tags at the beginning of the stories are not great; before about 2005, they were weird mishmashes of words plucked from the stories by some sort of algorithm. Even now, they're often either poorly applied or not applied at all. However, tags are often more accurate than simply searching for a common word inside a story. A one-to-one statistical comparison of word to tag usage would be a mistake, but for assessing trends, tags can be more useful. Therefore, I'll be searching the tags for the word "revenge," which is more often associated with a husband's revenge on his wayward wife.
The tag "revenge," used in the context described above, first showed up in 2003, but only once. However, in 2005--notably the year after the harder cuckolding stories began to appear in the category--it showed up in tags on dozens of stories where a husband gets revenge on his wife for her cheating. These still aren't the majority of the stories told in Loving Wives; that shift never actually occurs, even though they seem to cause the most handwringing amongst certain types. But it becomes a major archetype at that point.
Things accelerated from there. All the story types mentioned before still showed up, the swinging, swapping, sharing, and cheating stories, as well as the relative newcomer of revenge stories. Dedicated "reconciliation" stories began to show up, too. They shared a similar structure with the revenge ones--wife cheats, husband discovers, there's a confrontation, stuff happens--but they end in the husband and wife either staying together or getting back together. Reconciliation stories never became as popular as revenge ones, but the tag started appearing in 2005 and maintains a modest presence to this day.
Then BTB showed up.
BTB or "Burn the Bitch/Bastard" is a form of story where a simple divorce isn't enough for the aggrieved husband. Instead, the husband wants to cause harm to the wife and the affair partner. Physical violence towards the wife is rare, but the affair partner getting the crap kicked out of them--at the very least--is generally expected in these stories.
Instead of violence, the wife is usually humiliated, left destitute, loses the respect of the kids, and so on. She often begs to stay with the husband, realizing too late her mistake, but sometimes she's a vicious monster from the beginning to the end. The one constant is that the revenge is way over the top, often to the point of cruelty to impartial observers, and the husband is almost always blameless and lauded by others in the story. There's a reason for this, but I'll get to that later.
"BTB" showed up in the tags once in 2007, but then disappeared until 2013. When it came back, though? It hit the ground running, with about 350 stories bearing that tag altogether. Even though "reconciliation" showed up first, back in 2005, and appears steadily from then on, it still has about 100 fewer entries in the tag search than "BTB." That's an eight year head start, and it still didn't manage to keep its lead.
Why? Probably because of the "cuck" tag and its associated stories.
This is another place where the data gets messy. The "cuck" and "BTB" tags occasionally show up on the same stories, but only perhaps a dozen times, and usually to signify "the main character gets cucked, but then he gets his revenge." However, a "cuck NOT btb" search yields over 450 results, most of them around and after the time that the BTB tag started to pick up steam.
There is a direct correlation between these two types of stories--cuckolding and BTB--their readers, and the prolonged turf war going on in the category to this day. That turf war has led to low ratings in the category, no matter what type of story a person writes. But it's also meant a huge number of views, comments, and followers for the writers that lean into either or both subgenres, or those willing to forge their own path to create something that can appeal to fans of both types of stories in some measure.
In fact, in more recent years, that seems to be the path that a number of writers are trying out. There are only so many clever revenge schemes and so many cock cages to go around, so various writers are trying their hand at other styles. Folks telling these stories have always been around, but now we're even seeing former hardcore BTB and cuckolding writers try their hand at stories that are more nuanced and emotionally evocative.
However, this does lead to a new question: why did the BTB stories and their successors, the "earned reconciliation," "moving on," "post-divorce dude romance," and other types of male-POV relationship drama get a toehold here in the first place? And why did the writers and readers of those stories not simply pick up stakes and move to another category that might be more aligned to that type of story, rather than one explicitly earmarked for "extramarital fun" stories?
Simply put: there are plenty of places to find erotica of the kind described, but for the folks that want the new types of stories Loving Wives offers, there's no other place to go.



When I say "there's no other place to go," I don't just mean on Literotica: I mean period. There are a few sites that have similar content, but they each have their own flaws.
A certain social media site with an alien mascot carries some stories that resemble the various forms of male-focused relationship drama one finds in Loving Wives, but they're woefully lacking overall. The similar stories available there tend to be short, badly told, and made even worse by the pretense that they're "real."
YouTube has a fair few channels peddling AI text-to-speech stories, mostly BTB ones, but here's the irony: the text used to produce the videos is almost entirely stolen from Loving Wives. These channels steal older stories from no longer active authors, and that's for one very specific reason: YouTube's copyright policy. The whole scam they're running on those channels is to steal stories that are unlikely to earn them copyright strikes, which would result in demonetization. The videos even include "helpful" notes in each of their videos asking the author to contact them instead of YouTube on the off chance that someone notices the theft.
As to Amazon, Smashwords, Patreon, etc.--beyond the fact that they're all pay sites--there doesn't seem to be much movement in this space there, either. Now, whether that's due to an untapped market waiting to be exploited, because it's too niche to be profitable, or some other factor, I can't say.
Here on Literotica, there's Non-Erotic, Novels and Novellas, and a few other places, but why would either the writers or the readers go there? To kowtow to the people that wish these stories didn't exist in the first place? The writers of these stories have no incentive when site management has already made it clear that they're okay with non-erotic stories in LW. They already have a built-in audience in Loving Wives, one that's both sizable and vocal.
But why is that?
—
This is where we move into the realm of speculation, but reasonably well-grounded speculation. I've spoken with a large number of both writers and commenters in Loving Wives about the topic. While not everyone got there the same way, a common sequence of events goes something like this:
1. In real life, a man gets divorced or maybe just breaks up with a longtime girlfriend. It could be because of cheating, communication issues, drifting apart, or a host of other factors, but he feels aggrieved, rightly or wrongly.
2. He gets lonely and horny and goes to Literotica for relief.
3. For whatever reason, he makes his way to Loving Wives. There are lots of possible reasons this might happen, but the most obvious is that he's looking at the "new" page, since that's apparently the big funnel on the site.
4. He finds a divorce drama story, and it's everything his divorce wasn't: the wife is wholly at fault, or she's remorseful, or maybe the main character manages to avoid getting taken to the cleaners, or he gets to see his kids, or whatever. It's the hypothetical reader's fantasy; not an erotic one, but a fantasy nonetheless.
5. And then he can go down different paths from here. They might leave the category behind once the wounds heal a bit, heading over to Erotic Couplings or Romance or a kink-specific category. Some guys leave the site after a while because they make a new life and don't need the fantasy. Some stay, but due to age or a new relationship or whatever, they don't have much interest in erotica, but they still enjoy this particular type of drama. Some keep reading Literotica "normally" and hit LW as well as other stuff.
6. The readers who stick around start to look for similar stories, but they don't really find them anywhere else, so Literotica and Loving Wives it is! Hey... When did all these cuck stories start showing up here? Get the fuck out of our category!
I've had conversations with representative members of each of those groups, and the through line for them is pretty much as listed above. There are other types of readers, too, though. Some use the stories to help make sense of what happened to them years or decades before; one frequent commenter talks about his divorce that happened when he was in his late 30s, and he's in his 80s now. This stuff just really wasn't talked about as much fifty years ago, at least not with any real emotional honesty.
Then there are folks like me. I'm happily married and have been for twenty years. I'm reasonably well-adjusted, with diverse interests, friends, a loving family, etc. I was cheated on once that I know of, in college, decades ago, but it didn't particularly scar me. I went through one divorce that was about as amicable as such a thing can be. But I still love these stories, because they're interesting, and because they have a point of view you don't really see in modern fiction elsewhere.
Divorce and other types of relationship drama stories are all over the internet, but the vast majority of them are very female-focused. They're from the woman's POV, or the husband is a villain, or the stories' focus/plot driver is the husband's flaws, rather than the wife's issues. They tend to be, if not BTBs, then an analog of the "moving on" variety of Loving Wives story. And that's good! Diverse voices are important. But sometimes diversity looks different than we expect it to. LW is the only place I know on the internet where these issues are discussed from the husband's viewpoint (in fiction, at least) in this volume.
That said, a lot of it is talked about inartfully, or in contexts that are stereotypically male: revenge stories, barely interrogated emotion, performative displays of masculinity, toxic levels of stoicism as a virtue, etc. A big chunk of the stories are very surface-level, with little to say besides "here's a fun little romp." And that's okay, too; we're almost all amateur writers here, and none of the readers are required to be professors of literature, either.
But the stories being told are something that you don't see anywhere else, and I think they're valuable. They're a way for guys going through a rough time to say to each other, "hey, you aren't alone." They're a way for men to tell their tales, too, something the wider market doesn't really encourage. Men's fiction, even amateur fiction, for a whole variety of factors, tends towards action, adventure, spy thrillers, fantasy, and so on. Some of that shows up in LW, too, but writers there don't need to make the stories about those things just to sandwich in a bit of human drama, or to tell their stories.
I don't have any hard data to back it up, but I sincerely believe this is the section of the site with the highest percentage of authors who wrote one or two stories and then dipped or started lurking, because they finally got to tell the tale of how they wish things had gone for them, have people sympathize, and get it out of their system.
bruce1971--a wonderful Loving Wives author in his own right and also the author of two essays that should be required reading for any write wading into the category (LW Notes: The Redemption Arc and LW Notes: The Martian Slut Ray)--put it very well in an email exchange he and I shared:
From an analytical perspective, Literotica--particularly Loving Wives--is fantastic. There's so much content, dealing with so many different perspectives on what it is to be a man, what it is to be in a relationship, what it is to love, etc. There aren't a lot of people on the site who are interested in pulling out the subtext and making it...well, text...but the process of self-construction is there, even if the protagonist isn't commenting on it.
I got into a conversation with another writer about the way people play with gender roles in the story. He joked that Literotica isn't the New Yorker. I agree--you don't see nearly the breadth of perspectives in the New Yorker. You sure as hell don't see Trumpers and Socialists talking with each other about what it is to be a man!

It also explains why scores there continue to go lower and lower. The turf war doesn't allow for high scores on almost any story. The people that want sharing, swapping, and swinging--as well as cucking, femdom, and women getting away with cheating--don't like the stories where the husband rejects these things, and they ding those stories accordingly.
Meanwhile, the guys wanting to read the stories that show them a world where the husband's divorce is everything their real world one wasn't are angry that people are posting stories that seem almost designed to trigger them, and they drop one star ratings all over those stories. This is especially true in the case of forced cuckolding stories, which often include threats of children being taken away, financial ruination, and enforced chastity, and which read like a PTSD nightmare to these guys. This emotional reaction helps to explain, if not excuse, the number of commenters who wander into other sections of the site and 1-bomb stories with even a hint of infidelity and leave comments like "1* cuck shit."
So, that's the history of the category, warts and all, along with the reason for its current state. Hopefully you've found this explanation as to why the second largest category on an erotica site has so many stories that lack any real eroticism useful.
—
But what does that mean for a writer? How does one succeed in the category? For that matter, how do you decide if you even want to dip your toe in? What are the upsides and downsides of even trying?
Obviously, I think it's worth trying to publish in Loving Wives; I didn't write this whole thing for my health. If you have even the slightest inclination to write a story about a wife cheating on a husband, or a husband cheating on a wife, or a fun swinging/swapping/sharing/cuckolding married couple, you should give it a try there. If you don't? You can skip most of the rest of this unless you want some insight.
However, if you, as a writer, want to dip your toes in, you need to be prepared for what that means, both in terms of your writing and the reactions you're likely to receive.
Let's start with this caveat: this is not a category you go to if you want high scores. Part of this is due to the turf war; that's the easy part to recognize. But there are other factors in play as well.
In most categories, if you can write coherently, plot a story decently, put together reasonable dialog and--most importantly--write sex scenes that tickle the fancy of the people looking for that particular type of kink, you can do well. That's not the case in Lowing Wives.
We joke about the "mom's hot, why not" style of Incest story on Authors' Hangout occasionally, the type with little in the way of characterization or story but reasonably well-written mother/son sex scenes that can score well above 4 stars and sometimes above 4.5 stars in that category. Similar types of stories can be written for Anal, BDSM, Erotic Couplings, Group Sex, and so on. You don't get that safety net in Loving Wives, though.
Many of the most successful LW stories, ratings-wise, have little or no explicit sex in them. The ones that do have explicit sex, especially between the wife and the affair partner, often fare poorly because the person writing them tried some variation of what "should" be an equivalent of "mom's hot, why not" in a category whose description indicates it to be about infidelity. But that kind of story doesn't fly there. A story where cheaters, swingers, etc. get together can succeed in Loving Wives, but it has to be a story, not just, "Here's how I shared my wife with my poker buddies and why it was awesome in 2,000 words or less."
Some wrongheaded folks will turn up their nose and say, "Well, you can just write a BTB story and the incels in the comments will eat it up," but that's not true, either. As I mentioned above, the category is engaged in a constant, wide-ranging conversation with itself, in the way you usually see in a city's art or music scene. Things come into and out of style, although there are usually holdouts from older styles that still make the things they want and find an audience for them. But that's the thing: they find an audience, but not necessarily a big one. The larger community will pooh pooh the unwelcome content, dragging down the rating, no matter how technically skilled it might be.
The hard BTB stories with husbands from military backgrounds and incredibly over-the-top revenge schemes were extremely popular for a while, but now you see very few of them. There's a sense of almost embarrassment among some authors and commenters there for that type of story now. For a year or so, new stories regularly had headers on them telling readers "this isn't going to have NAVY Seals, biker gangs, or secret agents."
New stories in that vein that come through sometimes, and they still do okay in the ratings if they're well-told. However, if they're just a retread of old tropes, they don't. Once a new subgenre appears in the category, it's rare that it ever entirely goes away. Instead, it merely waxes and wanes in popularity. BTBs, especially hard BTBs, are in the "hair metal in 1992" stage: you can still see some of them, and they still have their ardent fans, but new subgenres--or, more accurately, older ones that have been retooled--are pushing them further into the corner. But, hell, Poison was still charting in 1993, so anything's possible.
So, there's no formula, at least not one that stays at all stable. There's no safety net. The ratings are low. The commenters can be mean to the point of abusive. Why the hell would anyone want to write here?
Precisely for those reasons.
When I first started participating in the Authors' Hangout, someone asked why anyone would want to write there, given all the downsides I listed and more. The answer I gave--which is still the truest distillation I can give--is that it's a crucible.
There is no more demanding section on the site, and I mean that both in terms of your craft and the readers' expectations. You will get better if you write there, or you'll get eaten alive. Hell, you'll still get eaten alive, but if they see you not improving as a writer over time, or worse, declining? Oh, they'll definitely let you know.
That kind of feedback is both incredibly valuable and so rare on Literotica. My first story, "I Know My Wife," which is less than a year old, has generated 365 comments. I wrote it in the middle of what was supposed to be my "real" first story, "After the Future is Gone," partially as an exercise in taking a well-trod trope of the category and playing with the format of the story, but mostly as a way to just get something out there to make sure I wasn't wasting my time.
The comments weren't just attaboys or hatemail. Those were in there, too, but I got advice on how to make my stories stronger technically, things to avoid or lean into the future, suggestions for how to succeed in the category, and more. Some people didn't get what I was going for, but liked the BTB trope. Some got it but didn't like it. Some got it and did. And some just accused me of being a misogynist pig.
However, I got dozens of comments that actually engaged with the work, talked about what it really meant, critiqued my skill (or lack thereof), and gave me pointers to improve. Did I get conflicting advice? Sure. But I also got really good advice overall. As I kept writing in the category, I had other writers reach out to me through the feedback feature, discussing stories, Loving Wives as a category, publishing in the wider world, and more.
Loving Wives' readers are also the only ones that said, "You need to be pushing yourself harder." One of the best comments I've ever gotten is too long to include here in its entirety, but I received it from Wavedave45 on "Reassessing My Life," the 27th story I published here, and the 20th in Loving Wives. By that point, I was feeling pretty comfortable; I'd had good success both inside and outside LW, and the craft part seemed like it was becoming easier. Then I received this as part of a larger comment:
Hey, I'm not a writer at all and not trying to talk out my ass, that's just how I see it. Actual writers will probably find reason to disagree. And looking back at your bio and seeing how you only started not too long ago, it's clear that you're taking real writers' suggestions into consideration.
Looking back at your other stories. I saw a few titles that I distinctly remember and felt were quite good. I know I said I'm not a writer, but I feel that this advice applies to anything you're trying to get good at. If you want to grow, I highly recommend not only writing here. Or basically not just erotica. Find a venue where your stories aren't consistently at a higher quality than the others submitted. Find a place where your stories get ripped the fuck apart and you want to quit. Then write another story for here to feel better. Go back and read the constructive criticism on the other site. Apply it to the next story on that site that ripped you apart. Repeat. Also, try writing about things you know nothing about and need to research to find out. Stuff totally out of your element. Also try your hand at longer stories. Find more contests to submit stories to.
It's like the saying goes, if you're the smartest person in the room, then you're in the wrong room. And dude, you did like 20 something stories in just 5 months and almost all of them are in the mid 4's. And you say you only started like 5 months ago. You need more of a challenge, otherwise you're going to stagnate or get bored. You'll get awesome at writing a pretty specific topic for a specific audience starting from a place where you're already quite good from my perspective as a reader. Like I said, I don't write and likely talking out my ass, but unless you're lying that you began less than half a year ago and constantly rolling 19's and 20's. Not saying quit here, I like your stories. Just need to be pushed some more.
That really gave me pause, because I realized he was right. I knew that, as fun as the story I'd written had been, I'd kind of phoned it in. And it drove two things home to me: one, that I did need to start making moves to publishing in the wider world; and two, I needed to challenge myself more even when I was still "just" writing on Literotica, then take the critiques as they came, for good or ill, and just not worry about how they scored unless it was clear that I was slipping in a technical sense.
I had a bunch of stories in my spreadsheet of ideas that I'd kind of pushed to the side because I wasn't sure how well they'd do, and I had a number of stories I was working on that I was pretty sure would be crowdpleasers. After that comment, most of the crowdpleasers went on the backburner.
Instead, I wrote "In Health," which looked at failing to uphold a different vow and how it affected the people involved. I wrote "Why She Cheated," a compassionate look at two people and why they each might cheat. I wrote "Fathers, Brothers, and Sons," about a husband struggling with a one-off decades-ago infidelity that resulted in his only son, and how he made his way back from that crisis of faith in his marriage. I wrote "Honesty Above All," about a guy who obsessed so much over virtue that he torpedoed a marriage that he could have saved, but which looked like a BTB story at first glance.
Loving Wives is the only category I've ever received the advice, "You can do better. You can be better. Why are you restricting yourself to this site, to this category, to this structure?" I've heard it from other authors, both friends and strangers, but LW is the only place where the readers have said this, instead of "give me more of what you're doing, because I love it."



Loving Wives is a crucible. Its commenters are mean, but helpful. Its ratings are harsh, but fair; you won't get a red H just for writing competently and to their kink, because there is no "their, kink." There is no formula that will make you successful there. You can write a story where the husband burns the wife, or they reconcile, or she's dead before the story starts. You can write a story where she cuckolds him and he hates it or he loves it, where she feels guilt or no mercy at all.
You can write damn near anything there, and they'll give you a fair shake. Not a high rating; the simple fact is that the people that are there for drama outnumber the people there for extramarital fun stories. That's okay, though; you can go over to Group Sex or Erotic Couplings to post those for ratings. Maybe you'll get a dozen comments if you're lucky. Or you can drop them in Loving Wives and get told everything wrong and right about what you've made, all the way from characterization and plot on down to grammar and spelling.
You can stop worrying about your ratings and start worrying about your writing. You can stop equating score with skill. You can stop worrying about your stars and start engaging with your readers.
That's my strongest argument for why you should write there, if you want to be a better writer. If you don't, if you just want to chase Hs and attaboys, stick to other categories. Let me be clear: I'm not throwing any shade when I say that. This is a hobby for most of us. You should be doing the things that make you happiest in your hobby, and if that's what makes you happy? Go for it! I'll be cheering you on.
I've advised almost every writer I talk with to try their hand at writing a Loving Wives story at least once. A few regretted it, especially at first. Their stories in other categories got 1-bombed. They got angry, maybe hateful comments for the first time. In some cases, it shook their confidence to the point where they almost gave up writing.
And then they--some of them, at least--wrote there again. And they got better, both as a writer and as a receiver of criticism. They got an understanding of what made the category tick and how wrong so much of the received wisdom from Authors' Hangout was. Where it was sometimes right, too, of course. But how lacking in nuance the critiques of the category were from people who had never posted there and only repeated what they heard. Or maybe they posted once or twice and got their asses handed to them and their egos bruised.
Hey, I'm not being a Pollyanna. Sometimes, people have gotten absolutely mauled there, because they posted hard cuckolding stories in the midst of BTB-mania, which sucks. Or they tried to "teach the readers a lesson," which... yeah. That doesn't work with anyone, especially with people already in a siege mentality because they're the only community telling the type of stories they want to read. Don't do that.
Use a throwaway account if you want to save your ratings on your other stories. Write to your perceived prejudices of the category, making the burniest BTB story you can, and see how it flounders. Of the eight stories I have in there with a red H attached to them, only one has a significant burn attached to it for the wife, and only decades after the end of the marriage. Maybe you can do better! But, honestly, that's not the way the category is trending.
Write against your perceived prejudices and make the cuckiest cuck story you can, and see how it... well, not soars. Not with the numbers stacked against you, in terms of how many people want those stories versus how many don't. But at least does tolerably well, for a cuckold story in Loving Wives. See how it gets a bunch of comments, some hating it and some loving it. How it maybe gets you a bunch of followers who want to pick up what you're putting down.
Mix it up! Do both! Yeah, my sole cuckolding story is my lowest scoring one, but who cares? I picked up probably a hundred followers who clearly came to Loving Wives for cuckold stories, got a hundred-odd comments on the story--including ones from hardcore BTB fans thanking me for helping them understand the mindset, even if they still thought it was icky--and stretched myself as a writer. I got even more feedback privately, from guys who thanked me for helping them understand their own kink and not judging them for it.
That's the other thing you get regularly from Loving Wives: gratitude. Real, actual gratitude, expressed by people willing to make themselves vulnerable in a comment section renowned site-wide for being mean. People who'll tell you that you made them feel seen, that you lifted their spirits in a hard time, that identify with the main character's struggle and tell others they can get through theirs. Angry comments, sometimes, declaring their hatred for the people that did something similar to them, but anger from the distance of years. Anger quelled somewhat, perhaps, by the understanding you've helped them achieve.
Don't believe me? Here's a handful of comments from "the meanest comments section on Literotica," with lightly cleaned up grammar and spelling.
On "Shouldering The Burden," about a woman in a memory care facility and her husband's enduring love for her:
I'm 4 yrs into dementia. I feel good but my wife will tell me if I ask, "Am I the same?" The answer is "no," but still her man after 47 yrs. She gets mad if I look towards the future too far. She says we will adapt and love each other to the gates of Heaven together. I hold to that promise from her and God.
On "After the Future is Gone," a pretty standard "post-divorce dude romance" story:
All I know is as much as betrayal hurts, it gets better. It's hard to learn from a betrayal though because we rarely get an honest dialogue from the cheater and the cheated. It's a lot of raw emotions. Great story that highlights how important trust and dialogue are. Even after a relationship ending betrayal, both people got something invaluable outta [sitting down and talking about what happened].
On "You Could Have Stayed," about a divorced husband and wife making their way back to each other:
Who is ever ready for marriage, and then who is ever ready for divorce? Feelings, love, hate, anger. Questions no one can answer and no one to ask. You're 80 years old and still trying to figure out where you went wrong 40 years ago. At first, you blame the other person and say, "I did no wrong," and then you say to yourself, "maybe I was too selfish" or "what did I do to fail in that relationship?" "No! It's all the ex's fault, she's the one that cheated, she's the one that destroyed the family so she could go out and find someone else. She's the one that destroyed your relationship with the kids." Yeah, that makes sense but sure doesn't solve anything.
This was not a good story, and I can't say I loved it, but it got 5 stars because it's true to life. Except for the reconciliation, in my case.
On "Spoken in Anger," about a man relating an attempt at revenge gone horribly wrong to the support group he belongs to, and the repercussions of his confession:
I gave it an Outstanding Read ⭐⭐⭐⭐⭐, because of the storyline which I have never seen explained in a manner this moving. I have seen death up close and personal of both family and friends. I have watched grown men and women in battle save others and just break down once we got back because of our losses. I have seen grieving take years for people to move on. Sometimes they can't get past it, and it has manifested its results in different ways from suicide to mental breakdowns and asylum internments.
Yet with all of this life experience, I could never have expressed the thoughtfulness and depth provocation brought on by your story. It was the most moving tale I have read even by medical professionals working to deal with issues of PTSD.
I am actually smiling as I think about my friends and our times together. Those who are still with us and those who have gone before. Both give me reasons to keep moving forward. Your tale gave me reason to smile for both groups of us.
Yeah. Sounds like a real bunch of hateful jerks, right?
I'm not saying there aren't angry comments there too--God knows there are--nor that there aren't ones that make me want to edge out of the room away from the guys (mostly anonymous) saying them. But those can be part of the healing process, too. And just like I sincerely believe that a lot of the folks that wrote one or two stories and left did it as therapy, I think a lot of people in the comments are wrestling with things that happened in their life that they never quite got over.
I'm glad Literotica gives them a place to work through their issues and help others do the same. I'm glad, too, that there's a site where stories about infidelity can be approached in a variety of ways, from "Woo, my wife and the pizza boy!" all the way over to "I will never forgive you for this betrayal!" and everything in between.
It's the only place on the internet that accommodates such a wide range, and part of what makes it so special is that it does, and the comments sections and score rankings are nuts as a result. But if the egos of writers that can't stand not getting red Hs are the only price we pay for having something so special and unique as what's developed over the last twenty-five years? I can live with that. I think most of the denizens of the category would agree.
It's my favorite category on the site, like I said at the beginning. Maybe it can be yours, too. But you have to give it a chance to surprise you first. So put on your asbestos undies, pull up a chair, and tell your story. We'd love to hear it.
—
You're still here? Oh! You have questions. Right, one sec.
What happened to all the stats you promised?
Well, they're boring as hell, and this is an essay, not a statistics lecture, so I left them to the end. But, since you asked, here we go.
On the topic of the audience percentages for different types of stories, let's look at three of mine from around the same time, Shouldering the Burden, Kayfabe, and Spoken in Anger, each released in that order over a roughly two week period from January 16 to February 1, 2023. Of those three, Kayfabe's description, "A cuck and bull bromance," marked it clearly as a cuckold story, while the other two were more nebulous. By the time I published all three, however, I had about 1,000 followers, so I was a pretty known quantity in the category, and I think people rightly expected some kind of relationship drama from the other two. There's not a great table structure available on Lit, so I apologize for the messiness of the presentation.
Spoken in Anger - 75K views, 4.41 rating, 2.6K votes (Valentine's Day entry)
Kayfabe - 23K views, 3.86 rating, 620 votes
Shouldering the Burden - 63K views, 4.4 rating, 3K votes
Kayfabe received a third the views of the other two stories and about a quarter to a fifth the votes. Other stories with the "cuck" tag in LW around the same time received a similar number of views--with the exception of one outlier--and mostly the same or lower scores. Unfortunately, I can't see the number of ratings any story except mine has received, but a similar number of ratings seems likely.
That seems to be a pretty strong indicator that the number of people that show up for relationship drama stories heavily outweigh the ones that want to read cuckolding stories, at the least. Looking at some other stories I have in Loving Wives with ambiguous titles that indicate cheating, that also seems to be the case. The Voice of Experience ("A veteran adulteress takes a first-timer under her wing.") has roughly half the number of views of Also-Ran ("Her x-boyfriend's death threw my life into chaos."), even though the former predates the latter by about a month.
One thing I noticed, though, going through the various tags, are the number of stories involving hotwifing, sharing, cuckolding, swapping, and the like that actually are doing well score-wise. When I went into this, I expected them to all be sitting in the 3 star or lower range, but a surprising number are in the 4 star range, with some even having an H on them. And what do those stories have in common? They're well-written.
More importantly, they're loving. They're not hard cuckold stories or unwilling sharing, but husbands and wives that are agreeing to have fun and treating the experience and each other with respect. That's the thing that really sticks out, and the thing I keep reiterating to people in Authors' Hangout. The people reading the category don't hate sharing or swapping, for the most part. They hate cheating, and they hate cruelty towards faithful spouses. Which, I guess, is a good place to take the next question.
Why do people keep saying the whole category is full of incels?
Because there are some hardcore misogynists in the comments, especially the anonymous parts. But they're not the majority at all. Almost of the commenters and certainly none of the regular writers there hate women. They hate cheating, they hate disloyalty, and they hate cruelty aimed at a faithful partner.
While the category is labeled Loving Wives, there are stories there about cheating husbands, long-term girlfriends and boyfriends, fiances, and so on. In just about every case, the commenters cheer the downfall of the cheater, regardless of the offending character's gender. A number of stories featuring a cheating husband and vengeful wife (most recently Constories' Range Cold) have scored a 4.5 star rating or higher.
Isn't it violent?
Eh. Violence against the male affair partners in the category isn't uncommon, but it tends to be of the "catch them in an alleyways and beat them up" variety. Violence greater than that is relatively rare, and violence against the wife, especially nowadays, is almost certainly going to see the story get a low rating right before it gets reported right off the site. Most of us don't truck with that; if you know of a story that has violence, especially sexualized violence, against a woman in there, message me or leave it in the comments, and I'll be happy to report it.
What about the other terms I've seen, MSR and RAAC?
MSR is an acronym for Martian Slut Ray. In a story where a previously loving, faithful wife decides all of a sudden to jump in bed with another person, critics will say she was struck with a Martian Slut Ray. For a very through look at the term, check out bruce1971's essay, LW Notes: The Martian Slut Ray.
RAAC stands for "Reconciliation at All (or Any) Cost." It's a derogatory term for a story where the husband is not given sufficient reason to reconcile other than outside pressures. It's hard to say whether a story is or isn't an RAAC; very few writers intentionally write one, but some commenters will call any reconciliation at all an RAAC, since there can be, in their opinions, no reason to take a cheater back.
Would you change anything about the category?
Honestly, I'd probably create a dedicated Cuckolding category. It's gotten to the point where a huge number of cuckolding stories show up in Fetish, Interracial, and Loving Wives, to the point where the volume would eclipse most others on the site. It would probably mean fewer fistfights in the comments sections across Literotica and fewer 1-bombs in the ratings. I don't care so much about the latter, but some people do, and I want to see everyone get a fair shake.
It would also still leave a space for all the other infidelity kink and/or relationship drama stories in the original Loving Wives. The comments sections might be a touch quieter, but I can't honestly believe they'd be any less engaged.
What are some must-read stories if one wants to understand the current state of Loving Wives?
The one absolute must-read is February Sucks by GeorgeAnderson. It's the story that launched a hundred sequels, rewrites, opinion pieces, prequels, and more. A man and his wife are out dancing with friends, when a football player sweeps her right off her feet, and... Just go read it. It has a certain nightmare quality that's very disquieting.I got into writing Loving Wives to begin with because I couldn't get it out of my head, even if my sequel to it was the ninth story I published here. I know I'm not alone in that. There's an argument to be made that this story has propelled most of the conversation in the category, both implicitly and explicitly, for the last three years.
But, since this is Literotica's 25th Anniversary, how about I give you 24 more great reads to go with it? If I didn't include a writer you like in here, please know it wasn't an intentional snub. There are just so many good stories by so many good writers, and I went with the first 24 I saw in my follow list. Add your favorites in the comments!
The Luckiest Man in the World by Tx Tall Tales
Scenes From a Marriage by Ohio
Dilemma by Josephus, a talented young writer who was taken from us much too soon.
Bless This Broken Road by DFWBeast
Boomerang by javmor79
Another Love by RichardGerald
Nobody Ever Dies by dtiverson
Fall and Rise by BigGuy33
Relentless by Todd172
A Promise Made, a Vow Broken by Hooked1957
In Our Bones by norafares
One Last Bet by hotprof1973
Holiday Hammer Blow by Cagivagurl
The BTB-Team by ThatNewGuy
Rebirth by Inkhorn - this was the inspiration for my own story, At the End of the Tour
Human by EightyThousandEightyFive
Sullivan and the Lies He Heard by Popcorn_and_Stories
The Silver Medalist by rhettthebrat
Prologue to a Problem by KitDeLuca164
I'm 51 by qhml1
The Madonna and the Manatee by bruce1971
Play it Again, Sam by kublicon
In Her Eyes by Jidoka
Poly at the Poly by Spector_Dugan
Okay, I cheated a little bit with that last one. It's not in Loving Wives, but it absolutely should be. In addition to being a great story, it's probably the best "classic" Loving Wives story on the site, mixed with the sensibilities of the modern relationship drama style. Seriously, it's the type of thing I'd like to see more of in the category. And, hey: maybe you're the one for the job. We'll never know unless you try. So come on in! The water is absolutely scalding, just the way we like it.
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This is my entry for the Winter Holidays contest. If you like it, give it a good rating!
For the people following me from Loving Wives, this is in the Group sex category, and it belongs there. While there is a married couple in it, they're not the main focus, and they're happily, consensually nonmonogamous. Just a word of warning.
----------------------------------------
Ty and Kylie had a nice kitchen. A nice house, truth be told, but the kitchen really was a standout: stainless steel everything, marble countertops, and an impressive cookware collection hanging on the rack over the island. Great view out the bay window overlooking the city, too. In other circumstances, I'd have been surprised that Alyssa didn't pepper them with questions about their setup. To be fair, she was pretty distracted.
They had comfortable robes, too, the soft, thick kind you get at a luxury resort. The one I wore hung off me, making me look a bit like an understuffed scarecrow. I assume it belonged to Ty; I'd grabbed it out of the bathroom down the hall. Kind of rude, I know, but I hadn't actually gotten a chance to ask. I'm not sure exactly how I would have asked, for that matter.
"Pardon me, sorry to be a bother, but could you stop railing the shit out of my girlfriend for a moment? I'm afraid I've completely lost my erection and I'm freezing. Do you have a robe I could borrow? Thanks! As you were."
Instead, while our hosts enthusiastically entertained themselves with my girlfriend, I slunk out of the room to go mope at their kitchen table, feeling like a total pussy all along. Feeling like? No, let's be honest here: being a total pussy.
This was not how I'd hoped to ring in the new year.
The night started off promisingly enough. Alyssa had snagged tickets to an exclusive New Year's Eve party, and she'd dressed to kill. She always looked amazing, but the form fitting red dress perfectly highlighted her curves, and the plunging neckline certainly reminded me of what drew me to her in the first place.
That might sound horribly objectifying--and it is--but Alyssa had incredible tits, the kind any teenaged boy would lust after, and I was scarcely more than that when we met. But her killer body, like I said, was just what drew my attention. Admittedly, next came her freckled, pretty girl-next-door face and pale blue eyes, framed by long blonde curls. For the party that night, she'd put those curls into an immaculate updo, but normally she wore them loose or, at most, in a ponytail when she worked out.
That was her in a nutshell: gorgeous, but unaffected. Her physical features drew me in, but it was her sweetness that had me hooked. Not naivete; it's easy to confuse one for the other, and Alyssa's wholesome appearance made it even easier. When she and I met in junior year of college, though, she'd already had far more than her share of life experiences, including sexual ones.
Which, I suppose, is how we get back to the beginning of this story. We got to the party fashionably late. While I couldn't hold a candle to Alyssa, I'd cleaned up well. I'm tall and athletic, with blonde hair and blue eyes. I once received the backhanded compliment that I was "handsome, if you like that surfer boy type," which is funny, since I can't stand the beach. You add all that to Alyssa's extensive efforts to make me look at least somewhat fashionable, and the two of us turned quite a few heads.
Ty and Kylie turned even more, though. Ty's a big dude, built like a running back, which he was in college. I'm not bi--not even going as far as heteroflexible--but even I had to admit he was handsome as hell, with a ready grin and an affable manner. It's easy for a guy like that to come off as arrogant or intimidating, but he was never anything but pleasant. Well, pleasant and flirtatious; as soon as Alyssa expressed even the slightest interest in Ty, he'd flirted outrageously with her.
It might have pissed me off if I hadn't been so busy flirting with his wife. Kylie neatly complemented her husband: short where he was tall, olive-skinned where he was dark, slim where he was buff. While Kylie had a beautiful long mane of jet black hair, her husband's bald head almost gleamed under the lights on the dancefloor. And where Ty was very obviously Black, I couldn't place Kylie's heritage at all, although she later told me she was a mix of Dutch, Thai, and Italian.
Over the course of the night, I learned a lot about the two of them: they were married and had been for years; they met in college like Alyssa and I had, albeit both as college athletes rather than in a study group; and both of them wanted to fuck us. While they didn't quite have an open marriage, preferring to be in the room or at least under the same roof when their spouse was otherwise engaged, they'd been swinging, swapping, and sharing for almost as long as they'd been together.
We chatted, flirted, danced, and drank. Our foursome split discreetly--and discretely, for that matter--into twosomes in all the different possible arrangements, each at what seemed like the perfect times. The girls danced together while the guys watched them and chatted first, then we danced with our significant others. Alyssa and I teased each other about our respective infatuations, but there was an undercurrent: we both could tell where this was likely to go, and neither of us exercised our veto.
Next, I danced with Kylie, while Ty and Alyssa did the same. Ty turned out to be very light on his feet for such a big man; I had to admit he was a better dancer than me. But Kylie was better than Alyssa, too, and since the role of a man when dancing is to make his partner look better, she made my job easy. Easier, anyways; the way she slid against me as she flirted, going as far as pressing herself against me and softly moaning, meant at least part of me moved stiffly.
The girls went to the restroom while Ty and I got fresh drinks, and afterwards, Kylie and I sat together for a while and watched our significant others dance a bit more. I felt a little pang of jealousy at the way she looked up at him, and even more when he leaned down and whispered in her ear. She blushed, or perhaps flushed, a bright red, then nodded enthusiastically.
Kylie caressed my leg with her fingertips and leaned in to whisper in my ear. "What do you think Ty asked her, Justin?"
My lips wouldn't form the words, so she filled them in for me with a chuckle. "He's asked her if she'd like to come home with us, as long as it wouldn't cause trouble between you two. And she nodded, didn't she?" Her fingernail slid up my stomach and chest, coming to rest on my chin before she pulled my gaze to hers. "And you? Would you like to come home with us? With me? I've had a lovely night, and it seems a shame to end it now, but..."
She smiled seductively. "Well, I'd rather end it on a good note than a bad one, so no pressure. This could just be some flirting and fun, and then you could go home and ravish that pretty little thing of yours. Or you could come home with us, and we could end it on a real high note. From what Kylie was saying while you boys were at the bar, it sounds like you can make a girl really sing when you want to."
I nodded, finally finding my voice with a hoarse, "Yes."
Her nose wrinkled when she laughed. "'Yes, you can make a girl sing,' or 'yes, you'd like to come back to our place?' Or both?" She laughed even harder as she watched my mouth open and close before leaning in for a long, deep kiss. "Mmmm, I'm going to assume both."
Kylie glanced over at Ty and Alyssa on the dancefloor and nodded. Ty grinned. Alysa beamed gratefully. This was going to be great. We were going to have an awesome time.
Yeah. Right.
So stupid.
"What's stupid?"
My hostess stood there, head tilted, with a friendly, questioning look on her face. The robe she wore looked much better on her, but almost anything would probably look amazing on her. I had no idea at her age, other than a brief mention that she and Ty had been together for years and had met at college. Between her Asian heritage and her incredibly fit body, though, I couldn't have pinned it down any better than "older than twenty-five and younger than forty-five."
"Oh, uh, nothing. I was just thinking about something. Didn't realize I was speaking."
She didn't buy it. One corner of her mouth quirked up as she said, "Mmm hmm. If you say so." Kylie glided closer to me; a sheen of moisture glistened on her thighs, just below the hem of her robe. My mind went back to her kneeling astride Alyssa's face, moaning, eyes closed, as my girlfriend greedily feasted on her new lover's quim. Then my mind's eye descended Aly's body and...
Kylie's smile turned from gently mocking to concerned at my slight wince. She sat next to me and placed her hand on my thigh. Her touch wasn't meant to arouse, but to comfort. "Hey. Justin. Hey. It's okay. I promise, it's going to be okay."
I tried to put a brave face on. "What is?"
"You. Her. This. All of it." She bit her lip. "I thought... Alyssa told me you two had done this before. Been with other people."
"We have. Just..." I shrugged.
"Not with someone as big as Ty?"
I didn't think guys as big as Ty existed outside of porn. I mean, obviously they had to get porn actors from somewhere, but when Ty dropped his shorts and that thing sprung out, it was like seeing a lion roaming through a suburb: exciting, surreal, and profoundly dangerous. And the way Alyssa looked at it... I shook my head to clear it.
"No. I mean, not that, either, but not with another guy at all."
Kylie frowned. "She didn't mention that."
The night sky out their window looked so inviting. I wondered what would happen if I just got up and left. I'd need to go back and get my pants first, though.
"We've done this twice before. The first time, a friend of hers from high school came to visit. We all got a little drunk and talked about the stuff we hadn't done that we'd like to before we settled down. A threesome came up and..."
That cute little nose wrinkle came back when she laughed. "And it's not like you were going to turn down that opportunity, right?"
I laughed, too. It felt good. "No, of course not."
"And that all kind of went down okay, yeah? Maybe she got a little jealous, but you got through it together?"
"Yeah, pretty much. After we talked it out, she said she wanted us to leave ourselves open to new experiences like that, and I agreed. We didn't go looking for them, but we promised we'd both try to say 'yes' if it was something either of us had on our list.
"Then, a few months ago, a couple we used to play D&D with, both girls, left town. After their going away party, we stayed behind to help them clean up, and it just kind of happened again. They told us they'd been into both of us for a while, and they didn't want to have any regrets. We had a great time together--a mindblowing one, honestly--and we all parted as friends.
"And that was pretty much... like, there are a few things left on my list I wouldn't mind getting knocked out, but how many guys get to have a threesome with two women, much less a foursome?"
Kylie laughed again, and her hand inched up my thigh. She purred, "The ones that look as good as you? And as sweet as you are? You might be surprised." My cock stirred at her touch, her voice, and her words, then even more when she leaned in, lips parted.
Then Alyssa cried out, "OH MY FUCKING GOD!" from down the hall, choking out a sob of orgasmic ecstasy, and the moment passed. I wanted to shrivel up and die, and my dick decided to get in on that action early.
Kylie pulled back, her expression an odd mix of compassion, pride, amusement, and reproach. "He does have that effect on a girl. But that's why you're here, right?"
I nodded indifferently. "It's why she's here. And I'm here for her, so..."
"Not for me?" Faux hurt laced her words.
"Apparently not."
Real, if mild, indignation replaced the playful tone. "What's that supposed to mean?"
I started to respond with my own irritation, but instead looked back out the window. "Doesn't matter."
"Hey! It does." She squeezed my leg. "C'mon, Justin, what's wrong? I know it can be... uncomfortable seeing Ty with your girlfriend, but she's having a good time, and I want you to have a good time, too. I want us all to have fun, together. Don't you?"
"I did. But..." I sighed, tired of the pretense. "Look, you don't have to do this."
"What?"
"Distract the cucked boyfriend."
The indignant tone came back, upshifted to anger. "Is that what you think? Really? That I'm, what, some kind of beard for my husband and his big black cock, so he can nail blonde college girls?"
"I didn't, but..."
"Fuck you! I wanted you here because I wanted you here. Her too, I'll admit, but--"
"If that's the case, then why have I been sitting out here, by myself, for the last fifteen minutes before anyone even noticed I was gone? Why did I sit in that room, watching..." I shook my head. "Watching things I really wish I hadn't seen."
"Because I thought you liked to watch! I thought you'd get all hyped up watching the three of us, then join in! It's..." Kylie deflated. "It's something I've seen before. A lot. Guys watch their girls with him, then either reclaim them or fuck the shit out of me, out of lust or spite or wanting to make their girl jealous or whatever. I thought... I thought that was your thing."
"It's not."
"Then why didn't you say something?" When I didn't respond, she took my hand. "Please. Talk to me."
The words came slowly at first. "Alyssa was so excited in the car. She liked the two of you so much. I mean, we both did, and she'd been drinking enough to not notice that I was nervous. I wanted to be supportive, you know?
"We've done this twice, but, honestly, she did it mostly for me, especially the second one. The first one, she'd kind of had a crush on her friend, and that was more... natural, I guess. Anyways, I didn't want to let her down, now that she had her shot at something on her list."
Kylie smiled and stroked my cheek. "That fits. She raved about what a great boyfriend you were when it was just us girls."
I smiled sadly, and she squeezed my hand again. "Once we got here, you two got into it straight away. Making out, almost tearing each other's clothes off..." I nodded at the mess of scattered dresses, shoes, and handbags in the living room. "... and just about dragging her towards your room.
"Ty and I trailed behind, but I realized I needed to, ah, use the facilities before we got started. It only took a minute, but by the time I got to the bedroom, you and Alyssa were already on the bed sixty-nining, and Ty had stripped down to his underwear.
"I tried to catch up, but I barely had my shirt off when he dropped his boxers and..." Sighing, I pushed on. "Kylie had told me he was big; she didn't want me to be surprised. But I didn't realize how big. And even more than that, everything about him is big. The guy's got muscles on muscles, he's hung like a horse, tons of swagger, and..."
I shook my head. "So I froze. By the time I got back up to speed, you'd climbed off Aly and were laying next to her. When you did that, I figured we were going to, I dunno, trade. He'd fuck Aly, and I'd fuck you. Which didn't make me feel entirely better, but..." I cringed at the look on Kylie's face. "Please don't take it as though... I'm not saying--"
She grinned at the way I stumbled over my words, but let me off the hook. "I get it, Justin. I know I'm no consolation prize. Like I said, though, I've seen plenty of guys going through what you were."
Nodding, I continued. "I looked down to keep from tripping while I pulled my pants off, and when I looked up again, I realized that wasn't the plan. You were making out with Aly while he lined himself up, but there was no way I could get in there with you. But that wasn't the point, was it? Me and you having sex."
Kylie shook her head. "No. Not then. Eventually, but not then. I wanted to make sure she was ready. You weren't the only one in the room seeing him naked for the first time, remember. I assume one of her bucket list items was 'a really big cock?' Maybe even--" A conspiratorial grin flicked across her face. "'A big black cock?'"
The grin turned to a laugh when I sheepishly admitted, "... Yeah."
"And on your list, is there a 'sexy Asian cougar?'"
The laugh came again, even louder, when I muttered, "Maybe?"
Kylie kissed me for the first time since the party, leaning forward for a light peck, followed by the same kind of sweet, hot, open-mouthed kiss we'd shared at the party. She tasted like Alyssa.
Her eyes twinkled when she pulled back. "Variety's fun, isn't it?"
I tried to smile, but my heart still wasn't in it. "It can be."
Our hostess gave me another kiss, this time laying it tenderly, almost motherly, on my forehead. 'Great,' I thought. 'Another thing to be neurotic about.' But then she looked at me encouragingly and said, "Go on."
"He started fucking her." It had been so much more than that. So, so much more. But I didn't want to face all the things I was feeling then--admit to all of them--especially with this woman whose motives I still felt uncertain about. "And you... talked her through it. Ty, I mean, and..."
I winced at the memory again. "I held out a little hope that maybe it wasn't what I feared, that I hadn't gotten suckered, but once Aly was... comfortable, you got back up and straddled her face, turned away from me this time. No one in the room seemed to notice I was even there.
"So I figured that... like I said, I thought maybe I was being cucked. That when you approached us in the bar, you were looking for a unicorn, and I happened to be the irritant you needed to get out of the way. Or that Ty liked being a dominant asshole and wanted to show whose territory this was or something. Take her away or 'ruin' her or whatever."
"Ty? God, no, he's a sweetheart. He's the one who noticed you were gone first. He didn't want to upset Alyssa when you disappeared, so he asked me to go check on the 'drinks' I'd asked you to get."
I chuckled; that kind of told me everything I needed to know. Or confirmed it. Whichever. "I let myself out not long after you three started. And given that it took so long for anyone to notice..."
"Hey now, I told you what happened, and what we thought. You could have joined at any time."
"How?"
"What?"
"How? I'm not bi, and neither is Ty--at least from what he told Aly--so that was out. Alyssa was otherwise occupied. And you... Like I said, you turned your back on me, which, by itself wouldn't have mattered, but it left me no angle."
"Angle?"
"You had your face almost up against the wall, so I couldn't get near you there. There wasn't enough space on the bed for me on the side near the chair, either, and I would have had to squeeze between Ty and the dresser--which neither of us was going to be into--or clamber over Aly to get to the other side."
Kylie bit her lip as she rebuilt the scene in her head. In another situation, I'd probably have found it sexy. "Shit. Shit, you're right. I didn't even think about that." I saw real remorse, instead of just compassion, for the first time. "Shit, shit, shit. I'm sorry. And you thought..."
She shook her head, then surged forward and kissed me, hard. I didn't fend her off, but I also didn't engage with the enthusiasm she expected. After a few moments, she pulled back and teased, "I'm trying to apologize. You get that, right? This isn't... you weren't being cucked or put in your place or anything like it. Just bad logistics. I want you, Justin. I do." She slid her hand to my crotch and squeezed my half-hard cock. "I really, really do."
I plucked her hand off and moved it aside, kicking myself even as I did so. "Thanks. That makes me feel better. I promise. I just.... Once I got out here and sat with how I felt for a while, I realized it wasn't just that. It wasn't just that I felt foolish, or cucked, or, honestly, anything to do with you, or even Ty specifically. I felt... superfluous. Like it didn't matter at all if I was here. Like- like maybe it would be better if I wasn't."



"Justin--"
"No, hear me out. I watched her with him. She and I have been together for three years now. I'm not saying she's never responded like that with me, but it took some kind of actual effort. Like I had to really fuck her, and all he had to do was..."
An image pushed itself into my head, an image of him pushing into her. The sound of her low moan, like the thick mushroom head of his cock had displaced the air from her lungs. Kylie's soft tones as she told my girlfriend what a good girl she was, how well she was doing, soothing her like a wild beast. And Alyssa was a wild beast; her nails dug into Ty's biceps as he entered her, digging hard enough that she should have drawn blood as the length of his cock kept sliding and sliding further inward, almost neverending, like some obscene magic trick.
I frowned. "He just had to be... him. And then... God, knowing you came out here not because you noticed I was gone, or Alyssa, but because he did? Somehow, that feels even worse. It means I was beyond superfluous; I was a distraction."
She opened her mouth to say something, but I pushed through. "So I've been sitting out here thinking about that. About that and what it's going to look like in our relationship going forward. Because he's clearly--" I paused so we could hear the grunts and groans coming from their bedroom. "--very, very clearly doing things to her that I can only do when I'm trying to fuck her brains out.
"And Alyssa's amazing: beautiful, smart, funny, sweet. Christ, I have a ring in my sock drawer, just waiting to propose on our anniversary in a few weeks. I know how lucky I am to be with her.
"I know I've got a lot going for me, too, but I don't have... that. What Ty has. And now she's got a taste for it, so where does that leave me? Where does it leave us? Is there going to be an 'us,' or are we going to have a talk in a few days where she'll say that I'll always be special to her and--"
"Stop." Her voice somehow held both warmth and an edge. "Just stop. You're feeling inadequate. I get it. But she loves you. And I can tell you, from experience? Never gonna happen. That girl is not gonna let you get away unless you let this fuck the two of you up. Not her. You."
"But--"
Kylie scoffed, rolling her eyes. "God, you guys and your dicks. So worried about size, like bigger is always better. Look, it's obvious I like 'em big; wouldn't have married Ty if I didn't. But that doesn't mean I only like them big, or even that I prefer them that way. I like Ty's because it's attached to Ty." I raised an eyebrow. "Ugh, okay, and I like it because it's big. I admit that. But..."
She took a deep breath. "Look, you're a runner, right? I think Alyssa mentioned it." I nodded. "Okay, and do you run just to stay in shape, or do you run because you like to run?"
"Because I like to run."
"5Ks, half-marathons, full marathons, ultramarathons? What's your poison?"
"Marathons. Two a year. I might try an ultra if... I'm sorry, what does this have to do with--"
"I'm a marathon girl, too. Two or three a year, mostly in other cities these days; like I said before, variety's fun. But it's the challenge, right? The right level of challenge for you and me. I've done an ultra--might do another one in a few years--but fifty-plus miles is a whole different beast than 26.2, wouldn't you agree?"
"Ah. I see where you're headed."
Kylie smirked. "I don't think you do. You see, I still do 5Ks too, and half-marathons. I go for hikes. I walk with Ty, because he hates cardio and only does it to stay lean. Well, lean for a guy that can bench near a quarter-ton.
"But you know what? I like all of them. In some ways, I like the 5Ks more than the marathons. If I want to challenge myself on a 5K, I can do it in the hills, or I can try to set a personal best, or I can do back-to-backs. I can wear weights or--"
"I get it. Little dicks can be fun, too, because you can go hard or slow or--"
She interrupted, "Didn't anyone ever tell you it was rude to interrupt? I wasn't done yet. They're not marathons, but they're still great. A lot of the time, they're better specifically because they're not marathons. Because you know what a marathon always is? A marathon.
"It's always 26.2 miles, and you can make it harder, but you can't ever make it easy. Some marathons are easier than others--New York versus Boston, for example--but, they're all still marathons. You still have to make that distance. You're always going to feel like you've gotten your ass whipped, and your legs are going to cramp, and you're going to want to die, no matter how in shape you are. Unless you're one of those nutty ultra folks slumming it with us mere mortals, that is."
She grinned. "Like I said, I'm a marathon girl, both literally and metaphorically. And I knew you were a marathon guy, in the literal sense, before you even told me. You've got that vibe. But Aly? She might be running a metaphorical marathon right now, but she's a 5K girl."
Her hand slipped beneath my robe and squeezed again, and she laughed wickedly. "Or a half-marathon girl, I suppose. No reason to sell you short. Even if she didn't adore you--and she does--her time with Ty tonight is going to be the marathon that she ran once to say she did it. Maybe, like me with my ultra, she'll want to do it again in a few years, but probably not. It's too much for her."
Kylie's fingers gripped my cock, slowly stroking it up and down. "I love my husband, and I love his dick. I love what it can do to me, the way it turns me inside out. But I miss what it can't do, and what I can't do with it.
"I miss deepthroating. I miss anal. I miss getting to show how well I can handle a nice, big-but-not-huge cock in my pussy, all the tricks I've got that I can't do with his monster. It feels so good to let myself go and just get fucked without worrying about anything but how good it feels, and how good I'm making my lover feel, not whether I'm getting stretched so much that I'll hurt the next day. Or the next several days, if I'm not careful.
"I've had a lot of time with Ty, and he knows my limits; there are things he simply can't do with me. But a man like you?" She licked her lips. "If what Aly said is true, you can put me through my paces in a whole different way.
"Ty's all fast-twitch muscle; good in a sprint or for putting a big weight up. Not as much stamina as a runner, though. Enough to keep me happy, sure. But sometimes, I want to be fucked all night. Sometimes, I want to mix it up."
The sexy Asian cougar leaned in closer. "Can you do that for me? Fuck me all night? Remind me what it feels like to have a nice, big cock in all my holes? Because that's why I want you here. Aly bragged on you a lot. You ready to show me it wasn't all talk?"
Her words might have been a challenge, but the lips issuing them were all invitation. I kissed her hungrily, and she responded in kind. Did I have something to prove? Maybe. Is that what she was doing, trying to get me out of my own head so I'd enjoy myself? Probably. Did I care? Not in the slightest.
Any remaining qualms disappeared when she moaned into my mouth, tongue dancing with mine as we tugged at each other's robes, needing to see and feel and taste the flesh beneath. Surprisingly, Kylie's came off first; mine hung looser, but because of that, I had to cinch the belt tight. While she blindly struggled to undo the knot, I all but tore her robe from her body.
And my god, what a body it was.
I'd seen it before, as Alyssa had stripped our hostess in the living room, but I'd been taking the whole scene in then, not focused on the details. Once I got to their bedroom, I was distracted by... well, you know. It was like trying to enjoy a beautiful waterfall while someone aimed a gun at my head.
Now, though, I could and did focus only on her. The kiss we shared tasted of Alyssa's flavor and a hint of alcohol. As she crushed herself to me, I marveled at the contrast between her soft contours and the lean, hard runner's frame they laid atop of.
Her full breasts filled my hands, their hard, dark nipples pressing into my palms. I couldn't help myself--didn't even try, truthfully--from taking one of those nubs in between my fingers, rolling it for a moment, then pinching. Kylie moaned, "Harder," and I obliged, turning her moan to a loud, wordless groan.
Her neck smelled faintly of sandalwood, jasmine, and sweat, but I didn't tarry there. My lips replaced one of my palms, suckling at one of her nipples as she ran her fingers through my hair. "Mmm, Justin--" was cut short by a gasp, then a giggle as I nipped at her. "So mean." Her complaints ceased when my free hand moved lower, parting her lower lips and finding them slick with her juices.
Kylie pushed me back, trying to make enough space to work at the tie holding my robe closed. My fingers remained where they were, rendering hers not quite up to the task of undoing the knot as she shook and shuddered. That was okay; we had all night, or at least until Ty and Alyssa came looking for us.
'If they come looking for us,' I thought, momentarily unhappy, but that intrusive notion passed. As she'd said before, Kylie was no consolation prize. My eyes confirmed all the wonderful features I'd felt as we embraced, along with some charming imperfections I'd been unable to see in the dim light of the club or when distracted by my moping.
A tiny scar on her shoulder and almost invisible laugh lines made me like her even more than I had before. Her triumphant cry when she finally undid the knot only added to my affection, a cute little bit of unaffected joy.
The way her eyes lit up when she saw me fully naked, undistracted by our significant others, was what truly convinced me her kind words before hadn't been just that. I wasn't the cucked boyfriend she was trying to get out of the way; I was the man she wanted right then, wholly and unreservedly.
Her hand wrapped around my shaft, tugging at it as she whispered, almost to herself, "Fuck, that's a nice cock." She looked up at me with a snarky grin. "Can I play with it, mister? I'll be real careful."
Kylie laughed uproariously as I scooped her up and laid her down on the kitchen table with perhaps a little less care than I should have. "Not even gonna use a coaster? Why, that's just rud-- oh. Oh!" Her excited gasp when the head of my cock probed at her sopping slit gave way to a happy sigh of "Ooooh, fuck, that is a nice cock" as I slid into her in one smooth motion. Her eyes locked on mine, and the snarky grin came back. "Does that mean it's going to finish last?"
I rolled my hips, then pulled out and slammed back in, drawing a little surprised yelp out of her, as well as a much less snarky grin. "I thought that's what you wanted. To fuck all night?"
When I started to pull out to tease her again, Kylie's legs wrapped around my back, pulling me hard into her once more. "Yeah. Yeah, it is. But I'm waiting for you to actually fuck m- oh- oh shit!"
She didn't have to wait any longer.
My sexy Asian cougar--for the night, at least--kept those gorgeous, muscular legs wrapped around me, but I needed no encouragement to drive hard and fast into her. She still provided plenty, though.
She watched me mostly, occasionally closing her eyes to savor the feelings, biting her lip and moaning as she did. Her hands brushed up and down my torso at first, fingers playing across my six-pack or, sometimes, gripping my forearms as she fucked back up at me.
Eventually, though, they came to rest on her breasts, pinching and pulling at her nipples, the manicured fingernails leaving little crescent-shaped depressions in the hard nubs. When my hips pistoned harder into her at this gloriously lewd display, she laughed and made an even bigger show of it, reveling in my reaction.
Kylie wasn't as tight as Alyssa was--'or at least had been,' I thought, before swiping that needling internal voice aside--but years of experience with a variety of men had given her incredible control of her internal muscles. I'd promised to fuck her all night, but her talented pussy massaged my cock in ways I'd never experienced, making that a tougher promise to keep than I'd expected.
That wasn't all, though. Her playful banter disappeared as we fucked, and she replaced it with what I can only describe as cheerleading. Deft wordplay, innuendo, and repartee made way for "Fuck, Justin, fuck, fuck! God, your cock, I need it! All of it, hard, oh God, harder lover, like that just like that, perfect perfect perfect! Oh fuck oh FUCK!" When she came, each time she came, those well-trained muscles felt like they might rip my dick off. I would have died a happy man, though.
After the first three orgasms, each punctuated by loud cries of pleasure, my marathon woman began to flag. "Don't- ah- don't you ever cum?"
"It usually takes a while," came Alyssa's reply. We looked, me over my shoulder and Kylie around my body, to see my girlfriend and her husband in the hallway.
I don't know how long they'd been watching us, but their body language spoke volumes, albeit in different genres. They stood a few feet apart, Ty watching with a big grin on his face and not a care in the world, Alyssa awkwardly pulled in on herself and frowning. Kylie's husband liked what he saw. My girlfriend, maybe not so much.
Me though? I hated what I saw.
Alyssa and Kylie were on the pill. The four of us had recent STD tests, and the girls were easily able to show them to each other on their phones during the preliminary, hypothetical discussion in the club's bathroom about our little private party. All of us preferred bareback. Ty hadn't had a condom on when I left the room earlier.
And his cum was running down Alyssa's leg.
Jealousy, anger, possessiveness, hurt, spite, and many more dark emotions swirled in my head. It was irrational; we all knew what was going to happen, and I'd agreed to it. Hell, I was fucking Kylie raw, and I knew I was being a hypocrite.
None of that mattered.
Another man had planted his seed in the woman I loved, and I didn't see how anything could ever be right again.
I turned my back on the other two members of our foursome, unwilling to let them see how far from okay I was. Kylie saw, though, and she started cheerleading again. "Yeah, fuck, yeah, so good! God, Ty, he fucks so goddamned good!"
I hadn't expected that. And as I brutally slammed into her, hatefucking a woman I didn't hate, I had expected even less to hear Ty call out, "Hell yeah, bro! She's loving that dick. Give it to her!" His wife might have been the head cheerleader, but Ty enthusiastically took on the role of the home team fan with ringside seats.
His wife's little nod and the twinkle in her eye, the way she bit her lip, her warm smile even as I channeled my fury into her body: all these helped soothe my pain, at least for the moment. A more cynical man might think it was for show, and maybe some of it was. But that didn't mean it wasn't real, too.
Her pussy started to flutter in a familiar manner, the same one it had each time she neared orgasm. "P- please, Justin, please. Please, fill me up! I want to feel it so bad, I want your cum in m- m- m- meee!" Her body bucked up off the table as she came, and within a few short, stuttering strokes, I joined her, emptying my balls into a married woman for the first time.
My beautiful, athletic lover slumped back down on the table's surface, panting. She reached up to touch my face with a sweet caress. Kylie didn't say the words, but I knew what the gesture meant: 'It's going to be okay. I promise.' I hoped she was right, but I didn't know how she could be.
Still, I couldn't just stay there. I'd have to turn around at some point, so I decided to bite the bullet.
A puddle of cum trickled out of Kylie's well-used cunt and onto the table when I pulled out. My dick remained half hard, but that changed almost immediately when I turned to face Aly and saw the emotions warring on her face, the same ones that had swirled in my head. I recognized guilt there, though, which made me feel oddly guilty, too. What tumescence that had remained quickly departed.
'Why the hell do I feel guilty?' I thought. 'She should feel guilty, not me.' I remembered the way I'd fucked Kylie, though, wishing it was Alyssa. Not because I wanted to drive either of them to heights of ecstasy--although I apparently did just that for the older woman--but because I wanted to punish my girlfriend.
Punish her for what though? For exactly what I'd assured her I'd support her in?
I don't know if the frown on my face or his wife's inviting smile drew Ty over, but I didn't particularly want to be in between them. I stepped aside, but that only left me in a new and different awkward position. Ty and Kylie kissed lovingly. Alyssa radiated a range of emotions, ranging from jealousy to guilt to anger. And I stood there with a limp dick, wishing once again we hadn't come out that night.
Ty chuckled, "Looks like you two got distracted on the way to getting drinks." The fucker winked at me as he said so. I say 'fucker,' but even then, he still seemed as kind and friendly as ever. Somehow, that pissed me off even more.
Kylie chimed in, "Mmmm, yeah. He couldn't find the glasses, and then..." She grinned. "Well, I suddenly didn't care about drinks at all once I found him." I thought I saw Alyssa shift her stance out of the corner of my eye, as though she might say something. Before she could, though, Kylie asked, "Ty, could you be a dear and fix us some drinks? I'm going to take the lovebirds to the living room to relax."
With one more kiss for her, and a smile for me--plus a manly slap on my shoulder that felt like it might dislocate it--he went to busy himself at the kitchen counter. Kylie rose and stretched, purring all the while, then sauntered towards Alyssa, a matching streak of semen leaking down her thigh.
Alyssa almost spoke again, but Kylie reached her before she could. With a gentle kiss on the lips, she shushed my girlfriend, took her hand, and maneuvered her towards the adjacent living room and its couch, the two of them stepping over the piles of discarded clothing in their way.
Our hostess gestured for me to sit in a recliner just across from them, enthusing, "You were right about Justin. He is quite the catch. I can't remember the last time I've been fucked like that, and the night's still young."
Kylie swept a loose strand of hair from Alyssa's face as she leaned in conspiratorially. "Of course, Ty was, too, wasn't he?" She glanced at me with a broad smile. "A lot of guys wouldn't be able to deal with seeing him with their girlfriend, especially if their hosts were so rude as to ignore him, and most especially if they went so far as to distract his girlfriend to the point where she ignored him, too."
Alyssa had a lightbulb moment. The anger and jealousy didn't entirely desert her features, but understanding, followed rapidly by chagrin, came to the fore. Kylie continued, "Of course, you gave him quite a few experiences in the past, didn't you? I'm sure you felt left out now and then. I have, too. Even Ty has, if you can believe it.
"But it feels different for them, I think. After all, you and I both like girls, right? Justin and Ty aren't into each other, so that kind of limits their options. And most straight guys don't like to just watch, particularly the first time." She turned her face towards me. "Of course, he did give the okay for this little adventure, right? You and Ty?" Alyssa nodded uncertainly, and I did, too, sheepish in my hypocrisy.
Kylie turned her head back and kissed Alyssa's collarbone. "He's a good boyfriend, isn't he?" One hand moved to Aly's leg, spreading her thighs. "Letting you check 'big black cock' off your bucket list?" Alyssa started at the implication that I had shared our conversation, but the older woman answered her question before she could ask. "Oh, it's no secret, sweetheart. We all have them. Some of us have ticked a few more boxes off than others..."



She chuckled, moving her lips to Alyssa's neck to nuzzle there. "... But there's no shame in it. I know he..." A little kiss--or maybe Kylie's breath, or her words, or all three--caused Aly to shiver. "... knocked quite a few off with you before.
"This was a big one, though, wasn't it? Hah! A very big one, no? But I don't just mean Ty, the two of us. All four of us together.
"But all four of us haven't been together yet, have we? Not really." Aly shook her head, then gasped as the older woman's hand moved up her thigh, lazily stroking it.
Kylie slid onto the floor. I thought she might move between Alyssa's legs. Instead, though, she patted a spot next to her on the carpet. Aly looked puzzled but joined her anyways, and Kylie, smiling, continued. "He's not just a good boyfriend, is he? He's a great one, yeah?"
Alyssa swallowed. "Yes. He's... Justin's great. So great." My girlfriend's gaze flicked over to me, an apology etched on her face. "I love him so much."
The older woman smoothed her hair, like one might a troubled child. "Oh, he loves you, too. No one can really hurt you like the one you love. But no one can heal you like them, either."
She leaned in close and whispered, barely loud enough for me to hear, "Why don't you thank him for being such a wonderful boyfriend? For exploring all these things with you, even the ones that make him uncomfortable?"
Alyssa started to turn towards me, lips parted to speak, but Kylie grabbed her head and kissed her deeply before she could, tongue thrusting into Aly's mouth. My girlfriend's eyes shot open in shock, but she quickly surrendered to the moment, unabashedly making out with the gorgeous woman until she pulled back, gasping for air.
Kylie laughed, eyes dancing with a wicked light. "Mmmm, in fact, why don't we both thank him together? For being such a marvelous boyfriend to you and such an incredible fuck for me?" On hands and knees, she crawled towards me, and Alyssa, after a moment, followed just behind.
My girlfriend's manner reminded me of a supplicant, keeping her eyes averted as she moved towards me. But Kylie's fit, lithe form put me in mind of... well, of a cougar. Sometimes we use the words we use for a reason.
The show the two of them put on had my dick as hard as steel, but the way the older Asian woman approached me made me feel like prey in a way I never had before. She didn't watch my eyes or my face. Her eyes remained firmly locked on my throbbing erection until she was within striking distance, taking it in hand and then in her mouth.
I'd had good blowjobs before. I thought I'd had great ones. I was wrong.
I can't begin to describe how good it felt, the way she switched between lips and tongue, teasing and sucking and licking with effortless skill. Her eyes only moved up to mine once my cock rested fully in her mouth and then her throat. She watched me as she pushed Alyssa's head downward, angling my girlfriend's mouth so she could nuzzle and lick at my sac.
After a too-short eternity of this treatment, Kylie withdrew from my dick, kneeling upright. Alyssa nibbled her way up my shaft, eyes closed, filling the vacuum her tandem partner had left behind. The trim cougar kissed the girl next door around the glans, the two of them trading it back and forth with their tongues.
Kylie's fingers entwined in Alyssa's hair as the older woman moved away. Her gentle touch guided my girlfriend's movements, gently pushing her to take more and more in her mouth.
Aly had never been able to take my full length, although she'd gamely tried in the past. When she stopped at her previous limit, the Asian cougar regarded her thoughtfully for a moment, then tilted Alyssa's head slightly back, pressed another hand under her butt to lift her up an inch or so, and said, "Deep breath." She nudged Alyssa forward again. "Swallow. Swallow, sweetheart. You've got it. There. There you go. Ah. Ah. It's okay. Take it slow. We have all night."
I sat stock still as my girlfriend took me into her throat for the first time, entranced at both the feeling and Kylie's soft, commanding voice. "Open your eyes, Aly. He needs to see. Look at her, Justin. Look how much she wants to please you. How much she loves you." Alyssa's gorgeous blue eyes watered, but I saw what I needed to see there: devotion. I hoped she saw the same in mine.
"She's a great girlfriend, too, isn't she?" I nodded, unable to speak. Kylie leaned in and kissed her shoulder, making Alyssa shiver. "And a good girl. Such a good girl. You should tell her that."
My mouth went dry as Kylie's fingers untangled themselves from Aly's hair and mine replaced them. "You are. You're such a good girl, Alyssa. I love you." Her mascara ran as happy tears trickled down, but then she closed her eyes, withdrew for another deep breath, and returned to her display of gratitude.
I don't know when Kylie got up; for a while, the whole world disappeared except for me and my good girl. Alyssa moaned around my shaft. Her hand cupped my balls, stroking and softly squeezing as she fellated me with loud, wet gulping sounds.
Aly had spoken the truth when she said it always took me a while to cum, though. Before long, she had to ease off for a few moments, gasping for air. I looked around as she did and found our hosts watching us intently.
Kylie sat beside Ty, the manicured fingers of both her hands wrapped around his massive cock and her lips locked onto its glans, sucking hard. He pushed her down with one huge hand, forcing her mouth open wide and gagging his wife; she only groaned and pumped her hands harder.
I looked down at my own love as she returned to her task, thinking about how I'd acted before and feeling, once again, hypocritical. She had given me so many experiences that she had little or no interest in, two that had potentially put her in a position to feel jealous or neglected. Yeah, she'd screwed up--we all had--with the way we handled things earlier in the evening, but she and I were here for a reason.
And I knew of another item on her bucket list, one I wasn't sure she'd ever get the chance to tick off again.
"Ty." The big man's eyes moved from Alyssa's to me. "You up for another round? I think Aly needs a little more attention." A knowing grin split his face as Kylie took one last, long, loving suck of his glans before releasing it from her mouth.
His wife laid on the couch, watching with amused interest as he moved to kneel behind my girlfriend. "You boys play nice now."
I looked down at Alyssa again, checking in to make sure this was something she wanted before completely committing. She let my cock slip loose from her lips, gratefully mouthing 'Thank you' before kissing up and down the length of it. I nodded with a smile that I mostly felt and slid off the recliner, angling her so that both Ty and I could have access to her without worrying about bumping into furniture or twisting her around at an odd angle.
He patted Aly's flank to draw her attention, but directed the question to both of us. "You ready?" I grunted an affirmative. She bit her lip--whether in apprehension, desire, or a mix, I couldn't be sure--looked over her shoulder, and nodded. His hands gripped her hips, and he moved forward.
As the thick, dark head disappeared behind the curvature of her ass, Alyssa's eyes returned to mine, half-opened, lust-filled, and pleading. She whimpered with pain, and I knew he was inside her; his loud grunt confirmed it.
I took the opportunity to press the tip of my cock to her lips, and Aly opened wide, sucking on it as though it might contain something to temper the discomfort she felt. Or perhaps with the desire to show that there was still a place for me. That she may have wanted him, but she needed me.
If her earlier tutoring session with Kylie had been eager, this was fervent. The supplicant who had crawled to me earlier had moved from contrition to worship, moaning ecstatically around my shaft as the larger man moved in her. Her eyes stayed on mine, though; I understood then that it wasn't only to show her devotion, but to know I wouldn't abandon her again.
Ty started off slow, and her body barely rocked as he reacquainted himself with her stretched cunt. He was only a man, though, and his patience had its limits. Quiet moans turned to louder ones as he quickened his pace, ones more and more of endurance rather than pleasure.
My cock slipped out of her mouth once or twice as Ty's thrusts became too much, as she whined or groaned or cursed at the thick monster splitting her in half. Each time, though, she gave me an apologetic, pained smile, and took me back into her mouth and down her throat, focusing on my pleasure for as long as she could.
At one point, Aly took her hand and moved mine to the back of her head, holding it in place there. I grabbed a fistful of her hair experimentally, and she nodded. When I pulled her head forward as I thrust inside, she gagged, then doubled down, letting me slip out of her mouth just long enough to growl, "Fuck my face! Fuck your slutty girlfriend's face!"
Well, I wasn't going to say no to that.
I grabbed her hair with both hands and let myself go. She'd asked for it, and I gave it to her. Ty slowed down, watching the spectacle. Alyssa gagged and choked as saliva and tears coated her pretty girl-next-door face, but she never let go. She wanted this, as much if not more than the thick black monster rearranging her insides. But she wanted that a lot, too.
Soon, though, she neared her limits. That's not to say she wasn't enjoying herself, but I recognized the line she stepped back and forth across as Ty sawed in and out of her. Alyssa and I had rarely engaged in anal, but the movements and sounds my girlfriend made mirrored the ones she did when I'd spent too long luxuriating in the tight confines of her ass: she was going to cum soon, and then she needed to be done. That meant he needed to be done by then, too.
Kylie watched us push Alyssa back and forth between us, using her body for our needs. Both women enjoyed the way we manhandled Aly, each for their own reasons: the girl next door, lost in the sensation of fully unleashing her inner slut for the first time, and the Asian cougar fingering her sopping snatch at the debauchery taking place in her living room. We required more active participation from the fourth member of our group now, though.
I beckoned toward Kylie, nodding my head downwards. "Help her." She understood immediately, sliding beneath Alyssa, her head near the joining of her husband's enormous cock and my girlfriend's stretched pussy. From the almost immediate change in both of them--Ty's louder grunts and shorter thrusts and Alyssa's sudden loss of control--'active participation' was an understatement.
Ty came first with a loud bellow as he hilted in Alyssa. She cried out again, this time in pure pain. He'd gone too deep, or thrust too hard, or she'd simply reached her limits. Soon, though, it changed into a higher, keening wail as she came, too. Aly's already tight pussy squeezing his cock changed Ty's bellow to a gasping "Fffuck girl!" as he lost his balance and fell backwards.
Kylie was merciless, though. One orgasm wasn't enough for her; she seemed to take glee in Alyssa's exhausted helplessness. Even as my girlfriend moaned, "Oh, oh, please," the Asian cougar laughed and turned her over onto her back, continuing to lap at Aly's red, swollen cunt.
I knew Alyssa. This wasn't "please, stop." It was "please, more." I'd done the same thing Kylie was doing to her now, albeit in much different circumstances. But as the older woman repositioned herself atop her younger counterpart, each licking and sucking at the other's cum-filled pussies, I remembered the promise she had made to me earlier, and I to her.
Kylie gasped at the feeling of my thumb teasing at the pucker between her firm cheeks, tensing for a moment, then pushing up and back into it. "Mmm, fuck! Fuck, that feels good." Her head came up for a moment, and she cooed, "Ty, be a dear and--" but before she even finished, her husband had grabbed her purse from nearby and started to rifle through it. She throatily chuckled, "God, I love you," before returning to the feast he'd prepared for her moments before.
He tossed the small squeeze bottle to me with a grin. "Use plenty. She's tight as fuck back there; can barely handle a toy, much less what you're packing." I didn't know if he was trying to make me feel good or watching out for his wife, but I took his advice either way, applying a liberal coating to my fingers. She groaned into Alyssa's cunt as I put one finger in, then louder when the second joined it. I guess he wasn't just being nice.
After a minute or so of massaging the elastic ring of muscle, she grunted, "Another. Please. Then you. Need--" A third digit penetrated her ass, and she groaned loudly, "--Need it! Please! Need your cock!"
I needed relief, too. Alyssa's mouth had felt amazing. At the end, though, she couldn't keep up her ministrations, and I was close enough to feel the ache in my balls that signaled I absolutely had to come soon. Before that happened, I was going to keep my promise, though. It was the right thing to do, after all.
I removed my fingers from Kylie's ass and applied another liberal coating of lube to my cock, then lined it up at her remaining unused hole. She whined as I teasingly moved it up and down across the hole. Her hips moved backwards as she tried to force me inside, and I pulled back as well. We played that game for a few rounds; her increasingly frustrated noises almost made both me and Ty laugh.
Then I stopped moving, and she didn't.
The head popped in as she thrust back, and irritated whines changed to loud whimpers. Not for long, though. As my length slid achingly slowly into her, her voice lowered in pitch and heightened in volume. Noises became words when I made it about halfway in, little pleadings first, then urgings. "Please, please, please," gave way to "Yes, do it, give it to me!" When only an inch remained, I withdrew a few more, then shoved home. She rewarded me with a loud, "YES!"
I leaned across her back and kissed one toned shoulder, as she had done for Alyssa earlier. She shivered as my girlfriend had. I smiled then, remembering something else she'd done. "Good girl. You're such a good girl, aren't you, Kylie?"
She nearly bucked me off when I whispered those words into her ear. At first, I thought I'd angered her, but then Kylie moaned, "Yessss, I'm a good girl! Please fuck my ass! Please, I'll be so good for you!"
The whole time, Alyssa had been licking at her quim. Her soft hair had brushed against my sac as I entered Kylie. When the older woman bucked and begged, though, and as I began to fuck her ass, Aly's focus split. Most of the time, she kept at Kylie, noisily devouring her.
Sometimes, though, when I bottomed out in our shared lover, Alyssa would tilt her head back and ardently lick at my balls, and then further back, at my taint. Now and then, her tongue slipped further back to probe at my ass, and I shivered each time it did. This had been out of her comfort zone before, but I had a feeling those boundaries had shifted significantly over the past few hours.
"Gonna... fuck, baby, gonna cum! I-- Please, Justin, cum in me again, please! I want to feel- to feel- to- to- Oh GOD!" She clamped down on my shaft, howling in ecstasy as she orgasmed once more. I buried myself in her molten insides and stayed there, adding to their heat as spurt after spurt of jism filled her bowels. I felt lightheaded, unable to remember the last time I'd come so hard.
When I withdrew from her, one more surprise remained, one last experience for the evening. Aly's tongue found my softening dick. She licked it tentatively, perhaps afraid of the taste. Either she liked it or at least found it inoffensive, because she took it deep into her mouth, sucking all traces of cum from it before releasing it. The girl next door looked up at me with a sinful smile and swallowed, then opened her mouth wide to show that nothing remained.
During our menage, Ty had moved to the couch and sat there stroking his dick and watching. I hadn't noticed; I'd been a bit occupied. But when we finished--when Kylie and I had finished, at least, as Alyssa had finished several times while I'd fucked the older woman's ass--he stood. I had no idea what he was going to do. Alyssa was beyond done, and Kylie could do little more than twitch and gasp.
That turned out to not matter. He looked at us and said, "There are robes and towels in the guest bathroom. Feel free to stay the night. We'd love to have breakfast together in the morning." Then, the big man leaned over and picked up his wife as though she weighed nothing at all. He threw her over her shoulder and slapped her ass, triggering a yelping laugh. "I only got one left in the tank, and I'm going to use it to reclaim this slut right here. Ain't that right, slut?"
"How dare y--" Another smack on the ass elicited a new peal of laughter, then a playful, "Yes, Daddy. I'm sorry. I'm such a bad slut. How can I make it up to--" SMACK! He grinned at us, or maybe at her giggle, then turned and strode towards their bedroom. She waved and said, "Please stay tonight! I wanna hang out!" before disappearing behind their bedroom door.
Alyssa still lay on the ground, half-dazed and exhausted, but with a bemused grin on her face. She opened her mouth to speak, then we heard another smack and a loud, laughing squeal followed by happy moans. My girlfriend and I looked at each other and couldn't contain ourselves, chortling at their antics.
I put my hand out to her. She took it, and I hauled her to her feet. She beamed up at me and said, "I hope we're as cool as that when we're older."
"Me too."
"Do--" A small, hesitant hitch in her voice. "Do you still want that? To be with me when we're older?"
"Yes, you goof. I love you."
The grateful smile returned then, and she leaned up to kiss me, then seemingly realized all the places her mouth had been. "I, ah, I should maybe go brush my teeth first." But I leaned down instead, kissing her without hesitation. What was one more taboo after the night we'd shared?
We showered together. Aly made pained noises as I cleaned her, but she also begged me to make love to her. I tried to take my time, being as gentle as I could while holding her up against the wall, but then her legs locked around my back, and she hissed. "No. Fuck me like you fucked her. Fuck me like a slut, like your own, personal slut." And so I obliged, hammering into her to the sounds of pained moans and ecstatic cries, filling her cunt with the third load she'd received that night, albeit the first from me. If her pussy felt any looser, I didn't notice. She felt too good. She always did.
Afterwards, we laid together in bed, lazily caressing each other before sleep came to us. She asked, "Did you really mean it?"
"What?"
"That you still want to be with me when we're older."
"Of course I did."
"And did you..." She looked away from me, guilty. "I, um, I found the ring. The one in your sock drawer. Did... did you... Are you going to ask me to, um?"
"To 'um?'"
Aly squeaked, "Marry me?"
"I thought you'd never ask."
"What?" She set her jaw. "Don't fuck with me like that! I'm not joking! I--"
I silenced her with a kiss, then said, "Is this where you want me to ask you? In a stranger's home, after we've just fucked the owners?"
"... Yes? Please? I need to hear--"
"Alyssa Millicent Lee, will you marry me?"
My fiancée hugged me so tightly I thought my ribs might break. "Yes! Yes, I love you! I'll marry you!" After many further tearful variations on that basic theme, she shyly looked up. "Even though I'm a slut?"
My cock started to stiffen once more. "Oh, especially because you're a slut. As long as you're always my slut, and no one else's."



"No more sharing?"
"We'll see. But if so, always together, and only if we agree. Like I said, my slut."
"Okay, I get you. Your slut, definitely. No more big cocks, though. No bigger than yours, at least. That seems to be about my limit."
Smirking, I said, "I dunno, you seemed to handle Ty's pretty well."
Alyssa rolled her eyes. "I'm not saying it was awful or anything, at least not at first, although I was most definitely not having fun at the end. It's not something I'd want to make a habit of, for sure. I don't know how Kylie handles it every night. Never say never, I guess, but I think I've marked it off the list, and that's it. I can say I did it, and that's plenty for me."
I couldn't help but laugh. "Like running a marathon?"
"What? No. No! Marathons aren't fun, you freak. I have no idea why you like them. I was thinking more like Disneyworld."
She grinned up at the puzzled expression on my face. "Okay, you remember when we went there for five days? We got there the first day, and I wanted to do everything: all the rides, the sights, the food, everything. By the fifth day, I never wanted to see another pair of fucking mouse ears again. That's how I'm feeling right about now."
I buried my face in her neck, laughing so hard tears formed in my eyes and only speaking when I could breathe again. "Okay, okay. So that's a 'maybe' to more experiences, always shared, and a 'no' to monster-sized cocks. Agreed?"
She nodded readily. "Agreed. Justin William Cooper, I cannot wait to be your lawfully wedded slut."
"If you're my slut, what does that make me, then?"
"Oh, I dunno. I kinda thought Kylie had the right idea there, 'Daddy.'"
I rolled atop her, pinning her arms to the bed. "And what if Daddy wants to have another go tonight, slut?"
She groaned, "Fuck, hon, I am so sore. My throat, too." But then a devilish grin flashed onto her face. "Although... Do you think maybe they've got some lube in the bedside table? Because I've got a hole that needs to be filled so fucking bad."
I gawped; she'd never initiated anal before, and certainly not with that kind of glee. My fiancée, the secretly slutty girl next door, grinned wider, breathily teasing, "Oh, Daddy, you better get used to this. If I'm going to be your slut, I've gotta up my game. I've seen the kind of things that fucking sex goddess down the hall can do. I know she'd love another crack at you, so I gotta keep you happy at home, right?"
"Uh, yes. Yes, absolutely right."
And she did, that night, and for the rest of our lives.
----------------------------------------
I got this one done just ahead of the deadline, so my usual beta readers barely even got an alpha read of the first half in before I changed a bunch of stuff. I'm not going to name them here, because they don't deserve any of the blame for what I've done. If you follow me, you know them, though, and, as always, I'm grateful for their encouragement.
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This is my entry for both the 750 Words and the Pink Orchid events. Thanks to Omenainen for organizing the event and for editing this!
----------------------------------------
The rattling of the garage door opener heralds my husband's return from work. I beat him home today, but that's not surprising; I left work at lunch, because I needed to prepare.
I still need to prepare, but my preparations have shifted from the physical to the mental. I didn't want things to end up here, but he's left me no choice. So now I sit at our kitchen table, steeling myself for the conversation we're about to have.
It didn't need to be like this. It shouldn't be like this. But it is.
All afternoon, I've thought about how we got here. How we met, married, and fell deeply in love. Two kids followed. Things changed when they came along, but they had to, didn't they? I'd hoped things would change back after they went off to college, but they didn't.
God, the way we used to be. The people we used to be. We couldn't keep our hands off each other. But then we grew older, and it was hard to find quiet times to be together, and... yada yada yada. Same old story, told a hundred times over, in a hundred different ways.
The kids are out of the house now. They have been for three years. God knows I've tried to get us back. I dressed sexier for him. Got a gym membership and got my body back; he was, of course, too busy to accompany me. Tried to get him to go on date nights and to spice things up in the bedroom afterwards.
Nada.
Same old perfunctory foreplay, a few licks here and there, a couple minutes of pumping, and we were done. He was done, anyways.
It's not just the sex, either. It's intimacy, love, connection, everything.
He promised me he'd cut back on hours once the kids were in college, but that was a lie. I pleaded with him to go to counseling with me. I begged him to take the vacation he'd promised, the one where we planned to reconnect, but it was always "well, things are so busy this time of year..."
All year. Every year.
It's all bullshit. I know it is. He knows it is.
He built his company. It's seen us through many years of prosperity, and I'm profoundly grateful for it and him giving our family a good standard of living. I am. It's still just a business, though. He could sell it today, and we'd be able to live the rest of our lives off the proceeds. He could raise up that protégé he's been training for over a decade, cut him in a percentage, and let it go. That was the plan. At least, he promised that was the plan.
But no. Somewhere in there--I don't know exactly when--it became his lover. He promised he'd never cheat on me, but what do you call it when a man obsesses over something to the point where he'd rather make it happy than his wife? What do you call it when his wife's asking turns to nagging turns to pleading for more than a few scraps of his time?
I'm done asking. I'm done nagging. I'm done pleading. He's going to listen this time, and what happens after that is up to him.
So. Here I sit in my little black dress and my high heels. Here I sit to give him one last chance at me. Here I sit, ready to force his decision: me or his brick-and-mortar mistress.
Him, or the man from the gym who looks at me and sees me.
I want to choose my husband. I want him to choose me. But if he won't? I'll choose something else. I'll choose a new life. I deserve a life.
He enters the kitchen and looks me up and down. As his expression shifts over long moments, I think, 'If this is the end, how will he tell our story? Will he be fair to me? Will he admit his role in our demise? Or will he be the blameless hero, the victim of a faithless trollop and a scheming predator?'
He sneers with annoyance. I hide my sadness. I know how our story ends now, and it's not the way either of us wanted when we were those young kids, so deeply in love.
Masking my hurt, hiding the pain of rejection and broken promises, I speak loudly and clearly as I begin our end.
"Honey, we need to talk."
----------------------------------------
"Where's the ending?!" I hear some of you cry. Why, it's all over Loving Wives; there are tons of "Honey, We Need To Talk" stories out there, so I figured it would be nice to let the wife have her say for once without filtering it through the aggrieved husband.
Speaking of women who don't get their due, did you know that the first story with this trope published on Literotica (at least as far as I've been able to find) was written by nici way back in 2007? Something We Have to Talk About has about 90% of the DNA of the trope all in one package, and it caused quite a stir back then. I kind of think of it as the "February Sucks" before "February Sucks," and it'd be nice if nici got the same kind of recognition for her contribution to the site. I'll be talking more about both stories and more in an upcoming essay, along with plagiarism, community, and a bunch of other stuff.
One more shout-out, while I'm at it. KitDeLuca164 wrote one of my favorite 750 word stories for the event last year in Prologue to a Problem, then followed it up with a continuation later in the year. She reliably tells LW stories from the wife's point of view, and often with endings that aren't necessarily happy and tied up in a bow; those choices often infuriate some readers, but I find her writing to be a breath of fresh air. Maybe you'll agree.
I took a little time off for the holidays, but my batteries are recharged, and I'm raring to go! Along with the aforementioned essay, I've got another one cooking on AI art and writing, along with stories in multiple categories partway finished. Watch this (and adjacent) spaces!
Also, in case you don't follow me and haven't seen my profile, I wanted to say I'm profoundly grateful for all the votes for Most Influential. I couldn't have won without y'all; hell, I wouldn't even have written nearly as much without your encouragement. Thank you, from the bottom of my heart.
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The first time I was accused of plagiarism on Literotica-or anywhere, for that matter-it happened in the comments of "Philanthropic," a story I published in February 2023. A few different anonymous accusers chimed in, but my favorite was:
Fairly certain I've read this before, certainly NOT original, stole Satin Desires story.
https://classic.literotica.com/s/indecent-proposal-9
I had a good, long laugh at that one. First off, the actual username is satindesires, who published one of my very favorite takes on the "Indecent Proposal" trope in April 2022. More importantly, you see that -9 at the end of the URL? That means there were nine previous stories named "Indecent Proposal" on the site before that one.
Of the stories still available on the site, all those in Loving Wives center around a wealthy man paying for a wife to spend the night (or longer) with him, to varying effects on her marriage. The first in Loving Wives was published in 2005.
More to the point, though, that was originally the plot and title of a movie released in 1993, based on a novel published in 1988. Chances are the idea existed before that, too. Like a lot of story starters in Loving Wives, especially the ones that draw the most outrage, it reads like a cuckold porn setup with a marital drama payoff, rather than an erotic one.
Did satindesires add something to the trope? Certainly. Beyond the generally enjoyable take on it, I think the island setting and possibly the friendly bodyguard first showed up in Loving Wives in their version. I can't be sure of that, though, because of how many stories based on the trope are out there in the wider world.
Thankfully, most other commenters on "Philanthropic" were picking up what I was putting down. They saw my story for what it was: an exploration of a trope that had existed for a long time, with some similarities to other peoples' stories that I jokingly referenced with this passage of dialogue:
"I came to understand that this was a fairly common game among the very wealthy. The script rarely changes in major ways; only minor variations here and there. The husband and wife accept, most commonly, or at least deal with what happens. They both live a week of debauchery and move on as best they can. Or the husband, a man of integrity like yourself or myself, decides he can't deal with his wife's betrayal.
"Sometimes, the wife is used roughly and hates it; sometimes she is used roughly and loves it. I've heard tell, once or twice, of the wealthy man falling in love with the wife, or of a wealthy woman wooing the wife or husband instead. The drama is the thing, not the outcome; when you reach a certain level of wealth, money is only a way of keeping score, and the taking of intangibles like love or loyalty or the future becomes the new pursuit."
Is a loving homage to previous writers' works an act of plagiarism? In most cases, I'd say "no." However, when I was accused of plagiarism again, more recently, I had to wrestle with that a bit. This time it happened in a discussion thread on the forums, and the accusation was leveled not just at me, but at numerous other writers as well. I learned that we had unknowingly and unintentionally caused, if not harm, then at least offense.
Then, after a more recent kerfuffle that created greater fallout than mere hurt feelings, I thought it might be worthwhile to discuss the issues of plagiarism, community, culture, and grace; how they intersect; and the sliding scales that we and others sometimes judge people (including ourselves) on.
That's a lot to tackle, and I'll get to the specifics in a moment. First, though, a game:
I'm thinking of a Loving Wives story right now. See if you can guess which from the description.
It opens with a disclaimer that this is something one could realistically expect to happen, given the right circumstances. It then moves into a short establishing section that tells how happy a family the husband has, with a good wife that he couldn't imagine ever hurting him.
This is, of course, almost immediately followed by an unimaginable betrayal.
His wife tries to tell him that, yes, she cheated, but it doesn't change anything, that she's still the same person, and she hasn't taken anything away from him. She seemingly believes every word of it.
When the husband balks at the wife's behavior, insulting her and threatening divorce, he's told that it's just his male ego talking. This is simply a thing she needed to do, and his life would be ruined if he divorced her, taking him away from his kids and the comfort of his home. The story ends with the husband stuck in a no-win situation, trying to see if he can find some way to salvage happiness from what's happened to him.
The response to the story was almost uniformly rage and disbelief: at the story itself, at the character of the wife, at the ending, at the assertion in the foreword that this is something a normal wife would do. It ended up scoring significantly lower than it deserved-if one were to judge solely based on writing skill-and it generated hundreds of comments and dozens of sequels, reaction pieces, and derivative stories, leaving its mark on the Loving Wives category to this day. Arguably, it even created-or at least sort of named-one of the major tropes of the category.
What story is it?
If you guessed "February Sucks," sorry. That's not it. While "February Sucks" is extremely influential, this story is arguably even moreso. It's not a fair comparison, though, as "February Sucks" has been around for only a bit over three years now, while the tale I'm thinking of first saw publication way back in 2007.
It's "Something We Have to Talk About" by nici. The folks who've read Loving Wives for a while, or those who've vacuumed up every bit of content in the category they can, are probably thinking, "Oh, yeah!" But for those of you unfamiliar with the story, it's the ur-"Honey, We Need to Talk" story (hereafter referred to as HWNTT), the originator of an entire subgenre of Loving Wives stories.
In it, a husband-who has, as per usual in these stories, done nothing wrong other than work too hard for his family, along with getting older, somewhat out of shape, and less energetic in the bedroom-is told by his wife that she's been having an ongoing affair; that if he tries to stop her or even up the odds, she'll destroy him in the divorce; that she's still the same woman he loves and who still loves him; that things will soon return to normal; and that if he loved her, she'd just let him have this.
In one story, something like 90% of the underpinning bits of HWNTT are all wrapped up in a bow. So, why isn't this story and its author talked about in the same reverent tones? Why does the name of the trope not match the name of her story? I didn't even realize most of this until it came up as part of a spirited discussion about February Sucks in the Story Feedback board on the Literotica forums.
Which brings us back to the second time I was accused of plagiarism.
The thread in question was an older one, started in April 2021 on the Story Discussion board, asking why so many versions of "February Sucks" existed. It's a fair question; while I'm a fan, why did this story, of all the ones in Loving Wives, generate so many alternate takes? Back in 2021, commenters tossed several theories around, some made by Loving Wives writers and some not. After that, the thread petered out for a couple of years.
The discussion got resurrected by another user, this time asking if there was a suggested reading order for the various takes in early December 2023. I don't want to get too much into the details of what was said in the thread, or of the back and forth between various posters. If you, really want to see for yourself, it's still up last I checked. This isn't so much about the blow-by-blow of that specific thread as it is what its revelations-and more to the point, the fact that they were revelations for many of us-mean to the larger community.
The gist of it is this: those of us in the thread who started writing relatively recently (in the last two years or so) and had written alternate versions/continuations/prequels of February Sucks believed that GeorgeAnderson had given a blanket authorization for alternate takes, and we had pretty good reason to believe that. Unfortunately, it turns out we were wrong.
Before this last month, when a whole new wave of "February Sucks" takes cropped up, there were in the neighborhood of 125 or so versions. My version was the 104th, by one commenter's count. Among the group of people who 1) either participated in the thread or were referenced in it by name and 2) did not know GeorgeAnderson personally, the earliest story numbered about 70th. Everyone involved gave credit to George for the story. Everyone involved thanked him. No one claimed Jim, Linda, Marc, and the others were their own characters, or that the portions of the plot and writing that belonged to George instead belonged to them.
More importantly, to my thinking, we were far from the first to write takes on the story without explicitly receiving permission from him. The first story which thanked GeorgeAnderson without saying the author had received permission from him was published on October 6, 2020, less than a month after the original story first went up.
It was far from the last.
Around the middle of 2021, the number of new versions that claimed to be personally authorized by GeorgeAnderson dwindled to nothing. Instead, stories started to begin with forewords that included comments like, "I would like to thank GeorgeAnderson for allowing us to write a different ending to his great story" or "I sent GA a note for permission to post this story, but haven't heard back. Given the volume of follow-ons to his story in Literotica, I assume that he isn't opposed to sequels and alternative endings so I'm posting it hopefully with his blessing." By that time, there were dozens of authorized takes, so that seemed to be a reasonable belief.
Further, as pointed out by one of the authors in the thread that started this discussion, Literotica has a rule in their submission guidelines that says they will reject stories if they contain
Copyrighted material for which the submitter is not the owner of the copyright, or for which the submitter does not have an explicit license from the copyright owner to publish the work at Literotica.
If that rule existed, and story after story entitled things like "February Sucks: My Take" were being published, all with the same starting scenario, same character names, and in some cases copying chunks of the text to establish the story, wouldn't that indicate to a new writer that everything was kosher?
Beyond that, George had been publishing on Literotica since 2015, putting out 13 stories in that time and typically publishing two to three stories in a year. His last story until October 2023 came out in March 2021. Of the stories in his catalog, all but three were sequels to other peoples' stories.
In each case, he had gotten permission from that writer, but it was certainly not a stretch of the imagination that someone who had written so many sequels would have given blanket permission to other writers to continue his story before he went radio silent, especially once he came back in late 2023-after all involved in the thread had written their takes-and wrote in his profile:
I hereby grant anyone who wishes it, permission to create derivative works from my stories on Literotica, with two conditions:
1. A link to the original must appear at the top of the derivative work. (If you don't know how to do this, ask the moderator.)
2. Quotations from the original text longer than a paragraph must be set apart (e.g. with italics) and attributed.
However, that turned out to not be the case. According to his friends, one of whom is his regular editor, he was never okay with it. He just recognized that the cows were out of the barn and there was no point in closing the door. That marked the point in the conversation when terms like "rude," unethical," and "plagiarism" started getting thrown around.
One point I want to be clear about: there were no defined "sides" in this discussion, or at least not strictly defined ones. More established writers-including ones who had gotten explicit permission from George for their takes-saw no problem with the later unauthorized takes. Newer writers criticized some aspects of the way the new stories were handled. This wasn't "old school" versus "new school" or anything like that, just people coming from different viewpoints.
A few of us went back and forth over the issues for a while, in turn accusing and defending, and it got pretty heated. We finally agreed to disagree, but several participants went on to discuss their points of view on intellectual property, what counts and doesn't count as plagiarism, why we believe the way we do, and so on, all in a fairly civil manner.
In truth, once the discussion ended in mid-December, I didn't think much more about it, other than kicking around the idea of writing an essay on nici and her largely unheralded contribution to Loving Wives. I do want to briefly talk about that, because it is relevant, as you'll see in a moment.
I've referred to her story in conversation with some writer friends as "The February Sucks Before February Sucks" because of its influence, but I think that may be underselling it. Doing a search in Loving Wives for deep breath "honey we need to talk" OR "sweetheart we need to talk" OR "honey we have to talk" OR "sweetheart we have to talk" OR "something we have to talk about" OR "something we need to talk about" yields 237 individual entries, most of them fitting into the HWNTT trope or one of its successor tropes..
Before the publication of that story, one of those phrases showed up only ten times in seven years, in stories that didn't usually remotely resemble an HWNTT story. Afterwards, however, variations on the phrase showed up much more frequently. In 2018, twelve stories including one of those phrases were published. 2021 saw a total of twenty-nine stories published with some variation of the phrase "Honey, We Need to Talk." Somewhat amusingly, several of them were "February Sucks" takes.
I found that really interesting. There was this story that existed as the creator of a major trope in Loving Wives, one whose core components were arguably used more often than the "February Sucks" "starter" and which yielded a more varied set of stories, but it almost never gets mentioned alongside GeorgeAnderson's tale as a formative part of the category.
It seemed like an interesting topic to chase down for an essay: the question of "why?" Why did "February Sucks" and "Something We Have To Talk About" both spawn so many sequels and retellings, but only the former is regularly referenced, either directly or with thanks to the author for the original concept, in most of them?
Sadly, the answers to my question of "why" ended up being somewhat anticlimactic. The primary issues are those of timing and visibility: nici posted the story in 2007, when the LW section was still much closer to the original "extramarital fun" description of the category, so it simply didn't get as much traction.
The similar stories published in the first couple of years afterwards did typically feature a shout-out to nici, even when they weren't direct sequels or reimaginings, so it wasn't a case of an author being intentionally snubbed. On top of that, it has a very low rating, currently sitting at 2.99; unless someone specifically looks for it, it's unlikely they would stumble across it except through links from other stories.
When BTB-mania really hit, about eight years after the publication of "Something We Have To Talk About," few of the authors writing at the time had been contemporaries of nici, who only posted six stories on Literotica over the course of two months before disappearing. Her name shows up in a few forewords over the last ten years-most of them in direct sequels to her stories-but almost none of the HWNTT stories outside of those direct sequels mention her at all. I tried to reach out to her through the feedback system to get her feelings on this, but she unfortunately didn't respond.
On the other hand, GeorgeAnderson's story hit just as BTB-mania really peaked, but it presented a narrative wholly unsatisfying to those baying for the blood of unfaithful spouses. More importantly, it dropped in 2020, at a time when we were all trying to find ways to occupy our minds and our time, meaning it got a lot of eyeballs on it. Both of those contributed to its longevity, even beyond the quality of George's writing.
There's one other factor, though, and it brings us, indirectly, back to that discussion on the forums once more.
"February Sucks" is popular because "February Sucks" is popular.
I know that sounds dumb, but hear me out.
Because the first few stories about celebrities spiriting away spouses that came out after February Sucks were either reworks of it or directly referenced it, e.g., "The Movie Star and My Wife" by StoneyWebb or "My Wife & the Rock Legend" by hotprof1973, it became the new standard for how to tell the story. A writer needed to reference it, because if they didn't, they'd be doing it "wrong." Well, wrong at least according to the commenters, or at least enough of them to make comments sections unpleasant and ratings unfavorable.
Don't believe me? I've seen at least two stories, each published a year or more before "February Sucks," that accused the writer of plagiarizing GeorgeAnderson's story. I'm afraid I can't offer specifics; I've read a lot of the stories in Loving Wives, and Literotica doesn't have a comments search feature for me to go find them. I do, however, remember being both amused and appalled each time I saw one.
Because nici's story went largely unheralded within a few years of publication, anyone can get away with writing a HWNTT without crediting her. Hell, like I said, most people don't know they should arguably be crediting her; I didn't know that she'd originated the trope when I wrote "I Know My Wife," after all.
On the other hand, if you write a story about a celebrity sweeping a wife off her feet, there will be people standing in line to tell you that you're ripping off GeorgeAnderson. Except, of course, for some of his friends, who will tell you that you're plagiarizing him by following the "format." Eventually. In my case, a year after I published my story.
I'll admit, that kind of irritated me. If I had done something wrong-if we all had, the 100+ people who had written unae3wuthorized followups-why didn't someone tell us? The answer to that, I think, can be found in a quote from one of the folks in the discussion thread:
You were not acting ethically... IMO.
As a writer, you understand the meaning of intellectual property.
That really gets to the heart of the matter, although I didn't realize it until a couple months later. I don't think the original commenter did, either, because she was approaching it from her point of view, which I interpreted as, "You wrote a story. Therefore, you're a writer. Writers understand intellectual property, and they understand that it is ethical to treat it in a certain way. If you breached that social contract, it makes you, or at least your behavior, unethical."
The problem with that is that I'm not a writer. I think a lot of us that write here on the site aren't, and that's doubly true of the folks writing February Sucks takes. Go through the first page of search results in ascending date order, and you'll find that at least for half the writers there, they have fewer than ten stories to their name, and many of them less than five. Their "February Sucks" take is often their first, and sometimes only, story. The story spoke to them, and they wanted to respond; they didn't know that they were breaking some kind of arbitrary rule.



I certainly didn't consider myself a writer at the time. While I had a handful of writer friends, including a couple of professional ones, I hadn't written anything more than a D&D adventure or a character backstory in almost 30 years. The year before I published my first story on Literotica, I had spent some time writing for a videogame I'd been tinkering with, but that had maybe 10,000 words, tops. Probably less.
I didn't come up in the writing community. I never learned the unspoken rules of what is and isn't considered okay within it. Software development, videogames, comics, tabletop gaming: these were my stomping grounds. Those communities all had their own understandings of intellectual property and the ethical guidelines surrounding it, but they were each very different from what the forum participant expressed in that quote.
In comics, especially in professional circles, there's a solid chance a creator will cut their teeth working on someone else's IP. That's not seen as a bad thing; even if you were a writer or artist that created their own characters, you'd often have a "dream" character or team you'd wanted to work on since you were a kid. You'd write your own Superman or Batman or Spider-Man stories and put them on AO3 or draw art of the same and put it on DeviantArt, then branch out to make your own creations.
If you did make a Superman analogue later, everyone knew that's what it was. Flight, superstrength, invulnerability, maybe eyebeams or supersenses: congratulations, you've made a Superman homage. Now what are you going to do with him?
No one cared that you'd added to the long list of characters in that archetypal mold, as long as you didn't give him a sidekick named Timmy Holsen and a girlfriend named Sarah Street. Even then, if you were creating an outright parody, you could get away with it, as long as you did something interesting with it, because it's what you added to the idea that mattered. Want to make your ersatz Superman evil? Eh, it's been done. Overdone, for that matter. Find something new.
What about riffing on Shazam-himself a carbon copy of the Big Blue Boy Scout-but using his ability to change between two forms to explore trans identity issues? Or maybe make a burned-out demigod to examine the way immense power disconnects those that wield it from the people they're supposed to be watching out for? Now that's the stuff!
Videogame creation has a similar but subtly different vibe. As an example, you've probably heard of Doom. We call games like it first-person shooters now, but they had a different popular label for about ten years after its release: Doom Clones. For the decade after Doom came out, people did everything they could to take the concept of a first person shooter, dissect it, improve it, and try to catch lightning in a bottle a second time with this new type of game. We all knew who the king was, though.
That's a theme repeated throughout the industry's history. Someone has an amazing idea, and then everyone riffs off it, continuing to do so until another technology or improved gameplay design enables some new amazing thing. Then, later, maybe someone will come back and say, "Hey, there were some good ideas still left in this. Why did we abandon it in the first place?"
The current mania in the industry is the "Survivors" genre, games where you control a single character-or perhaps a small team-and run them through wave after wave of enemies picking up randomized powerups and skills, trying to survive as the enemies grow exponentially more powerful, inevitably overwhelming your character. The genre takes its name from its originator, Vampire Survivors, and there are literally dozens of games out there that retain "Survivors" in the title, both to honor the original and for marketing reasons.
Superman inspired Shazam and Miracleman and Captain Marvel and Homelander and Invincible. Doom begat Duke Nukem begat Blood begat Half-Life begat Call of Duty begat... Doom again in 2016, with tech that could finally match the gameplay the original creators wanted. Soulstone Survivors, Yet Another Zombie Survivors, Star Survivor, Deep Rock Galactic: Survivor and many more followed Vampire Survivors. Just one big ripoff after the next, right?
Except we all knew that those later creations were inheritors of an original idea. No one claimed that they'd created the original idea when they didn't at least have a hand in it; that way lay professional and social suicide. How can it be a ripoff if the people that made the original are so tickled pink that they actively support the people coming after them, to the point of sometimes offering mentoring to up-and-coming comic creators or technical expertise on thorny game design problems?
Those of us that cared knew those "originals" in both these arenas had forebears, too; the developers and writers and artists-the honest ones, at least-gladly admitted it. Doc Savage was the Superman before Superman, and Tarzan was part of the DNA of Doc Savage, and on and on, all the way back to Samson and Hercules.
Doom was the game that took the FPS mainstream, but it stood on the shoulders of giants: Wolfenstein 3D, MIDI Maze, Battlezone, Akalabeth, Spasim, and more. And Vampire Survivors wears its influences on its sleeve: Castlevania in its art style and Roguelikes (another genre name off of its progenitor, this one from the 70s) for its mechanical design.
Over in software development land, things are even wilder. Everyone uses code that someone else has written. Everyone. Anyone who says they aren't is either lying or doesn't know their junior developer has been panic-Googling "why won't this fucking thing compile?"
Stack Overflow and Experts Exchange are full to bursting with answers to difficult problems, complete with source code, all freely given without expectation of recompense or recognition outside of those sites. Just about every app on your phone incorporates at least a little bit of open source code. Failing that, they're using Node modules or boilerplate source or bread-and-butter libraries from a variety of providers.
Internet infrastructure is even more dependent on the kindness of strangers. There's an xkcd comic that always makes me laugh, part in amusement and part in horror at its accuracy, showing a teetering mass of blocks labeled "all modern digital infrastructure" supported near the bottom by one tiny, lone block on the right side labeled "a project some random person in Nebraska has been thanklessly maintaining since 2003."
It's not thankless, though; not really. The guy in Nebraska can whip that project out at any point in a job interview and say, "I maintain this." Same with the guys contributing to Node modules or open source libraries or the like. Being able to say, "Yeah, I've been maintaining Squizzybix for the last five years" guarantees a certain level of respect that's almost certainly commensurate with pay and benefits. More than that, though, it means respect within the community, something which is often a lot harder to come by.
I could mention other popular communities with wildly disparate attitudes towards intellectual property: hip-hop, knitting, Lego, and dozens more. Each of those groups treats original creations, attribution, and collaboration differently, and each has had a major blowup over one or more of those subjects in the last few years. And all that is before we get into nationalities, home states, career histories, or any of the other "big picture" stuff.
Everyone writing on Literotica comes from a different background, and we all can only count on this: we're here, writing stories for a free site, and getting paid only in comments and scores, in accolades from peers and the enjoyment of a well-told story.
Whether we like it or not, those stories are sometimes referenced by others, their tropes taken and remixed, and followups regularly created with or without explicit permission from the original's writer. For goodness' sake, there is literally an account called FinishTheDamnedStory that, before half of the writing team behind it passed away, created dozens of continuations that included only a link to the original as a nod to legitimacy!
The notion that "that's just something we don't do here, because we're writers" is laughable on its face. We're not all writers in the sense of having that as a defining part of our background. We're all people writing stories, but that's not the same thing.
I've talked to dozens of the people writing stories to publish on Literotica: IT workers, mechanics, doctors, editors, professional writers, military veterans, professors, students, and more. Most of us are writers only in the sense that we write as a hobby. Expecting all of us to have the exact same set of values is hopelessly optimistic.
You can see that even among the folks working to hone their craft alongside the larger writing community here. Posts regularly crop up in the Authors Hangout asking whether it's okay to continue a seemingly abandoned series from years ago, and they receive a wide variety of answers: it's okay across the board; it's never okay; try to contact the author first, then don't do it if they don't respond; try to contact the author first, then go ahead if they don't respond; you're a goddamned monster for even suggesting it.
Okay, maybe not that last one, but not far off.
People get heated about this stuff, which shouldn't be that much of a surprise. Even among professional writers, there's a broad spectrum of opinions about fanfiction out there.
It might sound strange to categorize the various unauthorized continuations as fanfiction, but I think it's apt, especially in the niche case of something like "February Sucks." Yeah, it doesn't have a fandom the size of Star Trek or the X-Men, but it's still well-known within readers and writers in Loving Wives. Look at its numbers, and you can see that it's probably got a following that at least matches something like a local band or an indie webcomic.
The story has a view count of 186K, which isn't much compared to some of the heaviest hitters on the site, but this is on a story that was published less than four years ago and runs for eight pages. If one were to compare it with the stories published within a week of it in either direction, only one beats it in views, and that one is the first part of a series published by an author who has over 200 stories on this site, 5000 followers, and who actively publishes and cross-promotes on other sites as well. If you look only at one-offs, though, nothing comes close. And in terms of favorites? It's the clear winner.
One can argue chicken or egg there (does it have a high number of views and favorites because of everything that happened after, or did it spawn so many followups because of its popularity?), but that misses the point: it was popular enough to spawn fanfiction, and even some of that fanfiction has spawned fanfiction.
A fair number of stories on Literotica have done so; it only takes one fan that's inspired enough to want to write the further adventures of a set of characters, or perhaps a prequel, or a side story, or an alternate ending. Once a story spawns one piece of fanfic, it's more likely to inspire others, if only because there are now two stories out there with "February Sucks" in the title, and one of them has a link to the original.
There are plenty of other stories in Loving Wives with alternate takes, too. In the thread about "February Sucks," a commenter listed dozens that had explicit alternate versions or sequels, and I think they even missed a couple. Other sections of the site are no different. I know of fan continuations in Group, Erotic Couplings, and several other categories. Hell, there's an entire category titled "Celebrities & Fan Fiction" to peruse, whose only additional rules seem to be "no noncon involving real people and don't piss off The Mouse."
So. If the site allows alternate takes, with the author's say so or not; if the authors in Authors Hangout can't agree on what constitutes an ethical use of someone else's work; if the readers often encourage alternate takes of the same story, to the point of complaining if a separate story has a plot too closely aligned to an existing one without explicitly naming it; and if the people coming into the community and posting aren't from backgrounds that have a unified attitude towards what does and does not constitute IP theft; then where does that leave us?
I think there are a few things we can all agree on. Taking someone's work whole cloth and claiming it as your own, whether that's here on the site or elsewhere, is clear cut plagiarism. Taking it and making trivial changes-for example, copying "February Sucks" and only changing the character names to Tim, Lydia, and Matt Cavalier-falls into this same bucket. Monetizing someone else's work, even if doing so in a somewhat transformative way-as in the YouTube channels that take Loving Wives stories, run them through a text-to-speech program, and accrue ad revenue-also counts as clear plagiarism.
But outside of that? People are going to disagree, even within our little community. Given that, I suggest that, if you have an opinion on the matter, state it in your profile. People may or may not begrudge your particular stance, but that's on them, not you.
If you feel very strongly that your work should never be given the fanfiction treatment, say so. If you feel that it falls under something like Creative Commons, say that instead. If you want to have a certain portion of your work treated one way and another portion treated differently, let readers know. Relying on "well, obviously you should understand what I'm thinking" is only going to lead to problems.
Lastly, and probably most importantly, I implore you: extend grace towards each other. I mentioned way up at the top of this wall of text that I felt spurred to write it because of an incident that occurred recently. Well, a similar incident occurred the morning that I type this section. I'm hurrying through this now because I want to do what I can to avoid any more of the same kind.
In late January of this year, a fairly new writer on the site published the first chapter of a story, comprising approximately three pages of a fifteen- or sixteen-page story. Its premise wasn't entirely novel; very little is, if we're being honest, but that's neither here nor there. However, it came too close for some to the story of an established, well-known writer in the Loving Wives category. The first part of the newer writer's story was reported and removed from the site as a result.
This newer writer chose to post a mea culpa, saying that they owed the more established writer an apology, even though he also wrote that his second chapter took the story in a different direction. Now, that's up to him. He's commented on a few of the stories I've written, so I messaged him, saying that I didn't think he'd done anything wrong. He didn't write back, and, while researching and writing this essay over the next two weeks, I started to ask myself, "Am I putting myself in the middle of a situation I shouldn't?" I'd been half-ready to mothball all of this, not wanting to cause strife where I didn't need to.
And then it happened again.
This morning, Valentine's Day, a repost of another story, "Choices," showed up in Loving Wives. I'll quote part of the intro (slightly edited for clarity) that the user, howmas227, added to the reposted story:
If you really read Loving Wives stories, you should understand that there's only a limited number of scenarios that uncover the unfaithfulness: strange car, home early, anonymous email, and dozens where smug bosses or rich egotistical lotharios steal them away. In stories like "Boss Seduces My Wife In Front Of Me" (2019), "February Sucks" (2020) and "He Used To Be My Hero" (2021). My story, "Choices," was returned accusing of copying another story. If mine was pulled, why wasn't "February Sucks" and "He Used To Be My Hero?" I closed that profile and have returned to this profile.
I don't know if it's an author that reported these stories or an overzealous fan. Hell, it might even be, if I'm putting my tinfoil hat on, a troll trying to create division; I know there's one or two of those types hanging around. But assuming it's a sincere wish to see a wrong righted, let me ask the people doing this: are you sure it's a wrong?
One of the commenters in that discussion about "February Sucks" on the forums stated:
For my own writing:
Nobody owns a theme. A plot, or writing device.
Like music, there are only so many notes... We can rearrange them, but they remain the same.
I have personally written several stories that covered common themes. They shared a theme, but nothing else. I took nothing from any other writers except their influence. I wrote my own stories. Used my own characters. Built my own plots around the theme.
While they and I disagreed on some things, that seemed to be a reasonable statement that I could agree with. It's a good place to draw the line, as far as it goes.
The problem, though, is that we sometimes think we deserve ownership of devices that were created before us, or that because we thought up an idea that someone else couldn't have arrived at a similar idea independently.
The first chapter of that story that got pulled in late January had a relatively simple setup: a woman has a shot at a promotion to vice president in her company that would otherwise be out of reach, at least without a longer tenure in her job. She's presented with an opportunity to advance quickly, but it comes with strings attached: while traveling, she must sleep with a mentor for the year or so that she will be trained to take over, and she and her husband must both sign a contract and an NDA to proceed.
She tries to talk to her husband about it, extolling all the ways it will improve their lives and how little, in her opinion, it takes away from them. She's reluctant, but also sees the possibilities. He does not respond positively, first leaving the house for weeks, then returning with an ominous comment that he has revisions he wants made to the contract. End chapter.
It's a fun setup. It's well-presented, clearly sets the stakes, and teases at an interestingly twisty story about divided loyalties, ambition, and corruption.
It's also been done before.
Cagivagurl's "Promotion Comes With Strings Attached" starts with a very similar premise. I'm very fond of that story, having read it a couple of times, and I can see the similarities, although I also see some significant differences.
Regardless, all that we've gotten to see of the newer story is the setup. The directions a story with that setup could go from there are endless: the husband decides to burn the business to the ground; the wife falls in love with the boss and the husband falls in love with someone else, and they all end up happier; the wife discovers it's all a scam, and she was always going to get the promotion. I could easily list a dozen more. You probably could, too, and there's a good chance they'd be different from mine.
Unfortunately, we aren't going to get to see at least one of them, because someone decided to report the setup chapter of that new story by the new writer.
I'm not fond of the tendency toward breaking stories down into just a collection of tropes. There's so much more to stories than just their tropes: point of view, person, tense, themes explored, focus, writing style, and more.
Tropes, however, are useful for breaking down story beats, character archetypes, and the like. They're useful as a shorthand to describe the basic building blocks of the story, in the same way that one can say, "chicken soup is made with chicken and hot water."



When you get down to it? That setup is just "Indecent Proposal" mixed with "Honey, We Need To Talk" and a pinch of a couple of additional spices. That's it. Pretending it's any more complicated than that is being far too precious about the concept. The idea that two contemporaries, both reading the same set of Loving Wives stories, could never reach the same point independently is ludicrous, even if they reach or a year or more apart.
How many times have we seen two movies come out within a year of each other with the same premise? It happens so often there's a name for the phenomenon, "Twin Films," with a list on Wikipedia as long as my arm. Olympus Has Fallen and White House Down, The Raid and Dredd, 27 Dresses and Made of Honor. The list literally goes back to the 1910s.
If you broke each of those pairings down to a blurb and their attendant tropes, some people would scream "plagiarism!" However, plagiarism usually isn't the cause. Sometimes a similar movie gets rushed into production because a competitor is making a film that's getting a lot of buzz, but more often two writers or directors found inspiration in the same set of films or books, and two executives at two different studios go looking for the next big thing, and suddenly you have twin films.
Yes, we each come from different backgrounds, but we're all stewing in similar sets of influences. Two separate writers independently coming up with a similar idea-especially one so obvious in hindsight as "What if 'Indecent Proposal' but also 'Honey, We Need To Talk?'"-is going to happen. And, again, we only saw the first chapter of the later story, so who knows where it was going to go? Only the writer.
I'm not immune to this. "Philanthropic" was an intentional nod to all the other "Indecent Proposal" stories in Loving Wives, but I thought I'd come up with a fairly novel idea in "Unwanted Memories," a story about a husband nursing his wife back to health after a car accident that took her memory, and what they discover about each other.
Then, in the comments, people started saying, "Hey, it's like Regarding Henry!" I read the synopsis for that movie, sat back in my chair, and sighed, "Shit." I'll admit, I got a little annoyed, both at myself and the situation. I'd never seen the movie, but I'm sure I must have seen trailers for it in the 90s. Had I accidentally stolen the idea?
I eventually realized, though, that it didn't matter. The story had a similar synopsis: asshole spouse gets injured, loses memory, goes through life changes, and comes out the other side with a different, happier life.
But that synopsis doesn't tell everything. The movie's POV character is the formerly asshole spouse; mine is the long-suffering one. The couple in the movie have a daughter, and she's a major aspect of the film; there are no children in mine. And, while the movie is about Henry's entire life and how it changes, "Unwanted Memories" focuses tightly on the couple's relationship.
Focus. Story beats. Characterization. Writing style. Themes. All of these trump tropes. Tropes are a dime a dozen; go to TVTropes, pick a bunch, and mash 'em together. That mash still isn't a story until someone turns it into one. The meal you'd make from that mash and the one I would are likely to be vastly different, even if they might look the same at first glance.
So, please, give each other grace. Don't assume someone's stealing from you just because their story looks similar to yours. Don't assume that someone comes from the same places, with the same values as you, just because you happen to share a hobby. Don't assume that your ethics are universal just because they've become deeply ingrained within you.
And don't assume that just because you hold tightly to those ethics that you're acting within their bounds, either. You just might not know that you aren't.
In that discussion about "February Sucks," I brought up nici and "Something We Have To Talk About," and people sort of skipped past it. I want to give the benefit of the doubt on that, as I'm suggesting we all do with each other. I try to not assume bad intent, and I genuinely don't believe it existed there.
But the simple fact of the matter is that everyone involved in that discussion with more than ten stories in Loving Wives had a "Honey We Need To Talk," and none of them, myself included, gave credit to nici in our story. Most of us have an "Indecent Proposal," too, and a "Strange Car in the Driveway." I wouldn't be surprised if we have more tales where, if we took the effort, we could find the story that originated the trope and give credit to an unheralded hero.
We don't, though. And, sometimes, that's okay. It's good to give credit to those that influence us, but just like my experience with Regarding Henry and "Unwanted Memories," we may not realize we might have been influenced. Hell, I didn't know where HWNTT came from until a few months ago. I had no idea that we could point at a single story and say, "That's the one!"
But maybe, arguably, we can't even do that.
In searching for "something we have to talk about," the first story that phrase comes up in hails from 2001, in a story named "Three Day Husband" by suegsusan. It's presented in a similar manner-a conversation with a husband, threatening to destroy him if he doesn't allow an affair to continue-but its role in the narrative is different.
In this earliest case, it's the affair partner threatening the husband, albeit with the wife present, and it's used to further a cuckold/crossdressing porn story, not to create the starting point of a marital drama one. The emotions involved are different. The outcomes, too. But that one plot point is the same.
Was nici referencing that story, or maybe a similar one? Without her input, we can't know. What we do know is that, by taking that setup, changing the focus, point of view, and, yes, the preceding and following story beats, she gave us something that other writers have since benefitted from, acting as midwife to dozens of diverse, innovative stories that tens of thousands of people have enjoyed.
Where would Loving Wives have been without that? If you don't care about Loving Wives, think about your favorite trope in your favorite category, whether because it's so universal or because it's so bizarrely specific (looking at you, "mom sits on son's lap"), and excise that one instead. What does the site look like if people are so reflexively protective of their creations as to deny both that others could have come up with elements of them on their own and that, perhaps, a better story exists that combines those same elements in different ways?
Give thanks to nici and GeorgeAnderson and all the other people who've made the stories that came before. Give credit to them and be honest about your influences. But also be humble enough to admit that you weren't the only one influenced by them, and be magnanimous enough to give others the benefit of the doubt. The community and the stories we all tell will be better for it.
But I swear to God, if one of you apes finishes "Cultural Exchanges" before I find the time to...
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I stood in front of the office building for almost an hour before he came out. Once, I had wronged him and ruined his life. Now, another had done likewise to me, in the same manner and almost exactly twelve years apart.
I don't believe in karma, but a primitive part of my brain, the same one that made my ancestors ascribe noises in the dark to monsters and lightning among the clouds to gods, couldn't help but link his fate with mine. The feeling wouldn't leave me, even if I recognized the thinking behind it to be as spurious as that of the barely-men that huddled in caves after they left the trees.
Humans are pattern recognition machines. We excel at it. Sometimes, though--often, in fact--we find patterns where only random noise exists. In this case, I chose to give into the irrationality of a false pattern and obey its dictates, if only to silence its nagging voice.
An apology was long past due anyways; that's the lampshade I hung on my superstition as I anxiously awaited my long-delayed second showdown with Lance Jenkins. I would apologize, knowing how little that meant. I thought I had known before, but I had been too young and inexperienced to really understand.
"Time makes fools of us all," they say. Looking back, I felt like the biggest fool of all.

--

The first day in my first house, the wives of the King's Forest subdivision watched me unload my meager possessions from a U-Haul van--not even a full truck--into a space far too large for my needs. No one approached me that day. I presented too enigmatic an oddity for them to simply approach with open arms.
Obviously, I was too young to be a homeowner, especially in that neighborhood. Was I the son of the actual owners, home from college? But if that was the case, why weren't they there? Maybe I was watching the house until they could take possession; but then why the U-Haul? I didn't know it at the time, but those were the questions swirling about the neighborhood moms' private message group.
They sent a scout the next day, the youngest of their number, who lived a few doors down from my home. After all, if one needed answers from a young man, a little sex appeal couldn't hurt.
Upon my doorstep that second day stood a gorgeous blonde MILF, if only by the technical definition of "MILF." While she looked far too young to have given birth, she was, in fact, a mother of two children--Hunter and Zoe, four and two years old respectively--and I most assuredly would have liked to fuck her, even before she opened her mouth and introduced herself with the smokiest, sexiest voice I thought I'd ever hear.
"Hey, neighbor. I thought I should come by and introduce myself." She extended one perfectly manicured hand; I didn't know whether to shake it, kiss it, or kneel in supplication. "Ellanora Jenkins."
A handshake seemed safest. "I, uh, I, Doug. Doug Richards. Nice to meet you." She smiled, at first invitingly, but then increasingly bemused as I held her hand far longer than necessary. Finally picking up on her none-too-subtle cues, I let go and stammered, "Would, ah, would you like to come in? I'm afraid I don't have anything but water and Coke, but--"
The million watt smile returned. "I'd be delighted, Doug."
She stepped across the threshold, presenting me with an opportunity to stare without too much guilt. Ellanora--Ella to her friends--had chosen to welcome me to the neighborhood dressed in the at-the-time new uniform of the Greater North American Married Sexbomb: yoga pants stretched to their limit, loose cropped t-shirt with the strap of a sports bra peeking out, running shoes that cost more than my first car, and a rock capable of doubling as a signaling mirror on her left hand. The last disappointed me just a touch, but the rest of the view more than made up for it.
Besides, her clothing wasn't really what I paid attention to; which, of course, was the point of said clothing. Ella was fucking stacked, with tits a man could drown in while motorboating and a bubble butt that made my mind subconsciously drift to thoughts of chewing gum.
Hard muscle in her legs, especially her calves, only served to accentuate the soft, ample curves of her torso; any fat that remained on her body was there by her choice. As she walked, her shirt bounced and settled, showing tantalizing flashes of tanned skin faintly striped with stretch marks. I'd never thought that I had a fetish before, but then I'd only been with girls, never women. I first understood the difference at that moment, as I also understood how badly I wanted to be with one.
Specifically, this one.
Ella glanced around at my living room, whose decor consisted of an old futon, a rickety table serving as an entertainment center, my dorm stereo and TV, and the freshly installed WiFi router. "Still getting settled in?"
"Sort of?" This was just about everything I owned, but I knew how much of a loser that made me look like. "I, ah, need to get some things out of storage and from my folks' house."
"Oh! So... you are the owner?" The surprised inflection on 'are' made me cringe inwardly. It shouldn't have, because I recognized how much of an anomaly I represented, but the dismissive judgment of a beautiful woman can make a guy, especially one just barely out of college, feel about six inches tall.
Best to just be honest, I decided. "My uncle passed away recently, and he left me some money. Not, like, enough to live on forever, but..." I waved my hand around at the empty space. "After talking to some friends and family, buying a house in a nice neighborhood seemed like the best investment. I'm starting my own business, too, but--"
Her demeanor changed like a light switch had been flipped. "Oh! Oh, that's very exciting! I mean--God, I must sound like such a bitch--I'm sorry about your uncle, but I'm sure he'd be proud of what you've chosen to do with your inheritance.
"You know, I'll tell you what. You have just got to meet my husband, Lance. He's an absolute genius when it comes to business management. I'm sure he can help you get yours rolling."
"Wow! That would... yeah, that'd be fantastic. I'm not sure how much I can afford to pay, because I'm kind of living off what's left of my inheritance. I mean, I've got contract work coming in, but..."
Ella shook her head and put a hand up, forestalling any further discussion. "Nonsense. You're our neighbor, and we've been where you are, trying to start a business from scratch. He'll get a kick out of it, I'm sure."
With that settled, she and I chatted about her and her family for a little while longer. She and Lance met in college, and they'd been married seven years. The two of them had moved into the neighborhood three years before, their small apartment barely able to contain the two of them and their first child, much less the one that they had on the way when they left it.
While I had bought at the trough in the market following the 2007 financial collapse, they had bought at its peak, and that put a lot of pressure on her husband. She had offered to go back to work using her degree in early childhood education, but Lance had successfully argued that the expenses and her salary would barely be a wash, so she stayed home and did the best imitation of a 1950s housewife she could. She did make a little money on the side as a personal trainer, though; it was easy to see how, given that she was a walking, talking, extremely effective advertisement for her side hustle.
When Ella talked about her husband, she lit up with an almost religious fervor. While she did flirt with me, she also made it very clear where her loyalties lay. I remember thinking at the time that I hoped some day to have a wife both as gorgeous and devoted as her.
Sadly, she eventually had to go. Happily, though, I got to watch her leave, her hips swaying the entire way from my doorstep to the main sidewalk. She knew I was watching. I mean, she had to know, right? No woman could exude raw sex like that without at least having an inkling.
And so, I made my first friend in the subdivision of King's Forest. Sure, I kind of wished she hadn't had that ring on, but if she hadn't... well, let's just say that hindsight is 20/20, and I can only see that now as a bullet dodged.
The third day brought the committee to my door. They might have called themselves the welcome wagon, but they were the movers and shakers of the subdivision set. Their husbands served on the HOA, and those with school-aged kids ran the PTA. If an association existed, they managed it; if it didn't, they created it. Their scout had brought them intel about the stranger in their midst, and now they needed to evaluate it themself.
In retrospect, I realize now that's what it was: an evaluation to determine whether I'd be a disruptive presence. I didn't fit in their notion of who should own a home in King's Forest; live there, perhaps, as the college-aged son of a homeowner, or--heaven forbid--even renting there, but owning a home? God, no. What kind of influence would I be? Think of the children!
They didn't come across as snooty, though, instead seeming like a bunch of soccer moms, interspersed with a few grandmas, that had too much time on their hands and too little ability to mind their own business. I marked them down as mostly harmless, even as I put my best foot forward, trying to be honest and open when asked questions. My mom had to deal with similar busybodies when we moved into a new house when I was a kid, and I knew I had no skeletons in my closet, so that seemed the best option. I know now how hopelessly naïve that tactic was, but at the time, it made sense.
More importantly, it worked. It worked in spades. Ella might have given me a clean bill of health, but some of them, especially the older ones, had still come in half-expecting an uncouth, unkempt frat boy doing keg stands while playing thrash metal at earshattering levels. Sure, Ella had assured them I was harmless, but she wasn't all that much older than me, with only an eight year difference in our ages. Her ability to get information from me, a horny young man, could be counted on; the accuracy of that information, perhaps not so much.
What they found, though, was a kind of boring, soft-spoken nerd. I still only had water and Coke to offer; the lack of alcohol reassured them. My furnishings were sparse, but I took care of them and the house, as I'd started to poke at some small repairs. Arguably even more important, I was working when they rang the doorbell, not slacking off.
I passed their inquisition with flying colors. They loved me. One of the grandmas thought I was too good to be true, I later heard, comparing me to Eddie Haskell; I had to look that one up. The consensus, though, was that while I might not fit in, that didn't mean I couldn't fit in. They were just the women to make that happen, and their husbands were just the ones to help.
After that, I became their project.
It all happened a lot quicker than I could have expected. Mrs. Taylor came by first, tutting about the lack of furniture. "You're going to want to have a girl over here sometime, and this just won't do." Luckily for me, she had a part-time gig as an interior decorator, and she knew exactly what I could do to spruce the place up. Mrs. Cartwright came next, suggesting perhaps a more professional wardrobe, one she'd be happy to help me pick out.
Then visited Mrs. Baker, the former hairstylist, to tame my mane; Mrs. Alvarez, the retired home ec teacher, to add more dishes to my rotation than mac and cheese and Hot Pockets; and Mrs. Redmond, the dance instructor, who just had to come by after she saw me spasmodically convulsing by the window one day in blasphemous mockery of her profession.
Rounding out the crowd was Kathy Grayson, the grandmother whose suspicions I had aroused by being so boring. She was the last to arrive on my doorstep, but the first among equals when it came to the neighborhood women. Kathy and her husband, Bob, belonged to a different generation than most of my neighbors, Boomers among the Gen Xers. They acted as sort of tribal elders, smoothing over discord between members and offering advice on successfully navigating the depredations of middle age that their juniors had begun to grapple with.
Mrs. Grayson came last not because of any animosity, her early reticence about me notwithstanding; instead, she waited until I was ready to accept her teachings. She gave me what, for lack of a better term, I can only describe as finishing lessons. Knowing how to dress, dance, cook, and all the other skills taught to me by the assembled housewives of King's Forest meant little if I fell flat on my face the moment I opened my mouth, after all. She instructed me in the techniques I needed to mingle, to flirt effectively, to charm, and to schmooze. My later successes, both personal and professional, had much to do with the time she spent with me.
Her husband, Bob, brought me into the fold of the husbands, warming to me almost as soon as we met. Unlike his wife, he was the first of the men to offer me more than a grunted "hey" as we passed on the sidewalk. Bob had both the size and bearing of a silverback gorilla, but the manners of a church deacon; understandable, since he used to be one. A deacon, that is, not a silverback gorilla.
He brought me around to a Friday poker game and that was that: the tribal elder told the others without words that I was one of them. After cleaning my clock at the game and accepting the tribute that my lightened wallet provided, they agreed. The next phase of my training began, having passed from boy to man in the eyes of the patriarchs of King's Forest.
Mr. Baker saw me struggling with a cheap, unpowered push mower one Saturday morning and donated an almost-new self-propelled version that he'd retired once he got his riding model. The other husbands, not to be outdone, managed to assemble nearly a whole slate of new-to-me power tools and lawn maintenance equipment between them. In the cases where they couldn't address a gap in my collection, they argued loudly with each other until coming to a general agreement as to which model I should buy and what sales to wait for. Along with the equipment came all the knowhow that they could share over the inadvisable pairing of a bottle of beer and a table saw.
The husbands also showed me how respectable men whiled away their free time: golfing with Messrs. Grayson, Alvarez, and Baker; boating and fishing with Ron Cartwright and Bill Redmond; and irregular visits to the local sports bar with all of them. While I didn't take to any of the hobbies in the way that I think they hoped I would, the hobbies weren't the point; how to socialize was. They were, in their way, instructing me in the ways of grown-up male fraternization and how it differed from hanging out with my college friends.
I'll admit, I didn't take to some of their methods for bonding. There was a fair bit of one-upsmanship, but I'd expected that. God, though, their humor. Recycled jokes from Married With Children and According to Jim about how awful being married is, constant grousing about trivial shit like having to take out the garbage or sharing the remote, 'joking' about hiding how much they'd spent on their boats or their guns or their motorcycles from their wives. A little of that would have seemed like blowing off steam, but as much as some of them did it? I wondered occasionally if the most vocal husbands actually liked their wives or if they just stayed together because it was what they were 'supposed' to do.
The parade of purchases and expensive hobbies required might all sound expensive, but it wasn't a fleecing. Well, outside that first poker night. All of them, husbands and wives, charged me nothing for their services. Any required goods they either freely gave from their own stock or charged me cost, at most. I never figured out how much of their efforts came from simple neighborliness, general kindness, boredom on their part, or--in the case of the husbands--nagging from their wives.
I acted as a sort of surrogate son to many of them. They had kids my age, or close to it, but their kids didn't listen to them the way I did. Hell, I didn't listen to my parents the way I listened to the neighborhood couples, so I get that. I'd purchased a home in the town I went to college in specifically because I wanted to enter this phase of my life separate from them. As much as I loved my folks, they couldn't have given me the advice my neighbors did--and I couldn't have received it--precisely because they were my folks, and because they would see me as their son long before they could ever come close to seeing me as a man.
The couples in my neighborhood, especially the men, saw me as a young man to be molded into a full-fledged adult, but not one who they were responsible for. I could and did make my mistakes, but only after they'd tried their best. Any angst they might have felt was muted, and they could offer advice to me that a parent might find irresponsible to give to their children.
I felt particular kinship with Bob Grayson. Of all the men in the neighborhood, he reminded me most of my father, even if Bob was older by almost a decade. They shared the same faith, had similar jobs, occupied the position of elder in their churches, and had nearly indistinguishable outlooks on life: work hard, be steadfast in your faith, a man's word is his bond, and so on. I might have differed in some of the specifics, but I agreed with the broad strokes. More than any of the other men, I went to him for advice when I had doubts about a particular course of action.
Hell, he even liked the same old Westerns my dad did, and some nights he would come over to my house, or I'd go to his, and we'd watch one of the classics, either the really old black-and-white ones or a spaghetti Western. Bob could have quoted most of them by heart, but he still liked watching them over and over again.
I think, although he never said, that it was less about watching them and more about watching them with me. Kathy told me that he and his son used to sit together after they had dinner and watch one almost every night, but their boy had moved to Europe over a decade ago and had a family of his own. As much as he represented a pseudo-father figure to me, I stood in for the son he couldn't spend time with anymore.
On the opposite end of the age spectrum, Lance and Ella were the two closest in age to me. Lance's business kept him very busy, but he carved out enough time--free of charge, as Ella insisted--to get me pointed in the right direction. While he wasn't exactly my friend, he was very kind and incredibly insightful. There are many things I regret about this time of my life, and not getting to know him better is one of them; perhaps I'd have done less harm if I had.
Ella, the fittest woman on the block, placed herself in charge of my exercise regimen. I have to admit, the couple of hours I spent with her each week were my favorite, even if I did feel more than a little guilty for perving on a married woman. She didn't appear to mind, though; of all the flirtatious women in the neighborhood, she seemed like the only one who, if things were a little different, might follow up on it.
They weren't, though, and we didn't. Even if I didn't like Lance, which I did, married women were a hard and fast "no" for me. That's what I believed, anyways. That moral certitude hadn't ever been tested back then.
Beyond that, the more time I spent with her, the more I saw her as my friend, rather than as the hot young MILF down the road. She'd regularly pop by just to say 'hi,' or bring the kids over to play in my pool, and I had a great time getting to know her as a person, instead of just a fantasy.
I did notice something else, though, when interacting with the various neighbors. The other couples were my friends. They were Ella's friends. However, they didn't seem like they were Lance's friends; not really. He was Ella's husband, not their friend. While I doubted they'd make that distinction to his face--or even to hers--I regularly got that sense. Still, it didn't bother me at the time. After all, he was a busy guy, and not terribly sociable. Hell, my mom and dad probably had similar relationships with their neighbors, so I put it out of my mind.



Regardless of my mentors' various reasons, I do know that, in the first ten or so months of home ownership, I learned more real world skills than I had in four years of college. My neighbors turned me from a shy geek that stammered his way through a conversation with a beautiful woman to a confident, well-groomed, and charming home- and business-owner.
They took a chance on me professionally, too. Several chances, in fact; I designed or redesigned websites and later apps for the businesses owned by most of the men and a few of the women, giving them a greater internet presence. In gratitude, they referred me to their friends, who referred me to their friends.
My sex life, the utmost concern for a man in his early twenties, shot through the roof. Single, young, homeowner, entrepreneur, and able to dance, cook, and hold conversations about topics besides twenty-something guy stuff? I was beating them off with a stick.
The neighbors found the revolving door on the front of my house endlessly amusing. Mrs. Alvarez winked at me one morning as I walked the previous night's date to her car, and Ella once laughed, "My, I didn't know you slept with the windows open!" on another occasion. I didn't "sleep" with the windows open again.
For what my neighbors taught me, for the shot in the arm they gave my love life and the leg up in business, I can't thank them enough. I'll always be grateful for the time and effort they invested in me there at the beginning.
For everything that came later? Not so much.
My downfall amongst the tribe of King's Forest began with a simple mistake on my part: I woke up on a Tuesday and thought it was a Wednesday. My software consulting business had started to take off, and I spent so much time burning the midnight oil on projects that the days often bled into one another.
On that fateful Tuesday morning, I roused myself only a few minutes before noon, having slept through my alarm. My Crossfit appointments with Ella started at one in the afternoon on Mondays, Wednesdays, and Fridays, so I began the mad dash to be clean, lightly fed, and somewhat presentable before hurrying down the street to her and Lance's house.
I rang the bell, but no one answered. Listening closely, though, I heard muffled sounds of straining coming from inside. That didn't surprise me too much, since Ella often warmed up before I arrived. Figuring she had her earbuds in, I made my way around to the backyard, planning to knock on the sliding glass door. Instead, I found it slightly ajar.
That's not all I found.
"Yeah, bitch, fucking take it!" I heard his voice before I saw the two of them; he'd been quiet up until that crude exclamation. Ella was anything but quiet though, whimpering and grunting and crying out nonsense words. I froze, unsure of what to do next, but then she made a noise that couldn't be anything but pain, so I turned the corner, ready to help my friend.
She had about all the help she needed, though. Yeah, it had been a pained noise, but that was because the greaseball had grabbed her ponytail and was yanking on it as he railed her from behind, which she quite obviously and very vocally appreciated.
He didn't look like anything special. Just some guy. A little older than me, a little fitter, a little scruffier. The angle didn't give me a view of his equipment, but I didn't see anything particularly special about the way he fucked, either, or even in the effect he had on her. Ella was loud and clearly into it, but she didn't seem any moreso than the random dates I brought home on the weekends.
But my God, she was everything I'd fantasized about while guiltily rubbing one out to her. Absolutely incredible: perfect body glowing with light perspiration, teardrop tits slapping together as she received thrust after thrust from the douchebag, and that smoky voice begging and moaning as she came like a freight train.
They hadn't bothered to undress; instead, he'd pushed her shirt and sports bra up to maul one tit, and she'd lowered her yoga pants--no panties--just enough to give him access. The word that flashed through my mind as I watched them was "rutting."
I stood there for what had to be a couple of minutes, a flood of conflicting emotions drowning out my ability to react. Disbelief at what I saw; lust for Ella; anger on behalf of Lance; jealousy directed toward the nameless douchebag. Why would she do this? Why with him? Why not with me? What did this shitstain have that I didn't?
The latter few shamed me later, but I couldn't help what I felt. She and I had become close over the previous months, and while I assured myself I wouldn't have slept with her due to my views on adultery, it still rankled.
It was a dumb take, but I was barely 23. I was allowed some dumb takes. Of course she wouldn't have approached me for this; I could upend her life if she did and if I wasn't amenable. But still. It stung a little. Even if you don't want to dance, it's nice to be asked.
I had just opened my mouth to say something, or maybe shout it, when the douchebag grunted, "Yeah, baby, who owns this fucking cunt? Ain't that cuck husband of yours, so it's gotta be--"
Ella moved almost faster than I could follow; I guess that Crossfit really did pay off. In one smooth motion, she whipped off his cock, pivoted around, pried his fingers off her ponytail with one hand, and slapped him across the face with the other. "I told you, don't ever say shit like that about Lance! You're a convenience, at best. I'd pick him over you every day of the fucking week if I could. If you ever disrespect him again--"
I missed the rest of her words, as I'd stepped back when she swung around, hoping she hadn't seen me. However, the angry voices that I heard as I snuck out the sliding glass door and closed it behind me told me that playtime was likely over.
The venom in her tone as she defended Lance left me more confused than ever. She was cheating on him! Then, I thought, 'Wait, she was cheating on him, right? Or do they have an open marriage?' I didn't know any cuckolds, or at least I didn't think I did, but I never got a weird vibe off of either of them. Besides, Ella had reacted so viscerally to the term that I couldn't square the idea of Lance being a willing cuck.
I speedwalked away from her house and into the alley just around the bend, trying to figure out what to do next. Tell Lance? Confront Ella? Sit on the info until I had more to go on? Or... no, of course: do what I'd been doing since I arrived in King's Forest. Go talk to one of the folks that had been helping me for months, and who also had known Ella and Lance for years longer than I had. The Alvarezes' house was closer, but she watched Ella's kids when she ran errands. The next nearest was the Taylors', so off I went to ruin Mary Taylor's Tuesday afternoon.
I glanced over my shoulder after ringing her doorbell, nervously looking over my shoulder like an East Berlin contact in an old spy thriller. You know, the guy that gets killed in the opening ten minutes.
Mary opened the door and reacted to my distress. "Heavens, Doug, what's wrong?"
"Mrs. Taylor--"
"Mary, Doug. You make me feel like an old lady when you say 'Mrs. Taylor.'"
I threw another glance towards Ella's house. "Mary, please. I need to talk to someone."
"Well, come on in, then. Always happy to lend an ear." I ducked in the door as soon as she stepped aside, trying to figure out how to open the conversation. She placed a palm on my shoulder and gave me a reassuring smile as she steered me towards her couch. "Doug. Honey. Whatever it is, it's going to be okay."
Concerted, I couldn't hold it in anymore. "Ella is cheating on Lance!"
Mary's smile froze, then came back sweeter than ever. More disingenuous, too, but I scarcely noticed at the time. "Why, sweetie, whatever are you talking about?"
"It's Wednesday. We're supposed to work out today, and I--"
"Doug, sweetie, it's Tuesday."
"Just listen!" She recoiled from my vehemence and, abashed, I apologized. "I'm sorry. It's... Okay, it's Tuesday, but I thought it was Wednesday. We work out every Wednesday at one, so when I knocked and Ella didn't open the door, I went around to the back and through the sliding glass door. And that's when I found... them. Her and some guy."
"Are you sure they were...?"
With a snort, I replied, "Unless she's added two-person half-naked yoga to her repertoire, yes. They were clearly having sex, and it sounded like it wasn't the first time."
Mary chewed on her lip. "Did she see you?"
"I don't think so." I sighed, staring off into space. "I can't believe she's cheating on him. She always acts like she thinks Lance hung the moon and the stars."
Slowly, she said, "Well, you know, maybe she does?" My head snapped towards her, mouth opened and ready to object, but she continued. "No, hear me out. Maybe she does love him. Maybe... maybe she just has some needs that he's not able to fill right now, and--"
"Okay, no! Just- just no. That's-- no one who loves their spouse can cheat on him like that. Even if-- even if--"
She leaned in slightly. "Even if?"
I looked off to one side, embarrassed at the language I'd have to use around an older woman; it felt like cursing in front of my mom. "While they were... coupling, the guy called Lance a cuck, and Ella slapped the hell out of him. Told him to never say anything like that again, or else. Said she'd pick Lance over the other guy every day of the week if she could."
"Mmm." Mary seemed to give this some thought. "Seems like you heard it from the horse's mouth, then. Doug..." She laid her hand on my knee. "Sometimes people, women and men alike, they can't get what they need from the ones they love when they need it. Lance works such long hours, and, like I said, she's a young woman with needs. If he can't meet them..."
My jaw dropped. She couldn't possibly be suggesting what I thought she was.
"Doug, listen. You've said it yourself: she adores Lance. He adores her, and the children, and the life they have together. Is what she's doing right? No, I wouldn't go that far. But if having the occasional tryst with some Crossfit guy to blow off steam every once in a while is how she manages to... fulfill her needs when Lance is too busy, as long as she's careful, which is the greater harm? Her infidelity or you telling him?"
She fucking was. I stammered out, "H- how... how can you defend it?"
"Oh, sweetie, listen. I'm not defending her cheating, I'm defending their happiness, Lance's included. If he found out about this, that would be the end of their marriage."
"Maybe it should be!"
"Doug, you don't mean that. She loves him, and he loves her. And their kids... Can you imagine what that would do to them? Divorce is awful for children. It's always hardest on them, even though the parents rarely can see that; I should know."
"What do you mean?"
"My folks split up when I was about Hunter's age. It was awful. Their divorce became this knockdown, drag-out thing. I didn't understand any of it at the time, why Mama suddenly hated Daddy and why I could only see Daddy once a month, and he lived in this tiny apartment and... God, he'd lost so much weight and his smile just wasn't..." Mary's voice cracked. "It wasn't..."
She pulled a tissue from the box on her coffee table and dabbed at her eyes. "I didn't know it at the time, but Daddy had cheated and Mama wanted to extract as much blood as she could. She did, too, just tore his ass up in the divorce. Pardon my language." An embarrassed grimace snuck onto Mary's face at her minor faux pas, but I just chuckled and motioned for her to continue.
Mary looked down at the soiled tissue in her hands. "My older sister, she had a better inkling of what was going on, and she took Mama's side. She was old enough to understand that Daddy was cheating, although she didn't have a grown-up notion of what that meant."
Her gaze drifted toward me. "She didn't have a grown-up notion of... of why someone might cheat, either. And with only a couple of days a month with us, and no way to explain to her why he'd been 'kissing another lady,' as she put it, well... I mean, it's not like he could say to his eight-year-old girl, 'Mommy hasn't wanted to be intimate since your sister was born, and I was at the end of my tether, and I made a bad choice.'
"I was a Daddy's girl, so I stayed in his corner, but Sharon--my sister--didn't, and it caused rifts. Between me and her and between her and Daddy. Between me and Mama, too, once I was old enough to 'understand' in her eyes and still didn't take her side. Most of them... most of them healed eventually, but the scars are still there. To this day, I think Mama trusts my sister more than me, and I know Sharon resents Daddy for cheating, even if she knows why now."
Mary sighed. "I wish Daddy hadn't cheated. It was wrong, and I know that. But I wish Mama had the grace to understand why he did, how unhappy he'd been." She shook her head. "But that's not Lance and Ella's marriage. Theirs is a happy one; please, don't mess that up for them. Things are getting better. The economy's getting better, slowly but surely, and he's home more often now."
I felt uneasy. Realization had slowly crept up on me throughout the conversation, but as I mulled her words over, something suddenly clicked. "I never said he was 'some Crossfit guy.' You've known about this for a while, haven't you?"
A brief pause before she admitted, "I have."
"How did you find out? Did she come to you, or did you catch them together, or...?"
My neighbor delicately picked her way through her next words. "No. No, I found out secondhand. Julia Alvarez... discovered them when she had an emergency and had to drop Hunter and Zoe back off early with Ella."
"... And she told you?"
"No. She told Theresa, who... well, Theresa is who she is. She told a few other folks, including me."
I blinked a few times before responding. "'A few others?' For God's sake, how many people know about this?"
"Maybe... maybe a dozen."
"A dozen people know about this?!"
"Couples. A dozen couples." She bit her lip, wincing slightly. "Give or take."
A dozen fucking couples. I slumped back on the couch, more agog at this new information than I was about Ella's affair. Twenty-four people--give or goddamned take--my friends and neighbors, knew that our friend was cheating on her husband and hadn't told him.
Or me! It bothered me that they'd kept the secret from him; no matter how Mary might have justified it to herself, it wasn't right. But it hurt me to know that everyone else around me had this secret and they had kept me on the outside, too. If it had been closely guarded, that would be one thing, but goddamned near everyone that mattered to me in my neighborhood had known. I felt like a fool for believing that they'd seen me as a peer or even a near-peer.
"I always heard that the husband was the last one to know. I suppose he still will be, but..." I shook my head, chuckling mirthlessly.
Mary reached out to touch my shoulder. "Doug, please don't misunderstand. No one was trying to hide this from you because we wanted to exclude you. We think the world of you. All of us. That's the reason we didn't tell you. We didn't want to burden you with the secret; if you didn't know, you wouldn't have to do anything about it.
"You still don't, though. I hope you understand that, too. We've chosen, as a group, to not say anything to her because we want their family to be happy. We know you do, too, but also that..." She smiled, a bit melancholy. "When you're young, it's easy to think of things as black and white. We didn't want you to have to wrestle with the grey in between; not on this."
After ruminating silently for a few moments, I stood, and Mary stood with me. "Doug, please don't--"
I cut her off, speaking with a touch more curtness than I'd intended. "I don't know what I'm going to do yet. I won't... I'm not going to do anything tonight. But I need to go for a walk and clear my head." She made as if to hug me, but I moved away. That hurt her; I could see it. 'Good,' I thought petulantly. 'She can see how it feels to be held at arm's length.'
Mrs. Taylor--it was hard to think of her as Mary when it became clear she didn't think of me as an adult--followed me to her front door, asking once more that I not tell Lance. I didn't bother to respond, instead mumbling a goodbye before letting the storm door swing freely behind me to shut in her face.
I walked aimlessly through the subdivision, trying to clear my head. Twenty-four people, at least. More, probably; did the whole goddamned subdivision know? How could that many people not say anything? The answer came to me immediately: because everyone loved Ella, and, at best, they liked Lance. No one loved Lance.
'Maybe not even his wife,' I thought gloomily. How could a loving wife do that to her husband? I just couldn't understand it. If this were a mutual thing, like if they were swingers or in an open marriage or even a cuck/hotwife thing, I could sort of understand it, but not this.
I knew that Ella loved Lance, though. It wasn't a put-on; I'd spent enough time with her to know how devoted she was to him. She was always excited to talk about him and his work, their college days, and their family. Once, when she and I were hanging out at a party, after she'd had one too many, she even bragged about what a good lover he was. I had literally never heard her complain about him, at all, other than that she wished he could be home more often. Even those comments, though, were peppered with appreciation for the sacrifices he made for his family.
I was so lost in thought that I didn't even notice that my feet had carried me back to my front stoop. I stole a glance toward Lance and Ella's house, but the whole block was quiet; it usually was during that time of day, in the early afternoon before the neighborhood kids got home from school.
Work barely managed to occupy me. The previous night's coding binge had given me plenty of breathing room, and without the pressure of a deadline to motivate me, I found it almost impossible to keep my mind on my job. I tried making a late lunch instead, something more filling than the breakfast bar I'd grabbed before racing over to find Ella with her fuckbuddy, but I wasn't particularly hungry, either. Yardwork was out, too; I'd mowed and trimmed two days previous, and anything I did out there would be busywork.
The longer I tried to find something to distract me, the more it surprised me that Ella didn't come by to talk. She had to know by then that I'd seen her, even if she hadn't spotted me at the time. Mary Taylor relying on my goodwill alone to protect our neighbor's secret seemed an unlikely answer. I thought perhaps that Ella was giving me time to decompress, or to get her story straight, or maybe even to confess to Lance. I hoped for that last one; it would have made my life so much easier.
Still, when the doorbell rang, I wasn't surprised. What did surprise me was who had rung. Bob Grayson smiled broadly when I opened the door, six-pack of my favorite beer in hand. "I think you might need someone to talk to right about now."
Of course he knew. If anyone would know about an open secret in the neighborhood, the Graysons would. The feeling of being excluded needled at me harder than ever, but I took the proffered bottles. "Yeah. Yeah, I think I do."
We sat at my kitchen table. Neither of us spoke until after we'd popped the caps off and taken a few pulls; after that, he asked me to sum up what I knew and what Mary had told me. He nodded sagely as I went along, asking a question here and there to clarify. When I finished, he sat back in his chair, took another swig, stifled a belch, and sighed, "Hell."
"Pretty much."
"Doug... Son, I know Mary told you this already, but I want you to hear it from me: we weren't trying to shut you out because we didn't trust you. That wasn't it at all. It's like she said: we didn't want you to have to deal with knowing. Knowing something like this, it weighs on a man, whether he acts on the knowledge or not.



"We know you're a good man, Doug. Trustworthy. Loyal. That's why we didn't tell you, because we didn't want to put you in a position where you'd need to choose who to be loyal to." He looked out the front window. Kids were making their way home from school outside, laughing and running. A few of them dragged ass as if home was the last place they wanted to go; I sympathized.
"How long?" It had occurred to me, after the conversation with Mary, that I'd never found out some of the particulars, ones that might decide my course of action. "How long has she been cheating on Lance? How long have you known?"
He drummed his fingers on the table, a frown on his face. A few moments passed before he finally said, "To my understanding, it started a bit over a year ago. I found out, along with most of the folks that know, a few weeks after that, not long before you moved in."
"A year? How... You're a church elder, for God's sake! How did they convince you to go along with this?"
His frown deepened. "They didn't convince me, Doug. I convinced them."
"What?" I could barely believe my ears.
Bob nodded. "Not all of them. Some of them had already decided to... well, to do nothing, I suppose. Some of them just wanted to mind their own business. Others, like Mary Taylor, had their own reasons, and if their spouses weren't already of the same mind, they mostly convinced them. And, if I'm honest, I think one or two people either are having or have had affairs; I have no proof of that, though. Just a feeling."
After taking another drink, he gloomily continued, "Some, though, thought we had to tell him. That it was the right thing to do. It was; it is. I know that. But it's also the wrong thing to do." Bob pointed the neck of his bottle toward me. "Which brings me back to you, and what you're wrestling with."
Nodding, I replied, "Yeah. Yeah, I am. She's my friend, but he is, too. I know that's not true with all of you; it seems like most of the folks here like Ella a whole lot more than Lance, but--"
Bob all but slammed his bottle down on the table. "That is not true!" He glanced to the side for a moment, then shrugged, before admitting, "Alright, it is for some, I'm sure. It's not for me, though. And it's not the reason I argued so strongly in favor of keeping it from him. I..."
He stopped, then took in a deep breath and let it out slowly before rising from the table to look out the window. "Kathy didn't come with me today, because she knew I'd probably get around to telling this story. It's upsetting to her. To me, too, but..." He shook his head. "I'm doing everything I can to keep this from him because of what happened twenty-odd years ago, and what I could so easily see happening again.
"Not long after I became an elder, Black Monday struck. You're too young to remember it, but the long and the short of it is that back in 1987, the stock market had the single largest one-day plunge in history. Almost 25% of the Dow Jones disappeared in one day. People thought we were looking at a new Great Depression.
"A young family had started attending our services maybe a year or so before. Nice folks. Parents very much in love with each other; adorable young children. The father didn't lose his job when the recession hit, but it was a narrow thing.
"Being young and lacking seniority, his job was at risk, though, and he had to do whatever he could to keep it. So, he worked long hours, and he came home stressed. Tempers frayed. I didn't know at the time, though; so many people were struggling in the community, and, to be honest, my own job was hanging by a thread, and I was already putting my oldest through college.
"I didn't learn how bad things had gotten for them until the wife came to me maybe eight or nine months after the crash. She'd... strayed. It happened a few times before her conscience got the best of her, and she asked for my advice.
"My first instinct was for her to confess immediately. I felt... outrage, I suppose, for her husband. Sympathy for her, too, but I knew she was in the wrong. Knew it to my core; she cheated, after all. And, even now... Even now, I still feel that way. I feel that way about what Ella is doing, too.
"I grappled with what to tell her for days, but ultimately decided I needed input from others. I spoke with my fellow elders and the pastor. We went round and round about it for hours, but the consensus was that I should counsel her to keep her on the straight and narrow. Once things had settled down, I'd bring them both in for marital counseling together, and she could tell him then.
"That's not what happened, though. I don't know if it was... If I had been too hellfire and brimstone when we first met, or if her conscience became too much for her, or if..." The old man--looking almost ancient then--swallowed.
"She told him. And he... He killed her. Shot her. Then he drove across town to the other man's house and shot him on his front doorstep, just a few yards from the man's own family, before turning the gun on himself." His voice caught. "They were so young. God, all so young. Their whole lives ahead of them."
I'd never seen Bob like this. His shoulders stooped as the weight of the tale dragged them down. I almost spoke up, but he pulled himself upright and continued on. His gaze never met mine, though, even in the reflection of the window. "Two families destroyed, not just because of an infidelity, but also because of a confession. Because of the stress already on all of them, and because of my indecisiveness."
"Bob... Bob, you can't blame yourself for that. That wasn't--"
The man who had become, in many ways, a surrogate father figure over the last year, struggled to answer. He wasn't crying--I doubted that he ever cried, outside of maybe a funeral--but his voice broke as he tried to continue. "I do, though. Not for all of it. Not even most of it. But I played my part; I could have... should have done more. And that's why I argued against Ella telling Lance."
"But she kept cheating on him! She's still cheating on him!"
He nodded grimly. "I know. I'm disappointed in her; she's disappointed in herself, for that matter. I know that. I talk with her about it, try to... to help her find other ways to deal with her own stress and fear.
"I remembered how quickly the nation bounced back from Black Friday, and I felt sure this would be the same way, that we'd be long past the crash by now. But it wasn't. And because it wasn't, Ella... Well, she couldn't manage." He shook his head. "It doesn't matter. Her cheating is now, if I'm being honest, the lesser secret."
My brows furrowed at this statement. "How do you figure?"
Bob sat back down and took another drink of his beer, shifting in his manner back towards the steady, thoughtful mentor. "Because now it's not just her secret. It's gone on too long. Now it's our secret, all of ours. If one of us tells him, eventually he'll figure out that more of us know, that maybe all of us do, and that we've known for a while. Then it's not just her betrayal. It's ours, too.
"Put yourself in his shoes. Your whole neighborhood knows your wife is cheating on you. They've known for almost a year, and they've kept it secret. It doesn't matter that we had the best of intentions when we started, or that she planned to confess when things were better. All you would see--all he will see--is that betrayal. What will that do to him?"
He looked down at his hands, now flat on the table. "I can't be responsible for another young man taking his life. Or destroying it through drinking or some other twisted way of coping. I won't."
"Bob--"
Finally, his gaze fully met mine for the first time since he'd begun, his eyes boring into me. "I am begging you, Doug: don't tell him. You might think you're doing the right thing, and from a certain point of view, you would be. I'll admit that.
"But it would be like letting a man drown because of a sign that says 'No swimming.' It'll be a right thing that leads to a greater wrong. I know I made a mistake here. I know I should have found another way to handle this. When I looked at them, though, I saw that young family from 20 years ago. Don't punish them because this blind old fool of a man took a bad situation and made it worse."
We sat there for a while. Bob stared at me, but his gaze moved away now and then, as if to give me relief. I rolled everything he said around in my head, trying to see some angle that he and the others hadn't, some way out of this trap that they'd put themselves into. I didn't find one. Finally, I said, "I'll... I'll need to think about it. I won't say anything to him today, though. I promise."
He nodded; this was the best he was likely to get. Then, rising, he said, "I understand. Like I said, Doug, you're a good man. I hate that you've been put in this position, but you have. And now..." He stopped, mouth opened slightly, then closed it and shook his head before favoring me with a weary smile. "Well, now it's up to you. Let your conscience be your guide. I'm sure you'll make the right call."
Yes, he smiled, but I could tell it was forced as we said our goodbyes. The subtext was perfectly clear: the right choice was his choice, and he wasn't sure I'd make that one. I wasn't, either.
When I'd gone from Ella's to Mary's earlier in the day, I thought I was going for advice on how to approach telling Lance: tell him myself, give Ella an ultimatum, or some other strategy. I'd hoped that Mary could give me a new point of view, maybe help me figure out a different way to approach the problem. By the time Bob had finished speaking that night, everything seemed so much more complicated.
What Ella had done--was doing--was wrong. Everyone agreed on that. But everyone, eventually, also agreed that telling Lance would be the wrong approach. Everyone except me, anyways. Maybe. All I had to do was hold my tongue, and the worst case scenario was... what? Lance eventually finds out, and I'd be just one more face in the crowd of folks who didn't say anything?
Anyways, it sounded like this was a temporary thing; maybe a temporary thing that had gone on too long, but temporary nonetheless. Maybe he'd never find out, and he could live the rest of his life happily oblivious about the year his wife had been fucking another man. Year? No, years, probably, from how the economy was looking.
But if I opened my mouth, I didn't see how the outcome could be anything but catastrophic. Even in my worst imaginings, I couldn't see Lance ever hurting Ella, Bob's traumatic story notwithstanding. How much would my speaking up hurt Lance, though? Even at that age, I knew what divorce for a guy in our state looked like, especially with a stay-at-home wife, and "unfavorable" didn't even begin to cover it.
Would he choose to forgive so he could keep his home and his kids, particularly with the Great Recession in full swing? If he did, would Ella stop sleeping around? If not, would Lance try to turn a blind eye and pretend it wasn't happening or maybe even be forced to embrace his status as a cuckold? What would any of those scenarios do to their kids?
I tossed and turned the whole night, but that didn't help, nor did trying to focus on work the next day. When lunchtime rolled around, my phone helpfully reminded me that, yes, this was a Wednesday, and I needed to get ready to go over to Ella's for my workout. Thanks, Steve Jobs. Super helpful.
I didn't go over to her house, nor did she come to mine. I didn't hear from her at all, and no further neighbors came over to talk to me about the situation. In fact, nobody stopped by at all that day or the next; it wasn't until later that I realized everyone was giving me space to make a decision. Team Speak No Evil had sent their representative, and any further discussion would muddy the water; more importantly, it would undercut Bob's "I'm sure you'll make the right call."
Slowly, I started to come around to the idea that maybe it was the right call. By Friday, I'd stewed long enough for the initial shock to wear off, both at Ella's actions and everyone else's inaction, and I had started to see the wisdom of both Bob and Mary's words. Maybe Bob's fears about the severity of Lance's potential reaction were overblown, but Mary's seemed like they might be right on target. I knew that if I was in his position and found out that both my wife and neighbors had kept something like this from me, I'd be hard pressed to not tear our lives down, consequences be damned.
More importantly, I had started to fall into the pattern I'd gotten used to over the previous year in King's Forest. When I had a dilemma, I sought my neighbors' advice, then followed said advice. Their wisdom hadn't served me wrong yet. Why should this be different? Sure, I felt awful about keeping the secret, but so did everyone else. Bob and Mary had presented it as the best of a bunch of bad choices, and I could see their point of view.
That weekend, I saw Lance and Ella at an afternoon barbecue, one of the rare ones that both were able to attend. People chatted with the couple, and their warmth towards Lance didn't feel like it was for show. No one made any comments that I could remotely interpret as demeaning, no one gossiped behind his back, no one cast pitying stares at him. I avoided him, but I did so as unobtrusively as possible, instead volunteering to do little errands: a beer run here, helping Mrs. Alvarez in the kitchen there, and so on.
It was on one of those errands, fetching spare lawn chairs from the garage, that Ella caught me alone. Her voice startled me. "Hey."
I turned to face her, setting down the stack I'd just picked up. "Hey." Her face looked so different from the sunny happy one I'd grown used to, the one she presented to everyone. It had a haunted quality to it, and I wondered if I was seeing the real Ella for the first time. "I suppose you want to talk about--"
She made a little shushing notion with one hand while closing the door to the garage with the other. "Yes. No." Ella sighed. "God, I don't know. It sounds like Bob already did. Mary, too. But I wanted you to... to hear it from me. To understand."
"What's there to understand? He's working his fingers to the bone, and you're fucking around on him. It's not like housewives cheating on their unsuspecting husbands is a new thing. I just didn't expect..." I sighed. "Whatever. Make your case for why I shouldn't tell him."
Ella opened her mouth to speak, then closed it. Then once more, a little strangled sound coming out. Then, on her third try, "You probably should. He deserves better; I know that. It's just... it was just sex. I've ended it with Tony. Not because you found me with him, but because... a lot of reasons, I suppose.
She sat on the corner of George Alvarez's woodworking table. "I can explain what I did, but that doesn't excuse it. Still, you asked me to make my case, so you should hear all the testimony, right?" Ella shot a rueful grin my way, then her gaze drifted to the floor. "Maybe you can find a reason to grant clemency.
"I love Lance. I love him with all my heart; him and the kids, that is. The whole world could burn, and I wouldn't care, as long as I had them. But..." She chewed her lip. "The couple of years before you moved to the neighborhood, things got... bad. Really bad.
"We bought too much house when we moved here, because we wanted to have another kid or two, and the market..." Ella sighed. "We were like everyone else, thought we were getting a deal on the place. Thought the market was going to go nowhere but up. He'd started his company, and it was going gangbusters, we were flush with cash, had two beautiful kids... Everything was great.
"Then business dried up. We argued; fought, really. I mean, screaming-and-crying fought for the first time ever. We talked about downsizing, but we were underwater on the mortgage. He worked longer hours. I did everything I could to make his reduced income go farther. We talked about me getting a job, but when we looked at it the cost of daycare would have almost entirely eaten it up, and the extra gas and the like would have taken the rest.
"So, since I couldn't help out financially, I decided to be Superwife. The ladies in the neighborhood...." She chuckled. "...Well, you've joked before that you're their project. I was their project before that. We were. They lived through the dotcom bubble, and Black Monday, and something called 'stagflation,' and a bunch of other hard times.
"The other housewives all gave me a bunch of tips on cutting costs while still cooking well, dressing well, and so on. They showed me..." Ella waved a hand dismissively. "Ah, you know, like they did with you. A bunch of stuff. Different from what they taught you, probably, but you know what good friends they are, how helpful they want to be. But mostly, they just made things easier for me, so that I could make things easier for him.
"That was the key, they said. 'Make sure he's as happy as you can make him, because he's killing himself to provide for your family.' So I did. As he worked longer hours, I took over the yardwork, the budget, anything I could do so he wouldn't have to. Dressed sexy for him and did almost anything he wanted to when we were alone at night. Just whatever I could do to make him happier."
She glanced up at me with a fragile smile. "And it worked. We were happy again, like we'd been before we moved here, before the recession." Her pretty face contorted into a frown. "For a while, anyways."
Ella looked up at the ceiling, as if she could find the answers to why things had gone so wrong in her life there. "The recession got worse. Or, I guess, it started to really hit us. We cut our costs to the bone, but that just made him more frustrated. He compared himself to our neighbors, to the men who... They were all established, you know? Comfortable in their careers, had seniority or safe positions or savings to fall back on or... whatever. I tried to tell him that, but... I don't know. I think it made him feel more insecure.
"I fell back on what had worked so far, making his life... more. Better. Showing him this didn't have to beat him, to beat us. Asked Julia to watch the kids so I could get to the gym--the only extravagance I allowed myself--and got myself back in shape. Like, really in shape. Like..."
Her eyes drifted toward me, and that adorable grin came back for a moment. "Well, I know how you look at me." The frown returned, and she couldn't hold my gaze. "How they all look at me."
A slow breath in, then a slower one out. "One of the girls at the gym suggested I give personal training a shot. The certification's quick and easy, and I was good at it. It was a way to supplement our income, and it didn't require full-time daycare, you know? I thought it was great. Lance was less enthusiastic, but I showed him how I could make a good amount of money with almost no expenses, and he reluctantly agreed.
"At first, it went great. The little bit of extra money coming in made it so we could ease up a little. So... so I could ease up a little. I'll admit, I let things slip some. It had gotten so hard, feeling like my family's happiness rested on my shoulders, like if I let myself be less than perfect, that it would all crumble. I hadn't realized how much it wore on me.
"Anyway. I had my own job again for the first time in years, one I was good at. New friends outside the neighborhood. Men... men looking at me like men do. That shouldn't have meant anything, because I loved Lance so much, but it's nice to feel wanted. Desired. You know?"
The thoughts I had when I saw her with the scumbag--Tony, she'd called him--echoed back in my mind, then formed on my lips. "Even if you don't want to dance, it's nice to be asked."
Ella stared at me for a moment, comprehending, I think, that I wasn't just speaking for her, before slowly nodding. "Yeah. Yeah, that's right. I didn't want to cheat on my husband, but I liked knowing that other men wanted me. That they might even ask--and a few did--but that I could say no, because I was a good wife. But still, like you said. It's nice to be... not necessarily asked, but at least considered. The best of both worlds: I knew they wanted me, they knew they wanted me, they knew they could never have me, so they didn't ask."



"Except Tony did."
She nodded glumly. "Except Tony did. He'd hit on me before, and he was the first to line up when I started out as a trainer. I made it clear, though, that I loved my husband, and if he wanted anything more than training that he should go somewhere else. He didn't, though, and while he'd still stare... Well, I liked that. I shouldn't have, but I did."
Her head hung low. "I forgot, somewhere in there, why I'd started doing all this. Who I was doing it for. Or, maybe, I just let myself forget. Lance and I started arguing again, and I thought it was just jealousy, that I'd managed to make something for myself that wasn't either dependent on him or in service to him. I think.... Honestly, I still think that was some of it. That he'd had Superwife for a while, and having just-a-wife wasn't enough anymore.
"We fought one day before he went on a trip. Normally, we'd..." She chuckled. "Well, like I said, I tried to keep him happy, so we usually had fun making up. We didn't make up, though, and we hadn't made love the whole week before that because he'd been so tired. He'd gotten really out of shape, by then. Not that I minded that--I really didn't, I'd love him no matter how he looked--but it meant he was too tired for bedroom time after long days at work, while my job energized me. So I was, ah, constantly, ah..."
"DTF?" I volunteered, and she laughed loudly, her cheeks blushing a bright red. A memory of her flushed skin as Tony pounded into her floated to the surface; I viciously pushed it from my mind.
With a snort, she said, "Yeah. It's nice that... You know, most of the ladies in the neighborhood would be scandalized if I said 'down to fuck' around them. I'm glad that I have you to..." She shook her head. "I hope I still do. That we're still friends after this, I mean."
I grunted, unwilling to render a verdict just yet, and she continued her story. "Anyway. We fought over something stupid the night before he left on a trip, and we hadn't had sex in a week, even though I was pretty much ready to go every night. That next morning, he didn't tell me he loved me before he left. Didn't even give me a kiss on the cheek. Hell, he barely spoke to me. Just total disregard. I was mad, just so, so fucking mad at him, and I was horny, and... and Tony tried his luck. I don't know if he had just been waiting for his shot, but..."
She sighed. "It wasn't great sex. It almost never was with him; always good, but rarely great. Not like with Lance. But I felt angry, and entitled, and horny, and... And afterwards, I just wanted to fucking die, but I also felt so much more relaxed than I had been in months. Like, now that I knew I could never be perfect, I didn't have to try to be anymore. I wasn't Superwife. I couldn't be; how could Superwife cheat on her husband?
"When Lance got back, I put all my energy into making him happy. Thank God that I'd made Tony wear a rubber, so I at least didn't feel worried that I might give Lance an STD. I fucked Lance into the ground, woke him up with a blowjob every morning, gave him..." She blushed again. "Gave him, ah, something he'd always wanted but hadn't asked for since we'd dated."
The notion of a blowjob from those perfect lips, of this suburban sex goddess giving up her virgin ass, made my cock stir. An image forced its way into my mind, one of her kneeling before me, taking me into her mouth, and lubing my dick up with her saliva before moving onto hands and knees and spreading her cheeks for me. I shifted uncomfortably; the real Ella watched me, and I had no doubt she knew what she'd done, intentionally or not.
Ella's gaze moved briefly to my crotch, then she turned her face away. "Anyway. I gave myself to Lance in every way. Devoted myself to him and our family. Acted like Superwife without feeling the pressure to actually be that, you know? I couldn't be perfect, but I could fake it, and I did, because Lance deserved the perfect wife. Especially... especially after what I'd done.
"And, a month or so later, when I felt... unloved. Unappreciated. When Lance let his anger with our situation get to him, and when he chose to be angry with me instead of that situation.... Well, that made me angry, too, but I didn't fight back. I didn't make things worse between my husband and myself, didn't make things worse for my family. I didn't add to his stress. It was easy to fall back on being imperfect.
"I let myself... be imperfect, let myself get fucked by some asshole I didn't care about instead of letting my family's shitty situation and my husband's shitty reaction to it fuck our lives. The pressure valve of a decent fuck by a fit guy combined with the guilt of being a bad, selfish wife for half an hour gave me the strength to be a great wife, almost the perfect wife, when it really mattered."
"Bullshit. It's not... That's not how it works."
Ella shrugged. "It's not how it should work, but it is how it has worked. Two years ago, Lance and I were probably on our way to divorce. Today, my husband is happier than he's ever been. We have a fulfilling, loving relationship, with more sex than he can handle, in any form he wants it. I'm mother to his children, doting wife in public, his maid in the home, chef in the kitchen, and whore in the bedroom. He gets nothing but constant affection and adoration from me.
"And I do adore him. I really do. I know, no matter what foibles he may have, that I'm lucky to have him. He's lucky to have me, too, though. Ask any man in this neighborhood whether they'd trade places with him. Some might hem and haw, some might lie or clutch their pearls, but they would.
"I mean, look at me." She stood up straight and gestured at her gorgeous form. "I'm beautiful and fit, and I stay this way for him. I'm sexually available anytime he wants, and I initiate as much as I can. I handle all the household chores that I'm able to. I'm a goddamned fantasy woman, and they all know it.
"In every way, I can and will do anything for my husband and family, even at the cost of my own self-esteem and happiness. Because let's be clear: the only satisfaction I really get out of this is from their happiness, other than a pretty good fuck now and again."
Ella sighed. "I'm not even going to get that anymore, after the shit Tony pulled. Mary told me what you walked in on, but even before I talked to her, I'd told him to hit the road. He threatened to tell Lance, but then I'll tell his wife--and boy, let me tell you how pissed off I was when I found out he was married after, like, the fifth time we fucked--and he can't have that."
Shrugging, she continued, "Doesn't matter anyways. Things have stabilized with Lance's business. He has plenty of clients coming in, and he's cutting back on his hours to spend time with us. I can prune my personal training clients down to the ones that I actually want to keep training, and I won't need the pressure valve anymore, since I won't be burning the candle at both ends, and neither will Lance.
"We can just be the happy couple with the happy kids, and the only lasting harm that there needs to be is the guilt I'm carrying. If..." She nodded at me. "Well, if you can just let us."
"Do you think that's how Lance would see it if he knew?"
Ella shrugged again. "I know it's not, but he doesn't have to. That's the point. The whole neighborhood has kept my secret, our secret, for a year. No drunken slip-ups, no gossiping, no snide comments from the men, none of it. If you hadn't walked in on Tony and me, you wouldn't even know."
The MILF I'd fantasized about from the moment we met walked towards me. She didn't slink seductively, hips swaying like a runway model, didn't try to beguile me with her charms. When she laid her hand on my upper arm, it was with a gentle squeeze, not a light touch meant to arouse. Her manner was that of a friend asking for a favor, not a succubus trying to steal my soul.
That didn't matter; my body responded just the same. If she'd asked for my soul right then, I might have considered it a bargain. I believed her when she said any of the men in the neighborhood who knew her secret would trade places with her husband. I would have, especially as the arrogant voice whispered in my mind, 'I could do better than he did. I could have kept her from straying. I wouldn't have taken her for granted, no matter how bad things got.'
Her cupid bow lips parted, words falling from them in a plaintive tone. "Please, Doug. Please don't tell him. I know you want to do the right thing, but telling him isn't the right thing. I love Lance. I love our family. Keep the secret, and I promise that I will spend the rest of my life being everything to him. What I've done hasn't hurt him; not yet. Whether he gets hurt is down to you now. I'm begging you, don't do that to him."
Then she smiled sadly, kissed my cheek, and pulled back to look at me. With a chuckle, she licked her thumb and rubbed away the lipstick she'd left behind. "Don't want people talking, right?"
I laughed, too, without meaning to. "No, I suppose not."
She almost responded, but then seemed to think better of it, instead picking up half the stack of chairs I'd come to the garage for. "Get the door? I'll help you carry them back."
Lance didn't seem to notice her absence, or if he did, it didn't register as anything worthy of his concern. Ella returned to his side, wrapping her arm around his waist and barely sparing a glance backwards towards me.
I watched him for the rest of the party, although I tried to be discreet. Watched all of them, actually, Lance and Ella and their kids. I saw a man completely enamored with his wife and content in his life. He chased Hunter and Zoe around, stole a kiss from Ella when he thought no one was looking--and was usually rewarded with a longer, lingering one in return--and talked and laughed with the older dads.
If I didn't know any better, I'd swear he had the exact life I wanted to be living in a decade. I did know better, though. Ella knew that I knew, too, and every once in a while, she'd glance at me with a brittle, pleading smile, one that said, "Please don't ruin this. Don't destroy his happiness, our happiness."
Bob ambled up to me with two beers in the late afternoon, handing me one. We mostly talked about my business and how it had boomed; he and the others had turned me onto so many new clients that I'd started looking at farming out some of the scut work to a subcontractor.
During a lull, though, he tipped the neck of his beer at Lance and said, "I hear his is going well, too. Sounds like he's just about out of the woods. It's good to see him back out here with his family." Nothing more overt than that, just a little nudge towards the outcome he, Ella, Mary, and apparently everyone else desired. He'd said everything he needed to, and he knew it. Instead of pressing the point, he held up his empty bottle. "Get you another?"
I shook my head. "No, I think I'm gonna go home. Like I said, work's backing up, and I need to strike while the iron is hot." Trying to move away from the subject we danced around, I drawled, in my worst John Wayne impression, "A man's gotta do what a man's gotta do."
Bob guffawed at my terrible Duke, then frowned. "Make sure you take the time to enjoy your successes, son. It's far too easy to forget why we work as hard as we do." Turning his gaze back to Lance, he continued, "He did, I think, for a while, but now he's back where he belongs, part of our big, happy family." Then, shaking himself out of the serious mood, he smiled, clapped me on the shoulder and said, "Make a plate before you go. Julia and George are going to have leftovers for days." College wasn't so far gone that I'd turn down free food, so I took his advice.
Ella gave me a small, hopeful wave as I made my way towards the door with my overladen plate, and, after hesitating for a moment, I returned it. She tilted her head on one side, as if to ask, 'So?' After another few moments, I nodded a few times while wearing a resigned grimace. I would keep her secret. Excitedly, she mouthed, 'Really?' I nodded again and mouthed back, 'Yes.' The relieved grin on her face made my heart ache, partly because she was so beautiful, but partly because I felt like I really had sold a bit of my soul to earn it.
It wasn't her fearful, hopeful manner that decided for me, nor Bob's words, nor Mary's, although I'll admit they all influenced my decision. It was Lance himself. I'd never seen him that relaxed. He always seemed happy around Ella and the kids, but that day, I saw a whole new man, one unburdened by the strain that had weighed him down the entire time I'd known him.
I understood then that it wasn't that the people in the neighborhood weren't his friends; it was that he'd always been too tightly wound to let loose. Lance acted no differently that day at the barbecue than anyone else in the neighborhood, palling around with the other dads, sharing beers and laughs, and taking his turn at the grill. He seemed completely satisfied in his life. He seemed complete. Whatever he and Ella had done to make it through the wilderness, they'd come out the other side together, and he deserved his happiness.
If what Bob said was right, and Lance's business had finally reached a point where he could be present in his home life more often; and if Ella had told the truth about why she cheated, as seemed likely from what I'd seen with the scumbag; and if everyone else could live with the shameful secret to keep the young family together and happy; then I could, too. I would be Lance's friend, even though I knew he'd likely hate me if he ever found out what I'd done in the name of that friendship. What we all had done.
I fell asleep easily that night. My conscience wasn't clear; I don't think there was any way it could have been, no matter what I'd chosen. I'd made my decision, though, and I made my peace with what it meant for my own sense of myself as an ethical and moral person, as a man, and as a friend.
Ella filled my dreams. In them, I was the man that had comforted her through the lean times. I was the one that hammered into her cheating cunt, that pulled her hair and made her moan and scream and beg for more. I dreamt she came harder with me than she ever had, with Tony or with Lance or with anyone else. Nameless, shadowy figures milled around in the dreamscape of her bedroom, men and women both, some simply watching with disinterest, others leering at our naked, sweaty, rutting display and masturbating at the spectacle.
After I awoke, alone in my bed, an empty feeling gnawed at me. I attempted to push it aside first through force of will, then through manual labor, mowing and edging and doing every single other task I could think of. I tried to tell myself it worked, but the dreams came again the following night, and with them, the empty feeling upon waking.
Monday morning's work helped me ignore the uneasy emptiness. When the alarm on my phone sounded, telling me to get ready for my workout with Ella, the feeling returned with a vengeance. I told myself once more that I was doing the right thing, or, at any rate, the least bad thing. Everyone agreed. Everyone that I trusted. 'Doing the right thing is hard,' I told myself. 'That's all this is. Suck it up. Do it for them.'
When I saw Ella on the street, I waved a perfunctory wave and gave a perfunctory greeting, then used my work as an excuse to flee before she could move on to discussing anything more serious. I knew that could only work for so long, but by Friday, the dream had ceased to plague my nights. Surely the empty feeling would follow suit.
In the few days between my discovery and my decision, the neighbors had largely left me alone. During the week after the barbecue, however, they returned in force, usually bearing gifts. The ladies of the neighborhood had always brought over extra cookies or cupcakes or leftovers, but that week they brought amounts that could only be "extra" if they had accidentally tried to feed a football team.
Their husbands came, too, bringing a strange assortment of offerings. At the low end, Troy Jeffries brought over a spare couple bags of fertilizer leftover from his last round of lawn maintenance. Some of the gifts bordered on the extravagant, though; Sam Henderson handed me a new-in-box current generation game console that he'd planned to give his son if only, and I quote, "my bitch of an ex-wife hadn't beat me to it."
That gave me an in to ask his reasoning for keeping the secret. It turned out that he'd been in Ella's shoes, although his affair fell well into "fling" territory, according to him, and lasted only a couple of weeks. He'd felt guilty about it and swore to himself to never do it again, but that didn't matter. Someone--he never learned who--told his wife about it months after the fact, and her vengeance destroyed both their lives and his relationship with his kid. He didn't want to put anyone else through that.
I didn't learn from all of my neighbors why they chose what they chose, but I learned enough to know that most of them had their own reasons. Some were angry that it dragged on for so long, as Bob had been, but most of them had more of an "in for a penny, in for a pound" attitude towards Ella's infidelity. "And besides," most of them told me in some form or fashion, "it's over now, right? She's not going to see that Tony asshole anymore, now that Lance's workload is lighter."
I skipped my Wednesday workout appointments, too. The alarm on my phone didn't go off; I'd silenced it by then. It didn't matter, though, since my internal clock reminded me: 'Hey, idiot, you're hungry and restless. Get your ass up, grab a snack, and go work out with your hot neighbor.' I couldn't do it, though. Even putting the dreams I'd had of her aside, I couldn't imagine walking into her living room and not thinking about the way I'd found her getting railed by her theoretically former affair partner.
Ultimately, it didn't matter. At 1 PM on the dot, my doorbell rang, and there stood Ella Jenkins, dressed in her usual workout gear and looking sexy as fuck, even with the mock-irritated scowl on her face. "You gonna keep ghosting me? Because I am not going to be responsible for you getting out of shape, mister."
"Ella..."
She smiled sympathetically. "I get it, Doug. I do. It's weird, especially since..." With a sigh, she asked, "Can I come in? I don't want to do this outside."
I stepped aside to allow her entrance, then closed the door and followed her to the living room. Our friendship that had developed over the previous year had meant she was always welcome in my home and that she should treat it as her own when visiting, but the way she just barged in and plunked her ass down on my couch miffed me a bit. Things had changed, hadn't they? How could she act so casually, as if our entire dynamic hadn't shifted?
Ella saw the beginnings of the frown on my face. "Doug... Look, if you don't want to be my friend anymore, I get that. It hurts, but I get it. I don't want that, though; other than losing Lance, that's about the worst outcome I can think of from this." She reached out to touch my hand, but I moved it away.
Hurt etched her face and laced her voice. "Please don't. I'm still me, hon. I'm... I'm flawed. Fucked up, even. I know that, and I think... I think maybe you didn't want to see it before. I know you've got a crush on me, and I... if I'm honest, I liked that. Like it. But I thought, beneath that, that we had a real connection."
"So did I, until I found out..." I shook my head.
"I didn't hide it from you because I didn't trust you, Doug. I did it mostly because too many people already knew, and I've lived in fear for months that one of them would tell Lance. But also... also because I wanted someone in this neighborhood, someone in my life, to look at me without seeing the big scarlet 'A.' I wanted someone who didn't know I was a cheating slut. Someone who- who saw the 'me' I was before that.



"I never wanted to be put up on a pedestal by Lance or by anyone else, but then I put myself up there at the advice of the women in the neighborhood. Once I fell... I was so glad to meet you. Even with the crush, you still treated me like a human being, and it felt so... comforting, I guess. I didn't have to be Superwife to Lance, or the slut whose secret a whole damned neighborhood had to keep, or the easy lay that Troy treated me like.
"With you, I'm just... just 'Ella, your friend.'" She chuckled. "Maybe, 'Ella, spank bank entry' sometimes, too, but you mostly stopped drooling around me after a while, so I tried to just take that as a compliment."
Ella fell silent for a few moments, then quietly said, "I'd really like to get back to that with you. If I can't... okay, I understand, even if I hate it. But if I can't, then I at least need to get back to the point where I'm not 'Ella, the leper,' because otherwise this isn't going to work. Lance is going to figure out something weird's going on."
"... Yeah. Yeah, I suppose so."
"Okay." She took a deep breath, then exhaled. "Then what I need you to do is get into your workout gear and drag your ass down to my house. Fake it til you make it, right? We get back onto the schedule, and maybe--"
"No."
She tilted her head to one side. "What?"
"No. I can't..." I sighed. "Look, maybe later, but when I think about going to work out in your house, all I can see is that scumbag fucking you in the middle of your living room. I know, one hundred percent, that if I go over there, and watch you sweat and grunt and strain in your yoga pants and your cutoff shirt..." I shook my head. "If the goal is to get back to 'normal,' then we need to change things up, as weird as that sounds."
Ella slowly nodded as she took in my meaning. "Alright. What if... Hrm, what if we work out here? You don't have all the equipment, but we could do bodyweight circuits. I'll still..." She chuckled. "Well, I can't do much about grunting and sweating and straining, but I also won't hold it against you if that has, you know, an effect on you. Does that work?"
"I suppose we can give it a shot."
We did give it a shot, and her body did have an effect on me, and she did let it go unremarked upon. "Awkward" doesn't even begin to describe that first workout, or the second, or the third. By the fourth, though, my dick minded its own business, and by the fifth, we were back to joking and laughing in between sets. I won't say that I forgot, but I did move on.
By the time a month had gone by, we were palling around again sometimes. The atmosphere felt different, like a subtle electric charge constantly passing between us, but she also let that go unremarked upon. So did I. I think the others in the neighborhood might have noticed, but Lance didn't seem to, even when he was there.
After three months had passed, "even when he was there" turned out to be "almost never." As any small business owner learns, the reward for success is more work. Could Lance have turned some of it away? Maybe. Ella certainly thought so. I didn't want to side against him, but the extra hours did seem excessive, especially when he had a wife like Ella at home and kids whose childhood he was missing.
I get it though, especially now; there's always another expense coming up. More importantly, after a setback like the one they'd suffered, one that could have led to disaster, a powerful fear can take hold, a fear that there's just another disaster around the corner. There was; just not the type he thought.
Ella grew increasingly frustrated with her husband. I knew, because of all the conversations we'd had around the subject of what had come before, that she'd often been frustrated but always hid it from him, or at least tried to. However, before she'd had the outlet of Tony and his good-but-rarely-great extramarital dick to fall back on. Without that, she found it difficult to hide her anger, even sometimes from her husband.
This new Ella--or rather, the old Ella that I'd never seen--didn't quite badmouth Lance when we hung out together, but she made her irritation known. Beneath those simmering resentments, though, I saw something new every once in a while, a gleam in her eye that I'd never noticed before. Or maybe it had never been there at all; I'd only met Ella after she was getting her needs met outside her marriage. On the occasions that gleam made an appearance, she put me in mind of a caged beast, pacing and growling at the bars as it waited to be fed.
I wish I could say that I saw what was coming. I think, if I'm being honest, that I subconsciously ignored the signs. Like I said, though, outside of the more charged atmosphere between us-- which I ascribed to our newly shared secret--and the occasional hunger I saw in her eyes, things seemed like they'd almost gotten back to normal where she and I were concerned.
They hadn't, though, even if I didn't realize it. Our lives became further enmesheKd as Lance's travels kept him away from home more often. Hunter, now six, had gone into kindergarten, but Ella would regularly bring Zoe along to hang with "Unca Doug" when we spent time together, and I became a fixture in their home.
Sometimes I'd even cook dinner for the family when Lance was out of town. Of the skills the neighborhood women taught me, that ended up developing into a real hobby, and the Jenkins family benefited from my new obsession. Most of them, anyways.
The spot in Ella's living room where I'd seen her and Tony fucking had largely lost its power over me, although we still worked out in my house; the bodyweight routine turned out to be a great change of pace for her, and coming over to my place gave her another excuse to get out and about. Little Zoe even sometimes joined in, and that gave Ella an idea for a "Yoga For Kids" program.
Between my business, neighborhood events, and Ella's more prominent place in my life, I scarcely noticed as the conga line of young, single women to and from my front door dwindled first to the occasional minuet and then to night after night of solo interpretive dance. Every weekend, I'd mean to go out to get laid again, but something would come up, and I'd push it off. Besides, I had companionship, even if it wasn't sexual, and there was plenty of time to get back out there when things slackened up a bit. Right?
Five months after my discovery, Ella knocked on my door. She'd showed up early for our Wednesday workout, but that wasn't particularly out of the ordinary; we often socialized while I grabbed a snack or made a light lunch for her, Zoe, and myself. Today, though, Zoe hadn't tagged along, and Ella seemed off. After a quick greeting, she stepped inside, glancing over her shoulder as she did.
"El? Everything okay?"
She shook her head, frowning. "No. No, it's not." Shrugging out of her coat, she continued, "Nothing is okay. Lance... We fought again. Really fought, like back before... well, before."
"I'm sorry, hon. Is there anything I can do?"
"That's, um, that's why I came here early. I- I need to ask just a huge favor from you." She leaned closer to me, eyes lit up with that wild gleam, now overlaid with something else. Something needful. "You're the only person I can ask. I wouldn't, but--"
I interrupted her, pulling away as I did. "Hold up. Why don't you go make yourself comfortable in the living room, and I'll get us a couple of drinks. It sounds like you could use one."
Ella nodded, a small frown on her face. "Yeah. Yeah, I probably do."
A few minutes later, drinks in hand, I asked, "Where's Zoe?"
"She's with Julia. I told her..." She took the proffered cosmo and sipped at it. "Thanks, that's... mmm. God, that's good. Thank you. Anyway, I told her that I needed to talk to you alone today. She's such a godsend, you know?"
"Yeah, she's great." I sat down on the couch, not too close, but not too far, either. "So, what is it you needed to talk to me about? You know you can ask just about anything from me, Ella."
She bit at her lip. "I know. And, like I said, I wouldn't but... Well, I talked with some of the other ladies, and they agree this is probably the best option. That you are. That..." Her fingers curled and uncurled, forming themselves into fists and flattening out again. She shivered with nervous energy.
"Hey, it's okay. Just say it."
Ella squeezed her eyes shut, took a deep breath, and opened them again. The gleam was still there, but the needfulness had deepened to pleading. "I need... it... again. What I had with Tony, but- but not with Tony. Lance and I are fighting, and I almost took his head off this morning. I need to be... imperfect again. To get fucked and be guilty and save my marriage. And- and I want you to... help me."
Before I could protest, she pushed through. "Please don't say no! It makes sense. It does. You care about me and about Lance. I think... I think maybe you even love me. I'm not asking you to say that, and I don't even mean it as romantic, but as a friend. And I love you, too, that way. Not like I love Lance, but if things..."
She shook her head. "No, that's- that's not what this is about. It's not about 'what ifs.' It's about what is and what needs to be. You want what's best for me and for my family. You've carried this huge secret for months, even though it pained you. I've always been able to rely on you, but these last few months... I've come to count on you for- for so much.
"I know you want me, Doug. I want you, too, and I have for a long time. Even before you knew--" She frowned. "--Before you knew what I'd done, I thought about approaching you for this help. I wanted to be with someone I actually liked, that I actually wanted in more than a sexual way. Someone who could be an actual friend with benefits instead of just a guy I fucked."
Ella scooted fractionally closer; I smelled her shampoo, a melange of floral scents. "I know it's a lot to ask, another secret to keep, but I promise you that I'll make it up to you. When I need to get fucked, I'll... God, I'll do just about anything you ask. You can make me feel like a dirty little whore, or you can treat me like a lover, or just bang me like one of those sluts you brought home from the clubs. However you want me, as long as you can help me take the edge off."
I inclined my head towards her with a chuckle. "And what if I want you when you don't need to get fucked? What if I need to get laid instead? I get busy at work, and it's hard to get out there and find some slut that just wants to get laid. If I've got you on tap, well..."
Her breath caught. "I, ah, I hadn't thought about that. But... Yeah. Yeah, what I need... It's a big ask, like I said. So, yeah, I can do that. I can, um, help you out, too."
With a snort, I asked, "Would it be that much of an imposition?"
The hottest MILF I'd ever met leaned in closer and purred, "Nnno, I suppose not. I didn't mean to make it sound like that. I'd be lying if I said that... Well, if you had asked before, back when I was still fucking Tony, I probably would have. It would have made my life a lot simpler. I just didn't think you'd be so eager." Her hand moved to my knee, then upwards. She squeezed gently. "But you've always been eager, haven't you?"
"Yeah. From that first day we met. Have you? Honestly?"
"Always?" She grinned. "No. Not always. But for a long time, yeah. I've seen how you look at me, and it gets me so wet that I have to change after we work out. I'll let you in on a little secret, too: the last maybe eight, nine months with Tony? I wished he was you."
I brushed a strand of hair from her face. "You said that you talked to some of the others? Our neighbors? Who?"
"Oh, Julia, Mary, a few others. They know... Well, everyone knows what a good friend you've been to me, and they all appreciate that you kept my secret. Our secret, all of ours. They trust you to keep this one, too." Ella chuckled again. "Like you said, if you've got me on tap..."
With a sheepish nod, I agreed, "Yeah. But what about the others? The ones you didn't talk to?"
She sighed. "They'll come around. I've talked to Kathy and, well, Bob's going to be pissed, but she's sure she can get him to see my- our point of view."
"Better the devil you know?"
Ella bit her lip sensually, eyes half-lidded, "Mmmm, yeah. The devil I know. Maybe not biblically yet, but I want to fix that." My cock jumped in my pants, and she let out a soft moan. "Fuck, it's as nice as I thought, too."
My fantasy woman leaned in towards me, lips parted, eyes closed, and I didn't stop her. Ella's tongue probed between my lips, and her hand squeezed and stroked at my dick. She took my hand and put it between her legs, moaning as my fingers touched the damp fabric and felt the heat radiating behind it.
Breaking free, I gasped, "What about Lance?"
Ella's panting turned her reply to a husky whisper. "Lance won't know. He doesn't need to. I'll love him like I always have. I'll just love you, too. Not in the same way, but... Mmm, God, baby, I'll give you more than you can handle."
"Will you let me go bareback? What if I want to cum in your slutty little married cunt?" The moan this provoked came long and loud, my friend with potential benefits nodding her head desperately as she writhed beneath my touch.
Ella had cheated on her husband before, so any vows she'd made had already been broken. Our neighbors had kept her secret, and I'd kept all of theirs; they'd look the other way for this, too, I was certain. Her clueless husband would never find out; I could fuck his wife every single day if I wanted.
He wouldn't stop me. Our neighbors wouldn't stop me. Ella would never even think to stop me. No one would stop me.
No one but me.
Between my lust and my anger, I almost didn't get the words out. "What if I get married? Will you still be my little cheating slut if I want you?"
Her half-closed eyes fluttered for a moment. "Oh, fuck, yes."
My hand moved away from her crotch. "And what if there's another recession, and I have to work like Lance does to support my family? Will you make sure my wife's taken care of the way you want me to take care of you?"
"Wh- what?"
I snarled, "Will you help her cheat on me like the rest of our neighbors helped you cheat on Lance? Will you cover for her? Will they? Maybe find a nice young man to give her what I don't have the time to?"
Ella stared at me, her voice trembling, "Doug, I would never... You're my friend. I'd never do that to you."
"Like Lance is everyone's friend? Like they'd never do this to him?"
"Doug--"
I shook my head. "Stop. I covered for you before because you ended things with Tony, and I couldn't see any good coming from telling him. But this..." My face turned away from her perfect body, now disgusted with my fantasy girl rather than enamored. "No. I won't be part of it. Of any of it."
Fear in her voice mixed with anger and the remnants of her need. "What does that mean?"
I sighed, just so fucking tired of all this. "Tell him. About Tony, about the secrets we've kept, about all of it. Stop cheating on him and stop making me party to your infidelity."
"I can't tell him!"
I locked eyes with Ella and saw tears threatening to fall from them. "You will, or I will." She gasped, then sobbed, and streaks of mascara painted her apple cheeks. I softened my tone. "Tell him, Ella. This... What you're doing, what you offered me, isn't love, no matter how you try to justify it to yourself."
She shrieked, "I can't!"
I stood, pulling her to her feet. She tried to hang off me, but I wouldn't let her play the damsel-in-distress anymore. After all but dragging her to the front door, then draping her coat back across her heaving shoulders, I allowed myself--I allowed both of us--a moment of tenderness.
Dabbing at her eyes with a tissue, I said softly, "If you really love him, do this. Tell him. Find a way forward if you can. But you have to tell him, or I will. I can give you until Sunday night, but if you haven't told him by then..."
Ella looked at me in horror, then in rage. I opened the door and pointed. Her face twisted into a snarl as if to berate me, but I quietly ordered, "Out," and the words died on her lips. My friend turned away from me and left my home for good.
I didn't get any work done that day, nor did I sleep well that night. The following day was better, but by Saturday evening, I realized that I'd had no visitors, and I began to worry. I'd expected someone to come and try to talk me out of exposing Ella's secret and, in turn, the community's role in keeping it. That didn't happen. No one came to talk to me about this or anything else.
I thought about reaching out to someone, but instead decided to keep my own counsel for once. The longer I sat with my decision alone, the more certain I became that it was the right one. It had taken me longer to get there than it should have, but I'd gotten there. That had to count for something, right? Months before, Bob had asked me to make the right choice, and I felt like I finally had. I understood why they hadn't, why their fear steered them in the wrong direction, but I wasn't going to let fear guide me anymore. I never should have in the first place.
Sunday evening, as I made my way toward Ella and Lance's front door, I was Marshal Will Kane in High Noon, about to face down the evil no one else in town would. Maybe they'd thank me for it, and maybe they wouldn't. Either way, I'd do what needed to be done.
Lance answered the door when I knocked, and I felt relief. Ella might have made a scene while keeping me from getting to him. Instead, we could talk man to man. "Lance--"
I didn't see the first punch coming, and it left me too dazed to stop the second. "You son of a bitch!" A third followed, grazing my head as I staggered off the step. "You come around here after what you said to my wife? After what you tried to do?"
"What?" My ears rang. I hadn't been in a fight since third grade, and I'd lost that one. Lance was chubby and already winded, but he still had several inches on me and a righteous rage fueling his fists.
I slipped the next punch, as he huffed, "You were our friend, asshole! She came to you for a shoulder to cry on, and you tried to seduce her? The fuck is wrong with you?" He tried for a haymaker, but it quickly became clear that he hadn't been in a fight in a long time either, and I dodged backwards out of the arc of his wild swing.
"That's not what--"
"Doug." Bob's low, stentorian tone caught my attention. I looked past Lance and saw him, Kathy, and Ella standing on the stoop. Ella was reaching out for her husband, trying to stop him, but Bob and Kathy simply looked on with disappointed faces. "Go on home, son. You aren't welcome here."
"You aren't welcome here." In that moment, I knew "here" didn't mean in the Jenkins' house, or on their stoop, or in their yard. "Here" meant the neighborhood. It meant the community.
I looked to my left and right and saw the silhouettes of our neighbors in their windows, watching the clumsy brawl. Glancing back, more were visible in the houses across the street, townsfolk waiting to see the outcome of the showdown, even as they knew I'd been outgunned from the beginning.
Once upon a time, I'd been their project, but now I'd become their problem. Bob and Kathy's presence at the Jenkins', backing up whatever Ella said, meant this wasn't High Noon. It was High Plains Drifter, and I was Jim Duncan being beaten as the citizens watched, a sacrifice to hide their sins.
Lance's next punch landed squarely on my temple, this one catching me unawares as I came to understand my role. I fell to the ground, head spinning; Ella reached Lance and grabbed his arm before he could take a stride forward to kick or stomp me, trying to calm his rage before he did something that might land him in prison.



I felt like throwing up, both from the pain in my head and the betrayal that tore at my heart. I almost laughed at the thought, as if I hadn't betrayed Lance this entire time. Instead, though, I shoved at the ground, trying to bring myself to standing. My stomach lurched, but I managed it. Barely.
"I'm not your goddamned son, Bob."
Lance turned back towards me, ready to go again, but he stopped when he saw me holding something out towards him in one hand. In the dusk, before the streetlights came on, he would have had trouble discerning it by its outline, clutched tightly as it was.
Ella recognized the object that would doom her before anyone else. Horror spread across her face as she comprehended what its presence meant, gasping, "Don't--!" just as her voice from days before sounded from the device's speaker.
"I know you want me, Doug. I want you, too, and I have for a long time. Even before you knew... before you knew what I'd done, I thought about approaching you for this help. I wanted to be with someone I actually liked, that I actually wanted in more than a sexual way. Someone who could be an actual friend with benefits instead of just a guy I fucked."
Lance's adulterous wife screamed, lunging forward, trying to grab my phone. I was taller than her, though, and kept it out of her grasp, holding her at bay with my other arm as she flailed ineffectually.
"I know it's a lot to ask, another secret to keep, but I promise you that I'll make it up to you. When I need to get fucked, I'll... God, I'll do just about anything you ask. You can make me feel like a dirty little whore, or you can treat me like a lover, or just bang me like one of those sluts you brought home from the clubs. However you want me, as long as you can help me take the edge off."
Smartphones had been around for a while, but most folks didn't think about their ubiquity back then and what that ubiquity meant for their privacy, especially if they were over thirty. Ella hadn't realized that when I'd gone to get drinks, I'd turned the recorder on, then put it on the table alongside my beer once I returned from the kitchen.
Current her screamed, trying to drown past her out, but the damage had already been done. Lance's voice quailed, "Ella?" with all the pain one would expect of a loving husband so profoundly betrayed by his spouse. She kept clawing at my arm, though, Pandora vainly trying to close the box after her misfortunes had fled into the world.
Tears fell from Lance's eyes as the modern miracle in my hands detailed his wife's lies and infidelities, both real and attempted. Kathy eventually approached Ella, whose words had long since transformed to unintelligible, dolorous cries. Glaring at me, Mrs. Grayson pulled her younger counterpart away and hugged her, trying to tell her everything was going to be alright.
It wasn't. I'd make sure of that. The Drifter wanted revenge for the harm inflicted on Marshall Duncan by the iniquitous townsfolk. My thumb slid along the touchscreen to seek the segment that would damn at least one of them.
"You said that you talked to some of the others? Our neighbors? Who?"
"Oh, Julia, Mary, a few others. They know... Well, everyone knows what a good friend you've been to me, and they all appreciate that you kept my secret. Our secret, all of ours. They trust you to keep this one, too. *chuckle* Like you said, if you've got me on tap..."
"Yeah. But what about the others? The ones you didn't talk to?"
"They'll come around. I've talked to Kathy and, well, Bob's going to be pissed, but she's sure she can get him to see my- our point of view."
Kathy Grayson went stiff. Bob Grayson's face twisted into a mask of rage; I'd never seen that before. "You knew? You knew she was going to do this?"
His wife tried to placate him. "Bob, please--"
The elder's mouth opened for a moment as if to bellow, then slammed shut. He shouldered his way past Lance and past the two women that now both sobbed. He glared at me for a moment before his face softened, but said nothing. What could he say? What mea culpa could make any of this right? The tears in his eyes spoke volumes, though, as he stepped around me and left the Jenkins' yard.
I took a step closer to Lance, still wary of the fury he'd displayed earlier. Whatever spirit animated the man before had deserted him, though, leaving only a husk.
"Lance--" He shook his head, and I didn't continue. No apology existed that would make my role in this right, either, even if I had ultimately clued him in. I wasn't a hero, not a marshal nor wild west gunslinger nor vengeful spirit. I was just a man that had valued what was easy over what was right, no different from the rest of the townsfolk, even if I told myself otherwise. Doing the right thing after the fact only meant that I'd done the wrong thing for too long.
After texting the recording to him, I left without saying another word. The lights in the houses to either side of us had gone out, and as I walked back towards my home, I saw the silhouettes in the windows across the way had gone, too. The showdown was over; no one had won.
Change came, as it often did, in measures both fast and slow in the following weeks. Most immediately, my neighbors ceased to be my neighbors, instead becoming simply people that lived in houses near mine.
Eventually, they ceased to be even that. Within days of the showdown, the King's Forest HOA began issuing citation after citation to me for minor infractions that had never been enforced on anyone in my entire time there. I thought about fighting them, but then wondered, 'Why bother?' I'd gone from project to problem to pariah. Why fight to live in a place where I had no friends and a history I'd like to forget?
My business dwindled, too. A large portion had come from my neighbors, and that was gone. Some of it came from referrals that they gave; most of those stayed, but I lost one or two there as well. I'd bought my house as an investment as much as a home, and I decided that I'd rather put my money towards growing the business again.
Lance and Ella didn't make it; no surprise there. He moved out within a few days, leaving behind two crying children who didn't understand why Daddy wasn't going to come home, and a basketcase for a Mommy. The neighborhood women--minus Kathy Grayson--came to her aid, organizing the usual meal trains and helping out with the children as she tried to find her footing once more. Zoe sometimes saw me on the street before I left and called out, "Unca Doug!" Knowing how much she and Hunter hurt and not being able to help them grieved me worse than almost anything else.
I did see Lance one more time. He'd parked a rented U-Haul van in front of his house, not unlike the one I'd come to the neighborhood in. It was midday, and the kids were at school or with Mrs. Alvarez, while Ella was out, I presume, sweating and grunting with someone for money as opposed to pleasure. I approached him as he rested between trips back and forth to his house, wanting to offer a helping hand. I didn't even get that far.
"Go the fuck away."
"Lance--"
He got in my face, and I flinched, remembering the last time he'd lunged at me. His bloodshot eyes burned. "Go. The. Fuck. Away. You ruined my life, Doug. I was happy. I was stupid, but I was happy. All you had to do was keep your fucking mouth shut. You didn't have to fuck Ella, but you didn't have to tell me what she'd done, either. You could have told her to go to counseling or- or..."
Lance ran out of steam with that, his next few words mournful rather than angry. "She's going to get the kids, and the house, and half my business. I'm going to see my son and daughter maybe once every couple weeks if I'm lucky, and that's only if I can find someplace to live that's big enough for them to visit." He sighed. "Just... Just go away, Doug. Leave me the fuck alone." With an unhappy nod, I did, heading back down the block with my tail between my legs.
In the years following my time in King's Forest, I threw myself into my work. I moved a couple of towns away and grew my business through marketing and advertising, no longer relying on friend-of-a-friend referrals. I didn't turn those down, of course, but I swore to never put myself in a position where falling out with a group of people could put me in the place I'd been early in my career.
I didn't shy away from making new friends, but I chose to make them based on shared interests rather than shared geography. When I did eventually move into my own place again, I held the neighbors at arm's length, never being unfriendly, but also not putting too much effort into the relationships I had with them unless I would have done so even if we hadn't lived within walking distance of each other.
After a few false starts, I got back into the dating scene, too, even falling in love twice. The first relationship ended when she had to leave because of her career; the second ended in our divorce.
I don't know if I dated and then married a career woman because of everything that happened with Ella and Lance, although it certainly wasn't an intentional choice. Maybe subconsciously I feared a similar downfall if I wed a woman who hoped to be a stay-at-home mom while I ran my own business. I'd thought about that a lot since I filed.
Caitlyn worked in advertising, and our jobs brought us into contact several times before we started dating, usually when her firm needed an app or website developed. We clicked almost immediately, but it took a little while to make the time to see each other outside of work. Once we did, though? We got on like a house on fire.
It took us a couple years to get to the altar, but when I married Caitlyn, I meant every single word of my vows. It turned out she didn't, or at least she eventually came to change her mind about certain finer details. I thought I'd made clear to her my beliefs on fidelity, but I guess she didn't believe me.
Or maybe she just thought I'd never find out. That turned out to almost be the case, at least until one of her co-workers clued me in. The affair hadn't gone on long--only two months--but it was still enough to end our marriage and upend the lives of our two kids, especially once I confronted her and she tried to trickle truth me.
Cheating would have been enough; lying about it, too, even after someone else had given me pics of her sucking face with some dude she met at a conference while they fumbled with both a hotel room door and their clothes? No. Fuck no.
The divorce could have gotten pretty ugly, and it did in certain ways, but I'd made certain other choices that absolutely were intentional after what happened with Lance and Ella. I'd had an ironclad prenup drafted, so my business was safe. Her alimony would have been minimal, since she made only a little less than I did, but the prenup, with its infidelity clause, took care of that, too.
What it couldn't take care of was our kids and our house. Since we split the childrearing duties before the divorce, custody ultimately came down to the judge's decision, and the one we drew had a very old-fashioned approach to custody: mom gets it unless she's currently serving time for a felony, and dad gets visitation as long as he's never had a speeding ticket. Well, it seemed that way to me, at least.
The house went with the kids. I'd get the vast majority of the proceeds once we sold it when they were eighteen, because that still technically honored the pre-nup, but until then, they got to keep living in it, so she got to keep living in it.
I tried to remind myself, over and over, that I'd come out way ahead of where most fathers do in the divorce. I wasn't living in a shoebox, and I'd kept my business. Being away from my kids hurt like hell, though. In the time before we reached the settlement, Caitlyn had been very careful to not prevent me from seeing them; she said she wanted to be a good co-parent, even if she'd been a shitty wife, which I thought surprisingly enlightened.
Once the divorce came through, though, my now ex-wife made it very clear that she planned to enforce the visitation schedule rigidly, "for the kids' own good." Not because she was pissed that she'd lost most of what she'd hope to claim in the divorce! No, of course not! Because it was important for them to have "stability," according to whatever handbook she'd been reading. Right.
The first week where I didn't get to see them was torture. Yeah, I hadn't actually gotten to tuck them in for a while, and I had acclimated--intellectually, at least--to the notion that this was our new normal. But after a couple of days, it really started to sink in: my kids were going to grow up without me. I'd be, at best, a Disney Dad and, at worst, "Daddy Doug" once Caitlyn remarried and the kids were almost 24/7 around their new stepfather. The thought of that made me feel sick.
That sick feeling is what led me back to the town where I'd bought my first house, waiting for the ex-husband of the woman who'd first visited me there. The one whose life I had ruined. I thought I had understood the kind of pain I was about to put him through back then, but I did it anyways, so sure of the rightness of my cause. Now, having felt even a sliver of what I'd subjected him to, I couldn't shake the idea that I needed to try again to apologize for what I'd done.
After that first hour in front of his building, I wondered if I'd made a mistake in not going inside. However, I didn't want him to have security bounce me from the building, so I thought instead to wait until lunch and approach him then. He might still tell me to get lost, but at least I could get a glimpse at him and see how well he'd recovered from what I'd inflicted on him when I decided to blow up his life.
When Lance came out of the building, I almost didn't recognize him. He wore a nicely fitted suit, and while he'd aged--God knows I had, too--he wore the years well. He'd grown a neatly-trimmed beard and it, like his full head of hair, had shifted towards salt-and-pepper. Most notably, he looked trim, unlike the entire time I'd known him. That threw me more than anything.
In fact, if he hadn't recognized me first, I don't know that I'd have spotted him. Lance saw me standing there like a process server waiting for his prey, and I watched his face as he went through seeing me, trying to place my face, recognition, and, finally, uncertainty as he approached me. "Doug? Doug Richards?"
"Hey, Lance." Idiot. I hadn't thought about what I was going to say next.
He broke into a big, goofy grin and thrust his arm forward for a handshake. "Oh my God! It's great to see you, man!"
I took his hand, bewildered. "I, uh--"
"Wait! Wait." He closed his eyes, took a deep breath, opened them once more and earnestly said, "Doug, I am so, so sorry for the way I treated you the last time I saw you. The last couple of times, actually. I should have come looking for you, but I just couldn't. I was too ashamed. Will you accept my apology?"
"... What?"
Lance peered at me. "For yelling at you? Cursing at you? Hell, hitting you? I'm so sorry. I shouldn't have done any of that. Well, maybe a couple of punches for not telling me sooner, but as for the rest..." He sighed. "I have no excuse. It was wrong, and I'm sorry"
"I- I... Um, sure, Lance. I accept your apology."
His face lit up. "Thank you! God, thank you, man. This has been weighing on my conscience for years. You were the only person in that whole goddamned neighborhood that did the right thing and--"
Finally, I blurted out, "I ruined your life!"
"What? No, you didn't. I know I said that, but--"
"I did! I... God." My shoulders slumped. "I came here to apologize to you, Lance. For... for everything. For telling you, and for not telling you, too. For taking you away from your kids and your happy life. I..." The enormity of my own situation seemed to leap up and land on me with both feet as I thought about my children. "I didn't understand back then what that really meant. Lance... Lance, I'm so sorry. Whatever you said or did to me then--"
He put his hand on my shoulder. "--Was an angry man lashing out at the wrong person, because he needed someone to blame. Doug, I was shooting the messenger. Man, you saved my life. You didn't ruin it." He took a second look at me and began to understand. "Look, I know we were never all that close, but it seems like you're... maybe going through some shit of your own?"
I nodded. "Yeah. Yeah, I am."
"Ah." He pulled out his phone and looked at it for a moment. "What are you doing for lunch? Hell, what are you doing for the rest of the day?"
The man whose life I apparently had not ruined brought me to a nice Italian place where everyone seemed to know him and got us a quiet table in the corner. Over the next hour, as we ate, I told him everything that had happened to me since our last encounter, up to the previous night when I'd looked up his business address after deciding to come make amends. Throughout my accounting, he listened patiently, occasionally asking questions to clarify, and only a couple of times asking me to pause while he sent or answered a text on his phone.
When I finished, Lance exhaled slowly. "Yeah, I can see why that would make you feel like..." He shook his head. "I know right now that it seems like nothing's ever going to be okay again. That you're going to be dealing with this bitch of an ex-wife who's going to keep you away from your kids and try to replace you with another man. And... I'll be honest, maybe that will happen. But it doesn't have to. It doesn't."
He leaned back in his chair and took a sip of his iced tea. "Look, I'm not trying to get into a dick measuring contest here, but when things ended with Nora--" My brows furrowed. "--Sorry, Ella. I'll explain in a bit.
"Anyways, when things ended with her, everything you just said to me was true, but worse. She tried to keep me in the marriage by threatening my business. We didn't have a prenup. She didn't try to keep the kids from me, not exactly, but she also didn't make it easy for me to see them, either. I had no friends, I was living out of a suitcase, I was trying to support two households on a salary that barely supported one... it was a mess.
"But here's the thing: I made my way back from that. You will, too. It only seems like your life is ruined, man. It isn't, and I will do whatever I can to help you, just like you helped me back then. Just like you helped me, and my kids, and Nora, too."
"You keep saying 'Nora.' What--?"
He chuckled. "Yeah, that took me a while to get used to. I suppose you told me yours, so now I'll tell you mine.
"When all this went down... God, has it really been twelve years? Man. Anyways, everything went to shit for a while. I'll admit that. All the stuff I said before and worse. Nora and I pointed fingers at each other, and the kids got caught in the middle. That's what actually ended up pulling us out of the nosedive: we both loved our kids more than we hated each other. That gave us a place to start from.
"I had rejected any idea of going through marital counseling out of hand. There was no way I'd ever get back with her after what she'd done. An old college friend, though, suggested we go to family counseling sessions instead. They're sort of similar, but the focus is less on the marriage than it is the family as a whole. It's about making sure that we could get past our shit well enough to do what was right for them. However, that still meant that we had to own up to both of our failures."
I snorted. "The fuck? She cheated on you for--"
He raised a hand to stave off my objection. "Hey, I hear you. Trust me, I do. The blame in our divorce fell way, way on her side of the ledger. She'd agree with me on that if she were here, too. But..."



Lance's expression turned pensive. "I think--no, I know--that we both kind of got caught up in the whole 'keeping up with the Joneses' thing. For me, it was trying to prove that I could meet the financial obligations that we'd foolishly taken on. I was the one that pushed for us to move into that house instead of a smaller one, because I thought the gravy train was never going to end.
"Then, when it did... well, I saw all these other folks--all these other men--managing to make their way through the recession while making it look easy. It stung my pride that Nora needed to reach out to our neighbors for tips on how to make ends meet, and it made me feel... inadequate, I guess, that she seemed to get through this all with such aplomb.
"This was before she cheated, mind. They turned her into... what did she call it? Superwife? And I was just getting fatter and more tired and more desperate. When she started doing the personal trainer thing, it got worse; I knew that... I mean, yeah, she's great at that, but I also knew her clients were mostly a bunch of horndogs that wanted to ogle her as much as they wanted to work out. Maybe more. So I felt like I was... almost pimping her out."
Lance chuckled. "I didn't say any of this at the time, though. I should have talked to her, but I didn't. Maybe if we'd been listening to the right people, we would have, but..."
His face went grim. "That fucking neighborhood. I can't blame them for everything that happened. Nora tried to for a while, just like she tried to blame you, and she tried to blame me. I can blame them for a lot of it, though, and for the things that came before. Moving there was the worst decision we ever made. Everyone was so goddamned helpful, and pretty much always in the worst ways they could have been."
He nodded at me. "You didn't see much of that until the end, I don't think. Most of their advice for you turned out well. If you'd stuck around until you had a long-term girlfriend, though, or God forbid, a wife, I think you might have ended up like us. We were supposed to be a team, but their advice, and our willingness to listen to it..."
He was right. Up until the end, their advice to me had mostly seemed good. "How do you mean?"
Lance leaned forward once more, slightly over the table, head inclined towards me. "Let me ask you a question: outside of the barbecues or the parties, how often did you see the men and women of King's Forest mixing together? The Alvarezes' canasta night, the bowling team that Bill Redomnd started... anything else?"
I thought about it for a moment. "Nnno, I don't think so."
"Right. The husbands and wives were almost never in the same room together, and even when they were... Think back to the barbecues. There'd be the sort of meet and greet as everyone came in where the couples would go around together, the same when they left, and then in between, the guys stayed with the guys and the gals stayed with the gals. They thought it was weird that I wanted to be around Nora so much, and I heard a couple jokes about how much you helped out in the kitchen and the like. Or did you not notice that?"
"I did, but I didn't think much of it. I mean, my folks... Well, they could be like that, too. I was kinda used to it. It just seemed silly to me, and no one said much about it directly to me, so..."
He nodded. "Trust me: if you'd gotten married? They'd have started being a lot more forceful about it. I think since you were the youngest, they still thought of you as a kid, and kids are allowed to help with the 'women's work.'"
After mulling that over for a moment, I agreed. "Yeah, I can see that being true. I remember, at poker nights or whatever, how much... Man, some of them really did not seem to like their wives. Or respect them, for that matter. I tried to think of it as just jokes back then, like maybe I was being too sensitive, but..."
"I hear you. And according to Nora? The women were even worse. They all talked about how men needed to be treated like children and tricked into going along with their wives' wishes or bribed with sexual favors. That the wife should never directly ask for what they wanted, instead doing what 'needed' to be done and then smoothing things over later if needed."
He snorted. "God, that Julia fucking Alvarez took that attitude to an extreme. Did you know she actually encouraged Nora to cheat on me after she walked in on her and that shithead? 'He doesn't need to know, as long as he's happy.' What a pile of shit.
"I get Bob's reasoning for trying to cover it all up, given that sob story of his. Mary's, too. Even the ones like Sam Henderson, where they fucked their own lives up and didn't want to see that kind of fallout for us. I don't agree with a single one of them, but I get it. But do you have any idea how many of the women either said 'get what you need to' or looked the other way before it came to a head? Not that some of the guys were much better; they were just quieter about their own affairs."
He sat for a moment, collecting his thoughts, then said, "You know what's really fucked up, though?"
"What?"
"I think, for the most part, they meant well. It's what they were taught, it's what kept their marriages together--no matter how much they bitched about their spouses--and it's what they thought would be best for us. I think some of it was generational, and some of it was just fucked up interpersonal dynamics, but almost none of them were, like, intentionally evil. None of them were playing with our lives to play with our lives.
"Look at Bob Grayson, for example; I know he carried a ton of angst over all of this. He sought me out a few years after it all went down and almost fell down on his knees begging me to forgive him for what he'd done. I'd had just enough therapy by then to be able to accept his apology, and when I did, it was like the Pope had blessed him. He really did mean well. Most of them did; some were just covering their own asses, but the others really thought this was the best way to help us. How fucked up is that?"
"Pretty fucked up," I acknowledged.
Lance laughed, "Yeah. Yeah." His smile turned sad. "I really loved her, you know? God, if I could change any one thing, it would be for us to have never moved there. But we did, and we tried to keep up with the Joneses--her by being Superwife and me by turning into Captain Workaholic even after things got better with my company--and we stopped being a team. We were even, in some kind of fucked up way, competing with each other. All we had to do was talk, really talk, and maybe..."
He shook his head. "Ah, well. It is what it is. If we hadn't moved there, then we probably never would have gotten divorced, and I never would have met Kylie." Lance held up his left hand and wiggled the ring on its fourth finger. "And then I wouldn't have Alex or Samantha. Might-have-beens aren't ever going to make you happy, you know? My wife does, though, and my kids do. Hell, even Nora does now; once we got our shit straightened out in family counseling. She's been a completely fantastic co-parent, and her and Kylie get along great."
I sat there shocked for a moment, then stammered out, "Really? That's... Wow, that's amazing."
He laughed at my reaction. "I know. It sounds nuts, but it's true. It took her some time to come around to really accepting her role in all this, but once she did... Well, that's where the name change came from. 'Nora' is so disgusted by what 'Ella' did that she can't stand the name anymore. She's not, like, dissociative or anything; she owns what she did. But she needed a way to leave the past in the past, and that was a good place to start.
"Even before that, though, she really did her best to make amends. Once she got it through her head that the advice she'd followed had brought her to this, she stopped listening to the women who told her the way to get me back was to threaten my business. It's such a dumb idea anyways; it's not like I owned a factory or a mechanic shop or anything. The only assets she could have sold were... what? My contact list? A couple of laptops? Just another example of the silly notions they put in her head.
"We came up with an equitable split. It hurt me financially, but Nora didn't want to put the screws to me. She never hated me, you know? She was just hurt that... Well, I'm sure you've probably heard some variation of it in the recent past."
I mimicked Caitlyn in a singsong voice, ''Why can't we move past this? It was just sex. I only loved you.'"
Snorting, Lance admitted, "Yeah, that sounds pretty familiar. Anyways, once she did get past that stage, we worked together for a while to make her more self-sufficient, to take her personal trainer gig and turn it into something more professional, more full-time. In turn, she started being more flexible on things like visitation and alimony. Give and take, you know?
"Nowadays, our lives... Well, they're not separated, and they never will be. I'm still paying child support, but I would never have shirked that anyways. Sometimes we have a difference of opinion about this or that for one of the kids, but even then, eh. Hunter's eighteen now, and Zoe's just turned sixteen. They kind of have their own opinions, too, and we try to listen. That's made things easier. But, honestly, I think we probably get along better now than we did for most of our marriage."
"What about having to deal with a stepdad? Did she ever remarry?"
A familiar voice answered from behind me. "No, I never did. Lance set the bar pretty high." Two women brushed past, one leaning over to kiss Lance on the top of the head and the other taking the seat next to mine. "Hey, Doug. Long time no see."
If Lance had worn the additional years well, Ella--no, Nora--might as well not be wearing them at all. She looked amazing. If I was just meeting her for the first time, I could have easily believed she was thirty-five, tops, instead of her actual early forties. She still had that firm fitness instructor body, too, although today she wore a sundress rather than the yoga mom gear.
"Uh, yeah. It's... good to see you?"
Nora laughed at the statement I'd unintentionally phrased as a question, a gently mocking smile on her face as she retorted, "It's good to see you, too?" Then her expression and her tone shifted to one of gratitude mixed with relief. "God, it really is good to see you, Doug. I have... just, God, so much I want to say to you. When Lance texted us that you two were here, Kylie and I rushed right over."
Lance interjected, "Doug, this is my wife, Kylie."
A slender, pretty woman about his age with dark brown hair smiled and waved as she sat next to him. "I've heard a lot about you, Doug. Lance has always spoken so highly about you and what you did for him--" She nodded at Nora. "--For them."
"It's nice to meet you, too." Her words suddenly sunk in. "Wait, really?" I turned to look at Lance's ex-wife. I understood his thanks, but hers?
Nora chimed in, "Yes, Doug, really. I know..." She bit her lip, a penitent expression on her face. "God, I know I was so shitty to you back then, even before... before that night at our house. Putting you in that position was just so wrong. I can't thank you enough for standing up and doing what was right when no one else would."
She chuckled, then said, "I mean, I wanted to kill you that night, and for quite a while after, too, but now? I can't begin to tell you how grateful I am. I think about what might have happened if you'd agreed to what I suggested, or even if you just kept my secret, and..." She shuddered. "Thank you. Really, from the bottom of my heart, thank you."
I breathed out, too stunned to speak and beyond choked up. For over a decade, I considered that night to be one of the greatest failures of my life, and now, here sat the people whose lives I thought I'd irrevocably damaged, thanking me profusely. Finally, I managed, "Thank you for saying that." Tears started to form in my eyes, and I angrily swiped them away. With the divorce, and missing my kids, and everything else going on in my life, this sudden change in fortunes was more than I could handle. "I- I, uh... I really needed a win right now."
A chorus of "Hey, it's going to be okay," and "Really, I mean it," and all sorts of other affirmations from the three of them didn't exactly help with my attempt at a stoic demeanor, but I kept it together. It was a narrow thing.
The women had just finished their shopping and wanted lunch, so we all occupied that table for another hour. It seemed so unreal, sitting with these two people I was sure would want to kill me and probably each other, talking and laughing and trading tips about how to survive my newly divorced status.
Trading gossip, too. Apparently, once the scales fell away from Nora's eyes, she went scorched earth on the King's Forest power couples. At the last barbecue before she moved away, a place she knew they'd all be, she came loaded for bear with every single dark secret, piece of gossip, nasty accusation, and vague rumor that she'd heard in her time there.
More than a few rounds in that parting volley landed. Within a year, a half-dozen more For Sale signs appeared around the sleepy little neighborhood, most of them due to the community property laws in our state's divorce statutes.
Maybe I should have felt better about that. Vindicated. Instead, it made me a little sad. I'd had years to nurse a grudge after how they'd treated me, and I did. But I also remembered everything they did for me, too, before things went bad. I remembered the poker nights and the fishing trips, the barbecues and the Christmas party at the Graysons'.
What they did, to Lance and Ella and to me, was wrong; I felt more sure of that than ever. But so much of what they did was right, too. They welcomed me into their community and made me a better person in many respects. Their ways had worked for them; why wouldn't they want to impart them to a younger generation?
But they didn't work, did they? They seemed to work, but only if the world never changed. Only if Dorothy didn't look behind the curtain and find the Wizard to be just an old man making things up as he went along. Only if the Drifter didn't come to town and hold them accountable for the sins they were willing to overlook in order to pretend that the façade was real.
The ladies finished their lunch, and we all headed out, promising to keep in touch. Lance gave me the number for the family counselor that had helped him and Nora navigate their post-divorce lives. Nora gave me a kiss on the cheek before we parted and a wistful smile as she got in her car.
The day after our meeting, she texted me. Nothing big, just a How are you doing? To check on me. That text led to more, then to a phone conversation a few days later, which led to more. We danced around the topic of our time at King's Forest at first, with her instead focusing on helping me get through my new normal.
She came by a few weeks later and invited me to an impromptu dinner. Why was she "just in the neighborhood," as she put it, when she lived two towns and forty-five minutes away? "To have dinner with an old friend."
We didn't try to rebuild our old friendship, though. That would have been impossible. Twelve years later, we were both different people, especially Nora. She wanted almost nothing to do with the person she'd been back then, holding onto most of her memories from that time only as cautionary tales about losing sight of what mattered.
Instead, we tore the whole thing down and started over, like razing a building to the foundation in order to make something better. Long conversations, some that ended in tears, tore us down. Nora had embraced radical honesty to distance herself from Ella, telling the truth even when it hurt her to do so in order to avoid causing more pain later. She encouraged me to do the same, and I found it surprisingly freeing.
Time spent together, getting to know the new us, built a sturdy framework. Sometimes something ugly came out of it, leaving us too angry to speak to each other for days, but when we cooled down, it always left us with a more honest understanding of who we were and what we wanted out of our friendship. And, as was often the case with this kind of teardown-and-rebuild, picking through the rubble of the old structure turned up bits and pieces that we wanted to keep, ones that held a special beauty or sentiment to us.
The years since we'd last seen each other had made us into a pair that fit together like a lock and a key. Nora had parlayed her personal training business into a small gym of her own, so we could talk about all the kinds of things that only small business owners have to deal with. We both had kids, hers almost grown and mine still barely school-aged.
And, of course, we were both divorced. She helped me navigate post-divorce life, giving me insights into what Caitlyn was thinking and why she acted how she did. My ex-wife did ultimately go to counseling with me, and Nora helped me cope with some of the revelations that came out there: how the agency Caitlyn worked for had always been rife with adultery, but she'd hidden it from me; the way her admiration for striking out on my own eventually turned to resentment at feeling stuck in a job she didn't enjoy; her anger at me for taking such a black-and-white stance on infidelity, since she was certain she'd have been more "mature" if I'd strayed.
It took a while, but Caitlyn eventually took responsibility for her actions. Some, anyways. She budged more on visitation, eventually admitting that she could use the help. I wouldn't say that I became a fixture in my old home, but I also wasn't banned from it, either.
I'd chosen a condo nearby, so Caitlyn agreed to let the kids stay on a weeknight once in a while, then a few more, and then a few more, which eventually turned our arrangement into something closer to a fifty-fifty split than the "two weekends a month, two months during the summer" plan the judge originally assigned us.
Through all this, my friendship deepened with Nora, but we didn't try to be more than friends for quite some time; didn't try, but ended up there anyways. A little too much wine, a slow dance that outlasted the music, a kiss that started in the living room but ended in the bedroom. Incredible sex that night, the best I'd probably ever had. Regrets the next morning. Distance the following week. A repeat not too long after.
It was great. It was terrible. It was everything we wanted and everything we were afraid of, all bundled into one. I worried that deep down Nora was still Ella; she did, too. Nora was afraid I'd never really trust her; I was too.
During the intermission of the third go-round of the "Doug and Nora Fuck and Ghost Show," we laid in bed together without speaking. She broke the silence first. "I don't want to do this."
"This?"
"Us. Like this." Nora pushed herself up on one elbow. "I... I love you. I think you love me, too. I want to be with you. But, hon, we have too much baggage. More than we seem capable of handling. Where do we go from here? Dating? Married? What happens when we fight one morning and I come home too late that day? Are you going to wonder if..." She shook her head.
"I haven't been with anyone in a long, long time, and I'm so glad that I've had this... thing with you, whatever it is. I'm glad that... Well, that I've gotten to be with you. But if there's no future in us, I can't keep doing it. I just can't. It breaks my heart every time, and it's no good for you, either. We should stop before we wreck what we do have."
A pause that lasted just a little too long said everything that needed to be said.

--

I'm lying awake in the dark now, too jetlagged to sleep. The noises of an unfamiliar city woke me an hour ago, and my own internal clock has kept me from slumber. Two days after I got off the plane, I still haven't quite settled; home is literally half a world away, and I should be having lunch, not staring at the ceiling.



The darkness brought all these memories back, the darkness and the future that lies before me. Six years since that late night post-coitus conversation with Nora, and I can still hear the anguish in her words, the wish for a different way forward.
The memories of that conversation brought me back to the memories of the way we met that second time, at lunch with her ex-husband. Those led me to the first time I met Ella, my second day in my first house, and everything that had gone into making us us, all the lies and fear and the good and bad through those years and beyond. Of cowboy movies and showdowns and heroes that ride off into the sunset alone.

--

She was right. In another time, another place, another world, a different us might have existed. This wasn't that world, though, and as much as I trusted her and, yes, loved her, the doubts would always exist. Maybe that wasn't fair; people change. I had. I believed she had, too. I truly did.
There's belief, though, and there's acceptance.
People are pattern recognition machines. We excel at it. A birth of twins causes too much strain on a tribe's meager resources, so twins must be a curse. An allergy to a certain food causes anaphylactic shock in the child of a king, so that food must be unclean. A swelling population of cats in a medieval town coincides with a plague; they must be the cause, not the rats that they feast on.
A young man is tutored by his elders in the ways of their tribe, leading to great success in his life; he accepts their wisdom when asked to go along with something he knows is wrong.
A young husband sees the success of his fellows and strives to be like them, not understanding the hollowness of that success, how much more it takes than it gives.
A young wife pushes herself to perfection for her family's happiness, unable to see that the wisewomen gave her advice that only barely worked even in their time and their context; when she breaks, as many of them did beforehand, they encourage her to follow them in their selfishness and dishonesty, insisting she's doing it for her family.
An old man, terrified that a tragedy from years ago might repeat itself, encourages a community to hide a young wife's lie, not knowing how many other lies he's papering over with his decision.
Two people that had come through hell, first as friends, then enemies, then friends again, then lovers. Two people who danced around infidelities that she'd committed against another man, almost a decade and a half before, and around belief versus acceptance. Two people in a pattern that could destroy their friendship if they didn't stop.
All of us, stuck in toxic patterns we didn't see in time to change them.
I didn't have an answer for her that night. She wasn't wrong about any of it, but that didn't mean she was right, either. I just couldn't find a way to make it right, to make us right. We were perfect for each other, even if it had taken us a lot of mileage, a ton of therapy, and almost a decade and a half to get there.
It wasn't until the night after she left my bed that third time that the answer finally came to me. A minute after that, I was out the door to tell her.
"Friendship."
She'd been crying before I'd banged on the door, and her voice croaked, "What?"
"Friendship. That's the answer."
Nora snorted, tired, eyes rolling with indignation. "Yeah, no shit. That's what we're going to be now, I guess. Just friends."
"No! No." I shook my head. "Not 'just' friends. Not just 'friends with benefits,' either. I want more, too, but... I don't want to get married again. I've had my kids, I don't want to deal with any of the legal bullshit, and I don't need a piece of paper to tell me who I belong with."
With a deep sigh, she asked, "Okay, and?"
"What's a marriage?" She opened her mouth, but I answered my own question. "Besides the piece of paper, besides the ceremony and the flowers and the joint tax returns and all the other stuff? It's a friendship. It's a friendship that lasts your whole life, if you do it right.
"It's not dating. It's not... trying things out and kicking the tires. It's a commitment to keeping this friendship going, for working at it as hard as you need to, for as long as you can. For a lifetime, if you can be honest enough and love each other enough.
"That's the question, then: Is this a friendship that you want for the rest of your life? Not dating. Not kicking the tires without committing one way or the other. I don't need the words on the paper or the ceremony. I don't want it. I don't want to define who we are by... by what didn't work for us before. By the things we thought we should do because the people that came before told us we should.
"I want to be your friend for the rest of our lives. I want that friendship to come with certain benefits that you only provide to me--" She grinned through new tears. "--and once we've committed to that, I want you to be as honest with me as you've been since we started getting to know each other again.
"I don't want to rely on good intentions and oaths and guessing games to keep us happy and together. I don't want to get stuck in a pattern that can't work for us, one that we're supposed to just because everyone else we know has. Can you--"
"Yes!" Nora's joyous shout could have been heard a block away as she threw herself into my arms. "Yes. I want to be your friend, your only friend with benefits, for the rest of our lives. I want to be the drinking buddy you come to when work sucks, and I want to be the bitch that tells you when you've fucked up. I want to- I want to-" My best-friend-with-benefits kissed me deeply, molding herself to my body. "I want to take you inside right now and show you how good of a friend I'll always be. Can we do that?"

--

We could. We did. We still do.
No piece of paper legally binds us. No rings signify our commitment. No label defines us. We could walk away from each other today without needing to do more than break the lease on a condo and divvy up our book collection. Because of that, because the only things that bind us are love and honesty, we don't. We found a new pattern, one that works for us.
When she has an unpleasant truth she needs to tell me, she does, albeit with kindness. I do the same. Whether it's "Yes, your butt looks big in that," or "I got kinda turned on when that guy at the gym checked me out," truths that might create cracks in other peoples' relationships strengthen ours. We talk about problems before they happen instead of after, and without pretending that making vows is the same thing as honoring, loving, and cherishing each other.
"Babe?" Nora's sleepy voice shakes me from my reverie. "You okay?"
"Yeah. Just thinking about things."
She curls up to me, stroking my chest. "Go back to sleep, babe. Busy day tomorrow."
"Yeah, I know. Can't, though."
Yawning, she asks, "Jetlag still?"
"Mostly. Get some rest. We can talk tomorrow."
"I know we can, but I want to talk now."
"C'mon, babe. Zoe's going to be pissed if the mother of the bride looks like a zombie." Neither of us was thrilled with the destination wedding thing, but Lance had been willing to pay for it, so who were we to say no?
"If you want me to sleep, then tell me what you were thinking about."
Snorting, I said, "Fine. Cowboy movies."
"Ooooh." She knew the whole story from my side of things. That had been part of building our new friendship, talking about everything that had led up to each of us leaving King's Forest. 'Cowboy movies' was our shorthand phrase for the whole mess. "You okay?"
"I am. Love you. Get some sleep."
"Love you, too." She sleepily grinned. "You tired me out earlier, you know? Did I not do the same for you?"
"Of course you did, but you know how I get when I can't sleep." She'd had six years to learn, after all.
"I do." Her hand slid under the sheet as she ran it over my chest and down to my stomach. "Mmm, I know how to help you sleep, too."
"Thought I tired you out."
Nora kissed the side of my neck, rubbing my hardening cock. "You did, but I'm jetlagged, too. C'mon, marshal." She cast the sheet with a chuckle, slapped her thigh, and invited me into her embrace. "Mount up."
Grinning, I eagerly took my leading lady into my arms. "Yes, ma'am." Together, we rode off into the sunset.
Hey, there had to be a sunset somewhere, right?

--

One of my favorite things about Loving Wives is that you don't know what you're going to get when you start reading a story. Okay, admittedly, if it has the words "Cucked By" in the title or "I burned the bitch" in the description, you might have some inkling. But the best stories in the category, at least in my opinion, take you on a journey that you don't often see in most of the others. Regardless of whether it ends in revenge, cuckolding, hotwifing, romance, reconciliation, or any of the other possibilities, a good LW story should keep you on your toes.
That's why I want to recommend a newcomer today. vhs_kitten, while not a first-time writer, posted her first story on Literotica earlier this year, here in Loving Wives. An Evening at Crystal Lake is well written, but that's not the main reason I want to bring it to your attention. It is, frankly, one of the best pairings of category and story that I've seen here, in that the ambiguity of the category heightens the tension of the story.
It's only about 4,000 words long, so a little longer than a Literotica page. Go read it and come back. If you don't want to do that, I'll give a summary below.
.
.
.
.
.
.
A photographer husband and model wife decide to do a horror-themed photo shoot for their portfolios. They contact a guy to play Jason from Friday the 13th, and when he shows up to the cabin by the lake they've rented for the shoot... things happen. Sexy things, for those concerned, not violence/drama, and it's a funny, happy story for the most part.
But.
Throughout the whole thing, there's an air to it that maybe it's not going to end so nicely. The guy playing Jason shows up in full costume with FX prosthetics and doesn't speak. He's carrying a sharp machete. The writer places a big emphasis on how accurate the costume is, how imposing the guy is, etc. The location, although vhs_kitten doesn't explicitly say it, looks very much like one of the classic F13 movies, down to the lone overhead light on the dock. The FMC smokes a joint to get into character. Just tons of nice detail that, until it takes a turn towards the overtly sexual, could signify something wholly different.
It would have worked fine in any other category it might have fit in: Erotic Couplings, Group Sex, maybe Exhibitionism/Voyeurism. If the story had gone in a bad direction instead--if the husband objected, or if the guy actually had been Jason--it would have done wonderfully in Fetish, Nonconsensual/Reluctance, or Erotic Horror.
However, putting it into any of those categories would be giving the game away; almost nothing "bad" ever happens in the former categories, and "bad" things are the default for the latter ones, Fetish arguably excepted. Making the story ambiguous at the beginning (and even, to an extent, all the way through, until "Jason" speaks near the end), would only work so well, because of that.
Because it's in LW, though, the "safety net" of the other categories is gone. Not knowing the direction makes it a better story, and, I'd argue, a sexier one. When it turns out that it really is just a stranger in a costume having a fun time with a willing wife and a reluctant but ultimately enthusiastic husband, there's that sense of relief there, too: you're glad it's just three people having fun and not a prelude to murder
The best LW stories, IMHO, are like that: anything could happen. But anything could only happen because anything (within reason) does in that category; outright murder after the sex almost certainly wouldn't have flown, for example, and would have either not made it past moderation or would have seen it reported almost immediately. However, I could easily see a dozen different versions of that story that belong in there, all with wildly different outcomes. And the best bit is? The reader wouldn't have known which until they got to the end, just like in this case.
It's probably my favorite story I've read this year, even though it's not my kink, precisely because it does use the category's ambiguity to the best effect I've seen in a long time. Hopefully we'll see more from her soon.
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Brother Jones droned on endlessly. I didn't like this evening's guest speaker; he'd broken the one rule that really mattered to twelve-year-old me, that church should last no more than an hour, tops. There was a schedule, darn it, and we were supposed to follow it: singing, prayer, singing, Lord's Supper, donations, singing, preaching, invitational, singing, prayer, done.
Yeah, there was bible school before and the grownups milling about talking afterwards, but the boring part--the really, really, boring part--the preaching, shouldn't take more than half an hour, and we were well into double that by that point. Brother Smith wouldn't do this; he'd always kept his sermons to the time limit. This friend of his that he'd invited apparently didn't get the memo.
Looking back, I wouldn't remember it at all, even as an inconvenience, if not for something that happened at the end of the sermon. My folks were of the opinion that we should go to all three that their church offered, so absent an illness on my part--real or occasionally faked--I was there Sunday morning, Sunday night, and Wednesday night. Before I went to college, I attended literally thousands of worship services, and, of those thousands of worship services, I remember exactly one sermon clearly.
This one.
I may sound like a bit of a hellion, but I really wasn't. I still mostly believed back then, and I certainly feared the consequences if I didn't follow the Bible as my folks understood it. Outside of church, I did my best to obey my parents, I never cursed, and I followed the rules at school. Mostly.
In church, I sang my heart out during the hymns, and I was quiet during the prayers. I even tried to listen to the sermons, but my ADHD, undiagnosed until decades later, made that difficult. They all end up as one big jumble of "sin bad, Jesus good" when I try to look back on them now.
Even with this one, singular sermon, I can only remember the last part of it, the portion we called the invitational. I don't know how other churches did it, but in ours, there would always be a bit at the end of the sermon where the preacher's tone would shift. He'd perhaps stitch together a few sentences relevant to the sermon he'd preached, or maybe simply invite those who had not yet been baptized to come up.
Then, he'd hand off the podium to the song leader as the congregation rose to their feet, and we'd all join in, each in our own key, to try to cajole the recalcitrant unbaptized (including me until a couple years later) to come get dunked. It rarely worked.
The invitational was my favorite part of the service for two reasons. First, I'd get to sing, which I always enjoyed. Second, and more importantly, it meant I only had maybe ten more minutes of sitting in an uncomfortable, barely padded pew.
This invitational, though, was different. Like I said, the first part of it was the preacher's show, and usually a pretty perfunctory thing. This one wasn't. That didn't surprise me; Brother Jones couldn't stick to the script elsewhere, so why would he here? But what did surprise me was... well, pretty much everything that came after.
When I said that Brother Jones droned on, I meant it. At his best, he spoke like he'd taken a lot of courses on effective public speaking, but didn't really understand them. At his worst, he sounded like he was reading the phone book. Even my parents, who sat in rapt attention at every sermon, had started to drift off by the end of his.
Like Pavlov's dog hearing a bell, though, the congregants perked up when he became more animated, because we knew it was just about over. Our hymnals came out of their holders on the pew in front of us, and we opened them to the song we expected to sing in about thirty seconds. The song leader stood, champing at the bit to perform his role, and parked himself at the steps leading up the dais to the podium. It was go time.
Except it wasn't. Brother Jones didn't just become more animated; he came alive. Gone was the monotonous pastor, and in his place stood a man who needed you to hear what he had to say, who had to make you listen at the cost of his very soul and yours if you didn't.
"I want to tell you a story," he began.
I'll be honest: I don't remember the story word for word, but I remember its highs and lows. I remember the structure and certain turns of phrase. I remember the people in the audience, hanging on his every word. And I remember the way it made me feel, how its essence has stuck with me to this day, almost forty years later.
So.
I want to tell you a story.

--

It wasn't quite suppertime, but Abner Watkins had finished his rounds early today. The harvest was over, and while it had been meager that year, Abner counted his family lucky. Deep in the midst of what economists were just starting to call the Great Depression, they weren't starving, and his family's farm hadn't fallen prey to the wind erosion of the Dust Bowl. They had to tighten their belts, and they may have missed a meal here or there, but every night he prayed thanks to God above for his blessings.
When the knock came, Abner hobbled to the door. The shrapnel he'd taken in Belleau Wood, the one that sent him to a field hospital and then back to his family's farm, made his leg ache worse with each passing year. However, here, too, he counted his blessings. Many of the young men he'd grown up with never came home at all.
He could have let his eldest, Jeb, get the door, and in other circumstances he might have. At eleven, the boy was Abner's pride and joy, a responsible, kind, strong child just on the edge of adolescence. Faithful to the Lord, too, as his father and mother taught him.
Circumstances weren't different, though, and some things only a man could handle. Some things only a man should be expected to handle. Things like quiet conversations with desperate neighbors, ones whose harvest couldn't even kindly be called "meager," shamefaced men who came with hat in hand to Abner's door. He helped where he could, as the Good Book instructed. It pained him that he could help less this year than last.
Abner opened the door, steeling himself for the difficult conversation he expected to follow. It wasn't the conversation he got, though.
"Paul Watkins?" This wasn't the first time Abner had a gun pointed at him, but it was the first time he'd seen such hatred in a man's eyes as he held one. Even back in Europe, he remembered mostly their fear: fear of killing and of dying, fear of their officers and of dishonoring themselves. This man, though, hated. The twelve-gauge shotgun in his shaking hands scared Abner less than the man himself.
"No! No, Abner! Abner Watkins!"
"Pa?" Jeb peered out of the family room where he'd been playing with his youngest sister before dinner. "Pa!"
"Stay back, boy! This is between me and your daddy. Where the hell is my wife, Watkins?"
Abner kept his voice steady. "Mister, you've got the wrong man. I am a Watkins, but not Paul Watkins. He lives down the road a piece. But, Mister, whatever he's done--"
"He stole my wife! She left me a damned note, said she'd been sleeping with him for months and they're gonna run away together!"
The farmer tried once more to stop the distraught man from the course of action he so clearly planned on. "Mister, that's awful, and I feel for you, but killin' him ain't gonna fix it. It's about supper time. Why don't you come in, and we can talk about--"
The gun jabbing into his ribs silenced the elder Watkins. "You said he lived down the road. Where?" Abner stayed silent, so the man turned his weapon towards Jeb, frozen in the hallway behind. "Where, goddamn you?"
"I'll tell you!" Abner cried out. "Just don't hurt my boy. Go back out to the road. Take a left after about a mile, then go past the next three farms. Take another left, go two more farms, and that'll put you at Paul Watkins' place."
The man growled, "It better. If you're trickin' me, I'll be back, and you'll be sorry." He held the shotgun on Abner as he backed down the steps of the house and walked to his car, a Model T that had seen better days. The man opened the door with one hand, got in, and started the engine before finally pulling the double-barrel inside. "You'll be sorry," he threatened again before starting on his way.
"Jeb!" The boy stayed frozen. "Jeb!" Abner limped to his son and painfully got down on one knee before him. "Son, listen." Shaking the boy until he came to his senses, he hissed, "Listen!"
"Pa, that man--"
"Listen! What I told him will get him to Paul Watkins' place, but it'll take him a while. I need you to run across the field, quick as you can, and warn him. Son, his life depends on it. Don't you try to stop the man and don't put yourself in danger, but go. Go!" He shoved Jeb towards the door, praying as the boy stumbled down the front steps that he'd get there in time. Paul Watkins was a cad, but he didn't deserve to die for that, nor did the stranger deserve to have such a stain on his conscience.
Abner had been an athlete in his youth, as quick as any boy he'd raced in their little town. Jeb was faster. He lit out across the field like the Devil himself followed behind. In a way, it did; unlike his father, he'd never had a gun pointed his way before, never felt the cold rush of fear and the sudden focus it brought. Those new, fearful memories quickened his pace away from the home where a man with hate in his eyes had threatened him with death.
Adrenaline carried him through the first stretch. He stopped thinking and let his feet carry him through the fields he and his father had harvested weeks before, then across the ones that had lain fallow that year, and then onto their neighbor's property. His lungs burned already; the fear and his father's inducements had set him off at a sprint, not a run. He kept that pace for as long as he could. Children don't know, sometimes, that slower can be faster, that pacing oneself can mean the difference in a footrace.
As he passed the halfway mark, nearly three quarters of a mile later, Jeb's body forced the point. A stitch in his side ached like one of the other boys at school had punched him, and he slowed to a run, then to a jog, before stopping for lungfuls of air. He would get back to it soon, he promised himself. There was plenty of time; he could already see the lamplight in Paul Watkins' window.
Movement off to one side startled him. A rabbit had frozen maybe twenty yards off, staring at Jeb. It was huge, a big fat buck that had to weigh an easy eight pounds. Jeb's mouth watered. He'd missed lunch--the whole family had--and he couldn't remember the last time he'd had more than a few bites of meat. A month? Maybe more?
Jeb glanced at his neighbor's house, then back at the rabbit. He had time. He was sure of it. Slowly moving one hand to his back pocket so as not to spook the animal, the boy eased out his slingshot.
At a measured pace, Jeb knelt and felt around for a stone, never taking his eyes off the buck. The animal stayed frozen, even as Jeb loaded the rock, a nice smooth one he hoped would fly true. Only then, as Jeb pulled back on the leather pad and aimed, did the animal start to move, but too late. A whoosh of air, a thump of stone on flesh, an almost inaudible crack of bone, and the animal fell dead.
Jeb whooped with glee, racing over to snatch up the rabbit by the ears, his fatigue almost forgotten. Newly energized, he took off for Paul Watkins' house again.
Too late.
Less than a hundred yards from Paul Watkins' kitchen door, he heard the first shot. Jeb knew that sound well; his father might not use his own Remington every day, but he fired it often enough for the boy to recognize the report. Jeb slowed his pace for a second, then ran harder than ever, faster than ever.
The second shot rang out, and Jeb slowed, then stopped, tears filling his eyes. Men didn't cry, he'd been told, but he wasn't a man. The boy, shoulders heaving with silent grief, looked at the lifeless animal in his hand. A long pause followed as the boy berated himself, then a third shot followed the first two.
Jeb, sobbing, turned away and began the long walk home.

--

"Three souls gone in an instant. Don't be like Jeb," Brother Jones exhorted as he mopped his brow, "hesitating in the field to garner earthly pleasures. Instead, if you haven't been baptized, I beg you..."
I looked around the congregation as he finished his invitation. Everyone seemed affected, but not all in the same way. Our guest speaker's story shook me to my core; that boy could have been me. My friends felt the same way, and not a few adults as well. A handful of congregants looked almost angry, although I couldn't understand why. It wasn't until years later I learned that at least one of them was in the midst of his own affair.
When people milled around after the service, I heard many of them talking about the story. Most agreed it was a powerful tale and an effective invitational. Some found it too upsetting, to place all that on the back of a young boy. Others seemed more scandalized than anything else; this was not how a church service should be conducted. A handful, especially the older men or the ones who'd gone through a divorce of their own, quietly said the adulterous couple got what they'd deserved.
I didn't go up to be baptized that night. Almost no one did. The invitationals rarely garnered baptisms immediately. At the next Sunday morning service, though, I do remember Brother Smith announcing a fair few new members the following week.
The story has stayed with me for a long time; almost forty years now. I've tumbled it around in my head for the last year, especially. I was too young and too sheltered at the time to understand exactly what "cheating" meant except in the broad strokes; the Texas educational system didn't exactly go all out on sex education in the mid-80s. I did know, though, that it broke up families, as had happened to one that had attended our church.
I wondered for a long time why it stayed with me. Part of it, I think, was that I was the right age, at that point in our lives where we're old enough to finally comprehend a lot of the media that we take in and therefore internalize it. I remember ad jingles, quotes from dumb action movies, the plots of trashy fantasy novels, and all sorts of other detritus from that time, too.
That's not the main reason, though, and I didn't figure it out until I started writing again. The story stayed with me, yes, but also Brother Jones' telling of it, and how he changed in the telling, going from speechifying pastor to dynamic proselytizer. The story mattered to him in a way the rest of the lesson didn't.
At first, I thought that perhaps he actually was one of the characters in the story, or that it happened to someone he knew. The latter might be possible, but the former seemed unlikely. The ages didn't match up.
It's also possible he had practiced it so much that he simply told that portion of his sermon excellently, and I think that goes some way towards explaining it. However, I've done this enough now that I recognize when a story really means something to me versus when it's something I'm telling just because I think it would make for an interesting yarn. I know the zeal that comes from needing to tell others a tale that really matters. He spoke with that kind of fervor. It's the same energy I'm writing this with now, all in a single morning.
It finally struck me earlier this week, while I was working on another story, why it mattered so much to him. It's because each character plays a different role than they seem to at first blush. None of them are who they first appear to be.
In a parable, each character plays a role. The surface reading of Brother Jones' story is obvious: Jeb is the attendee who has not yet been baptized, and his hesitation equals damnation; Abner is the preacher, trying to keep him focused on what truly matters.
If you step back and look at it, though, that doesn't work. Jeb's punishment isn't damnation; he'll remember this failure for the rest of his life, and his father will likely be disappointed in him and may even punish him, but it's the two adulterers and the husband who are damned because of his hesitation.
No, Jeb was Brother Jones, I think, just not in a literal sense.
Jeb failed to obey his father's words as assiduously as he should have, and three souls were damned. The passion Brother Jones spoke with might have been what he hoped would motivate us, but the anxiety that created that passion stemmed from his understanding that he was Jeb. That no matter what he did, he'd always be Jeb, because he couldn't save everyone, regardless of what his Father asked of him.
And that's why it upset a sizable minority of the people in the congregation, too, even if they didn't understand the roots of their indignation. Because they had been baptized, and they did believe, but that belief didn't translate into action. Jeb was each of them, too.
"It's too much of a burden."
"Church services should not be like this."
"They got what they deserved."
When we tell stories, they take on a life of their own. People find what they want in them, and we don't get to decide what that is. Ray Bradbury wrote Fahrenheit 451 as a warning, but not about censorship; he worried that television would cause illiteracy. Brother Jones might have intended his story as an invitational, but whether he consciously recognized it or not, he'd instead written a broadside about faith without works.
I've long since fallen away from my parents' faith, for reasons too numerous to mention. Nearly four decades after hearing it, though, the story and Brother Jones' telling of it holds meaning to me, especially in the last year. Honestly, the story and its permanent place in my memories probably has a lot to do with why I enjoy writing Loving Wives stories as much as I do.
I know I'm not the best writer in the world, nor even on this site; I can think of dozens of active authors on Literotica I'd easily put ahead of myself in that regard. But I also think of the people who've written to me, thanking me for helping them get through a tough time or just putting a smile on their faces. I think of all the time that I spent not writing, not getting better at writing, because of the other things that distracted me, because I couldn't see a way to make money from it or a way to be published or any number of other excuses. I mourn that loss. In my own way, I'm Jeb, too.
That was the last time I saw Brother Jones, but he left a lifelong impact on me. I know that I didn't tell the story the way he would have, but I hope I got it right enough. I also imagine that he would hate that I've put it on an erotica site, but perhaps he might find it comforting that it made its way here, that perhaps it will have a chance to persuade a few sinners.
That's not my intent, though; mine is much simpler. It's this: some stories are too good to die. I think his is one.
Find in it what you will.

--

This is my first time writing something purely autobiographical, but most writers, I think, put some of themselves into their work; "write what you know," after all. I know I do.
Today, I want to draw your attention to another writer's recollection of a memory. MelissaBaby is a flat-out great writer, and her works as a whole deserve to be widely read. The Clamdigger is no exception, an absolutely stunning entry in this year's 750 Word Challenge, and I wanted to make sure more people saw it. Seriously, go read it, then dig into her other works, and follow her profile. You won't be disappointed.
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Greek Pride is my favorite event each year. It... What?
*puts hand over microphone*
Geek Pride? Really? Oh, hell.
Alright, kidding aside, I've never met a geek, myself included, who didn't love mythology. Some of them even turn it into their careers! Therefore, I give you a story of a classics professor whose lifelong love of mythology gets him through some dark days... and into even darker ones. Much like the myths that inspired it, maybe don't take it too literally; this one's just for fun.

--

For as long as I can remember, I've always loved mythology. The kind didn't matter: Greek, Norse, Indian, Japanese; I devoured them all. Once I'd consumed every bit of a new-to-me set of stories that I could, I ran to my classmates, my parents, or just a random stranger on the street and deluged them with my new knowledge.
Looking back, my path was set even then: I'd be a teacher; a professor, as it happened. Once I received the sheepskin that read "Phillip Ambrose Nelson, Doctor of Philosophy in Classical Studies," I thought I had it made. I'd published moderately decent work to moderately decent journals, built up my network of contacts, and garnered referrals from a number of well-respected colleagues. When I got the offer from Brougham University, a private school of some small renown, I was sure all my hard work had paid off.
If only.
Whilst obtaining my degree, I also met my future wife, a pretty, dark-haired biologist named Alice. While no Helen of Troy, she certainly launched my ship. Unlike me, Alice didn't want to teach; she was at university to get her bachelors and get out, and biology just happened to be the discipline she picked. That didn't bother me; different strokes and all. We got along in all the ways that mattered, and she supported me in my goals. It was the easiest decision in the world to go down on one knee and ask her to marry me. We had one kid on the way before I took up my position at Brougham, and another came along my second year teaching there.
The school had a strange history. It had been a bit of a joke not five years before, but an "anonymous" donor had revitalized the university's College of Liberal Arts, overhauling buildings, bringing on fresh young staff, and generally creating an anchor point for the rest of the university to flourish around.
I put "anonymous" in quotation marks, because his identity was an open secret. Nolan Jost, third-generation German American and second-generation multimillionaire, had footed the bill. Everyone knew it, although the reason why eluded even those of us that knew the name of the university's most generous benefactor. None of his actions fit the pattern that most wealthy philanthropists followed.
Sometimes a donor wanted to rehabilitate their family name, and Jost's could certainly use a fresh coat of paint. His grandfather came over near the end of WWII as part of Operation Paperclip, the post-war scramble to grab as many "former" Nazi scientists as possible before the Russians did. Jost's grandfather, an optical scientist who worked on the Vampir IRNV infrared scope for the Stg-44 assault rifle, fit the bill as a scientist. As a Nazi, too; his family was one of the few old money German clans to embrace Hitler's pack of bastards early on.
Jost didn't seem to care about whitewashing his grandfather's name, though. Yes, a few buildings bore the name "Jost," but nothing like the number one would expect given the amount of money he donated to the school. Truth be told, though, the funds he gave, while enough to revitalize Brougham University, represented a drop in the bucket for his personal wealth, much less the family fortune that grandpa Jost allegedly squirreled away in Swiss bank accounts.
The other popular theory had to do with the death of Jost's wife, an American heiress from a family with blood so blue it might well contain cobalt rather than iron. Her death in a helicopter crash came less than a year before Brougham's blossoming, so that would make sense. However, while her name graced a charitable foundation dedicated to medical research, it had no connection with the university. That also led to more speculation.
The faculty in the College of Liberal Arts tossed around ideas about the impulse underpinning his largesse, with ideas ranging from genuine philanthropy to contrition over his family's role in the Holocaust to an arcane tax shelter of some sort. A handful of faculty wouldn't engage in the speculation at all, saying it didn't really matter as long as the checks kept coming. I didn't notice how many of my friends numbered among that select group until later.
I joined the faculty under contract as a lowly associate professor all the way back in 1996. The school had a marvelous childcare program, and Alice worked in the bursar's office during most of that period, taking very little time off for maternity leave. We were happy in those days, me merrily speeding along the tenure track, and her able to earn a little extra money for our family while also finding a social outlet working amongst the administration. If you'd asked me then, I'd have said I was living the life of Riley.
I believed that right up until the June fundraiser of 2002, near the end of my fifth year at Brougham. By that time, my tenure was almost assured. None of us ever liked to talk in certainties about the matter; even the most rigorously logical men have their superstitions. However, tenure is, at its core, a political process, and I was well-liked by those who would make the decision.
More importantly, I published research papers often and in journals that were, if I'm honest, more prestigious than my work deserved. Perhaps that should have been a red flag, but I was young enough--and arrogant enough--to simply pat myself on the back in private instead. While I recognized my good fortune, I didn't quite comprehend its magnitude, nor the hidden cost of this supposed blessing.
Alice and I attended the fundraiser as required. Oh, the school made noises about it being a voluntary event, but for someone on the cusp of tenure? You'd better believe attendance was mandatory. We ate, drank, and danced, schmoozing with faculty, staff, and, most importantly, potential donors. I tried to make the best of it, but my wife seemed distracted. We'd shipped the kids off to her parents for a few weeks, so I hoped it was only that she wanted to leave as quickly as I did, and for the same reasons.
At one point, as Alice and I moved about the dancefloor, Jost came up and asked for a dance. I didn't especially like the man; his family's history aside, he had a tendency to take over companies and demolish them. On top of that, he was many of the things that I was not: tall, ruggedly handsome, athletic, and, of course, rich. I won't deny that some of my dislike sprung from jealousy, but something else about him, even back then, gave me pause.
My wife hesitantly smiled, then gave me a brief kiss, parting from me with a murmured, "I love you, Phil." Her manner threw me, but I couldn't square the disquiet it evoked; she'd never given me any reason to doubt her love for me, after all. I stared, perplexed, as she took his hand, and they began their dance. Everything seemed normal as they glided across the floor, no different from any other time she'd danced with another man since we married, but something still felt wrong. I took one step towards them, opening my mouth to speak. Before I could, though, a hand lightly grasped my shoulder.
"Phillip." I turned to see Dorothea Green, the university's VP of Development, which is to say 'Chief Beggar.' "I need to speak with you for a few minutes." I looked back toward Jost and Alice, but they'd already disappeared into the crowd of dancing couples. "She'll be fine, Professor Nelson. I only need a moment of your time."
Putting my misgivings aside, I managed a pleasant smile. Tenure was political, after all, but the money people could always find a reason to cancel my contract before then. "Of course, Dorothea. Here, or...?"
"No, somewhere a little quieter, I think." She beckoned for me to follow, and I did so, half a step behind as she led me toward a door that took us away from the ballroom and towards her office.
I know that universities have a reputation for being bastions of unbridled progressivism, a reputation I find a bit unfair in general. In the business end of things, though, it's vastly overblown. A young, Black, out lesbian having a spot on the board all the way back in the 90s presented a conundrum almost as perplexing as Jost's largely unheralded donations, at least until one connected the dots.
Older than me by a handful of years, Dorothea had been part of the revitalization effort at Brougham that had brought me to the school. Not too long before I joined the faculty, the previous VP of Development vacated his office, and Dorothea, a former employee of Jost, took his place. No one ever explicitly said that he had a hand in that, but everyone knew.
When she first tapped my shoulder, I thought that perhaps it was simply to give me a "it's just a dance, don't make a scene" warning, but that made no sense; Alice and I had both danced with donors at previous fundraisers. Alice had even danced with Jost before, and, while I didn't particularly like the man, he'd been nothing but a gentleman, dancing to one song, then bringing her back to my side with a word of thanks for both of us. This felt different, though.
These thoughts already had me on edge as I followed her, especially given that she had picked exactly the moment that Jost danced away with Alice to take me aside. We walked further than we should have, too, as Dorothea led us around the halls in a circuitous route that someone unfamiliar with the university might have taken, but not a person that had worked there for over a decade. Just as I made to object, she smiled and said, "Here we are," then opened the door for me.
Inside, I found four men waiting. Three I knew well, considering them friends, each a professor in the College of Liberal Arts. They all bore hangdog looks, glumly greeting me as if in apology. The fourth man took me a moment to place before it hit me like a splash of ice water: Jost's bodyguard. Grigory or Dimitri or something. I'd only heard his name once or twice, and then only in passing. I'd seen him in the ballroom earlier, but such men are supposed to be invisible; it's no surprise I missed his exit.
His impassive face, combined with my friends' unhappiness and Dorothea's shift toward a cooler demeanor as she sat, took me from uneasiness to alarm. She indicated a chair across the desk and said, "Sit."
"What is going on?"
"Sit."
"I'm not going to--"
The bodyguard took a half step, but she raised a hand to still him. "Sit. Whether you do it yourself or Alexei forces you to, the outcome will still be the same."
John Mikkelsen, a professor of medieval history and the most senior of the faculty present, spoke. "Phil, just do it." He sighed a deep sigh. "Please. She's right. Nothing you can do is going to make the next few minutes any more pleasant, but you can make it a lot more unpleasant. Trust me."
I considered pressing the point, but, as I said before, I'm aware of my shortcomings. In a fight, I'd have no chance against someone like Alexei, and that was even before the possibility of John and the others helping him prevent my exit. Begrudgingly, I sat across from Ms. Green.
"Good." The warmth she'd displayed before had disappeared, leaving only a cool, calculating affect. "You need to understand some things, and the first is that you don't have a choice in what comes next. I don't say this out of cruelty; the opposite, in fact. The sooner you come to grips with that, the easier you will find this, as Professors Mikkelsen, Abernathy, and Post can attest."
"What is 'this,' exactly?"
"The culmination of your time here at Brougham. I know you think of that as tenure and then a long career teaching. That is part of the plan, but more a means to an end, at least as far as the university is concerned. At the end of the day, we are a business, and while the product we create is educated students, their tuition only goes so far toward the costs accrued. Hence, our donors, specifically Nolan Jost. He's why you're here."
I frowned but remained silent, letting her continue. "I don't mean to sound dismissive, Professor Nelson. You are a fine teacher, and any school would have been lucky to have you. But..." She shrugged. "Particular qualities you possess meant you were perfect for our program, and Mr. Jost took steps that you would be hired here and put on the fast track to tenure.
"For example, your papers have found publication awfully easily, wouldn't you say? Not that they're bad, but there are only so many slots available in journals each year, and you've never had any trouble with the submission process, have you? Nor have you had to struggle the way many young professors have, trying to deal with the financial and time-related difficulties of raising a family, at least not in the way your peers at other schools might have.
"You see, the university's primary benefactor believes the world would be a better place if more people were raised in happy families and educated by skilled teachers like yourself throughout their childhood, especially if the children possess certain desirable qualities guaranteed by their genetic stock. While the jury is still out on that hypothesis, Brougham is happy to partner with him in assessing the feasibility of his belief. Therefore, it was in all our best interests to make certain that you had a happy, stable family life before you take the next step in your time here."
The hairs on the back of my neck stood on end. "What 'next step?'"
"Mr. Jost and your wife have come to an arrangement, one brokered by myself. I assure you, she was reluctant, but I made it very clear to her that your family's future rests on her decision and your ability to live with it. They have left for the airport, where they will board his private jet and head to another country; you don't need to know where, merely that Mr. Jost will treat her like a queen for the duration. When she returns in a few weeks, she will be pregnant with his child. The two of you will raise said child--"
"The fuck I will!" I shot to my feet, expecting the stoic Russian to come for me, but he didn't even twitch. Instead, as I turned toward the door, I found that Abernathy and Post had blocked the way. If I tried to leave, I'd have to force my way through them.
As I considered my odds, Mikkelsen quietly said, "Phil, I'm sorry. I know what you're feeling right now. But... Look, you're not the first. You're not even the fifth. Please, just listen to what she says, and then, I promise, if you want to go, we'll fight the ape for you. He'll kick our asses, but we will." Abernathy and Post nodded solemnly in agreement, Abernathy going so far as to glare at Alexei.
Green sighed, "There's no need for that kind of machismo, gentlemen. No one will be 'kicking anyone's ass' here. What would be the point, Professor Nelson? You'd have no idea where to go if you left now, and once I've said what I need to say, you're free to leave. The truth is, everything up to this point has been predetermined, and everything past this point... Well, that's what I'm here for. To tell you how things will be going forward."
"And how is that?"
"As I said, your wife will return in a few weeks, pregnant with Mr. Jost's child. You and she will raise him together as your own. You will remain married until the child is of age, and Mr. Jost will provide handsome compensation for this task. By the time the child is eighteen, you and April will be millionaires, and before that time, none of your children will want for anything when it comes to their health, education, or other developmental needs. And, of course, Brougham will also grant you tenure; that goes without saying."
I snorted. "Yeah, all I have to do is live with being cuckolded by a Nazi pervert."
Her face twisted into a scowl. "I suggest you learn to not throw such accusations about, Professor. Mr. Jost is no more a Nazi than I am, and he will not appreciate such aspersions."
With a roll of my eyes, I retorted, "Eugenics? 'Genetic stock?' Some perverse nature versus nurture experiment? If it looks like a goose and it steps like a goose--"
The Chief Beggar interrupted my rant. "This is a pointless waste of time. What you believe about him matters not one jot. What you choose to do next does. If you agree to abide by the terms, all of them very simple, you will be rewarded.
"In fact, the terms are so simple, I can tell them to you in one sentence: pretend the child is yours. That's all. When your wife returns, do what you need to assuage your wounded pride, then raise the child as your own. While you and Mr. Jost don't share the exact physical features, you're close enough that no one is likely to ever realize the child isn't biologically yours. Keep its parentage secret, don't get divorced, and live your life as if none of this ever happened."
"Until the sonofabitch wants to sleep with my wife again, right?"
"No. The terms are very clear. Neither you nor your wife may cheat, and that includes further liaisons with Mr. Jost."
"He made this bullshit up. He can change the terms again."
She shrugged. "Possibly, but he never has. I doubt he ever will. His goal is to create, as he thinks of it, the 'philosopher kings' that Plato spoke of, combining his natural talents with the loving tutelage he has neither the time nor skill to give. Creating dissension in a family doesn't further that goal."
I slammed my fists down on the desk, roaring in her face, "Then why do it this way in the first place, you fucking bitch? Why is he taking my wife out of the country to fuck her? There have to be people that he could find who actually want a rich asshole's bastard child!"
Green stared at me coolly. "I've told you as much as I'm authorized to. You don't need to understand his methodology, Professor. You merely need to get with the program."
"And if I don't?"
"If you don't..." She drummed her fingers on the desk. "I assume you mean if you divorce your wife? Then you won't receive tenure. You'll find those same journals that were previously so eager to publish your research will turn your new works down sight unseen. No four-year school will take you; you'll be lucky to find even an instructor position at a community college, and none within a day's drive of Brougham.
"Your wife will get the children, of course, and any assets your family has will be split 50/50, at best. If you attempt to make her infidelity a sticking point in the proceedings... Well, let's just say that the firms Mr. Jost employs are happy to work pro bono for the right cause, and they'll provide said pro bono work in such volume that no defense you mount could hope to stand a chance.
"I'm certain you're not foolish enough to make a claim in the press, either. That could be... mmm, let's say, 'career suicide.'" She emphasized the last word, and I glanced over at Alexei. He smiled for the first time that evening, and a shiver ran down my spine.
As Green seemed to have finished her spiel, I replied, "So, to be clear, my wife is flying off to some exotic location to fuck another man. I can't divorce her, I can't quit my job, I can't tell anyone about it, I have to raise a Nazi's son as my own, and my payout is... Tenure? Some money in a couple of decades?"
She tilted her head to one side; I wondered if I could snatch up a letter opener and slice her jugular before the Russian reached me. "Essentially. There are other benefits as well; Mrs. Nelson has agreed to do whatever you require in private, within reasonable limits, to salvage your pride. You'll be given a certain amount of leeway for the next few years when it comes to sabbaticals and the like as well. And it's not merely 'some money,' Professor; Mr. Jost will seed the trust with enough cash and see that it's managed in such a way that you receive a payout in the low double digits."



Green rose, looking at her watch. "By now, their flight is underway. As I said, this was all predetermined from the moment you signed the contract to teach at Brougham." I thought I saw a flicker of something like sympathy or guilt but couldn't swear to it. "I understand that you're upset right now. This is a gilded cage, and I won't pretend otherwise. However, it's a cage gilded so luxuriously that many men would trade their position with you in a heartbeat."
I sagged back down into my chair mumbling, "Then why didn't that son of a bitch find one of them?"
As if I'd said nothing at all, Jost's lapdog motioned to Alexei. "You're a smart man. I'm certain you'll make the right choice for your family and for yourself." She nodded at my three colleagues as she stepped out from behind the desk. "Your fellows have, and they'll be here to help you through the rough patches. This is your new life, Professor Nelson. It will require some adjustments, but overall, I think you'll find it quite comfortable once you're past the initial shock." And with that, she was gone.
Post locked the door and sat on one side of me, with Abernathy taking the seat to my left. Mikkelsen sat in the chair Jost's errand girl had vacated and rifled through Green's desk, which yielded a bottle of whiskey, which he placed out of my reach. A quartet of tumblers followed the bottle, but he only filled one, pushing it toward me. Then they all sat, waiting.
I drank in silence, but only a few sips. The obvious questions I could answer myself. Why had the others not told me? Because Jost would have punished them. How long had this been going on? Mikkelsen gained tenure the same year Dorothea had ascended to VP of Development, then Post the following year, and Abernathy the year after that. That gave me the first question I couldn't answer.
"Where are the other two?"
The three men looked between themselves. "Other two?" asked Mikkelsen.
"You said that I wasn't even the fifth man he did this to. It's been six years since the bitch took over. Three..." I grimaced. "Four cuckolds. There should be two more men."
"Ah." He sighed. "The fifth is Thompson. He's... not in the right mental space to be of help today."
Abernathy snorted. "Like any of us are." Mikkelsen glared, and he put his hands up. "Sorry."
"The fourth man is why we're part of the process at all. It was Joe Washington."
I took another sip and savored it, thinking about what that implied. Washington had left the university under a cloud two years prior, accused of trading sex for grades by three students. I hadn't known the man well, but even back then, I had trouble believing the accusations. He never struck me as the type. "That... explains some things."
"More than you think," Abernathy intoned ominously.
Mikkelsen glared. "Now is not the time for--"
"It's the perfect time! I don't know why you're so unwilling to listen to reason about this, like the whole mess isn't..." Abernathy sighed, addressing me with an unhappy earnestness. "You need to understand that this isn't a thing you're going to be able to get out from under, and Washington is the perfect example of why. This isn't just some sick, rich bastard getting his jollies, although I'm sure it's that, too. It is deadly fucking serious, and Washington was Jost's object lesson for the rest of us."
The psychology professor, angry in a way I couldn't ever recall seeing him, grabbed the bottle from Mikkelsen and poured a drink for himself. "Look at who he's picked. Patient, methodical men who love teaching, but not the 'publish or perish' nonsense that goes with it. All about the same age, all married to women we met in college, all having between one and three kids. White, blonde hair, and dark eyes, so we can pass off his bastard children as our own. Six of us, and we all fit a profile.
"All except Joe." Throwing back the tumbler, he continued, "A bit of a hothead sometimes. Preferred research and field work to teaching. No kids. Only married a couple of years. Black, so there was no way anyone would believe Jost's kid was his. Like the rest of us, though, married to a white woman.
"I think, although I can't be sure, that offended Jost, and since he needed someone he could make an example of, he killed two birds with one stone. He deliberately picked a man he knew would reject his offer and think he could go his own way, and Jost... Jost showed him he couldn't."
"Why not? He left, yeah, but he could still... do something else. Maybe not teach, but--"
"Joe's dead. He 'killed himself' a year ago. I know the rest of you didn't spend much time with him, but he and I boxed at the same gym, and I've never met a tougher, more determined man. There is absolutely no chance he would have taken that way out.
"Jost killed him. I'm sure of it. He hired someone to do it and make it look like suicide. I can't prove it, but that wouldn't matter one way or the other. Even if I could, he'd wiggle his way out from under it. Guys like him never see consequences for anything they do." He filled his glass and downed it once more. "Guys like us do, instead."
I mulled that over for a long moment. Before, I'd wondered how much of Green's veiled threat was a bluff, but I had little doubt now. Regardless of Jost's reasons for selecting Washington, he did serve as a warning to the rest of us. Maybe enough former professors from Brougham ending up dead would provoke an inquiry, but who in their right mind would volunteer to be the second in a trail that might, eventually, someday lead back to Jost? No one, or not me, at least. That begged the next question, though.
"What the hell am I supposed to do now?"

--

Reinhardt Jost asked, "So, I've always wanted to know: how did you manage to deal with Dad cucking you?"
The table fell silent. Twenty-three years after that night, everyone involved had studiously avoided the c-word, at least in their dealings with me. Alice, across the table from me, refused to meet my eyes. Dorothea studied her bowl; my wife's mushroom risotto was a personal favorite of mine, but I doubt it deserved quite so much attention.
Nolan, though, confronted his son directly, and with an icy edge in his voice. "I have told you before to not use that term. It is disrespectful and crude. Phillip is our host and my friend, and yet you insult him in his home?" The younger Jost seemed slightly cowed, but only from his father's admonition, not for his own actions. "Apologise. Now."
The younger man reluctantly acquiesced. "I'm sorry, Professor Nelson. I meant no disrespect." Reinhardt, named after his great-grandfather, made certain to stress my title even as he apologized, no doubt an attempt to remind me of my place in the pecking order. I was a professor because of his father, and he, the sole legitimate heir of the family fortune, held power over me by proxy.
He wasn't entirely wrong. After all, we had convened that evening in my vacation home to discuss his first cuckolding of a Brougham professor.
I favored Reinhardt with a magnanimous grin. "It's alright. Your language might be coarse, but you're not wrong. Your father did 'cuck' me, as you put it." Nolan attempted to interject, but I waved it off. "It's alright, old friend. I've long since come to terms with it. Water under the bridge."
The other four faces at the table stared in surprise. Even Alice, who had seen firsthand how hard I'd struggled to accept her actions, looked shocked. It was one thing to not comment on the rift she and Jost, with Green's help, had put in my marriage; it was quite another to speak openly and even proudly of my acceptance.
Nolan found his voice first, a tone of disbelief mixing with a faint hint of disapproval that didn't match his words. "I'm... glad you were able to forgive me, Phillip. And forgive Alice, of course."
A laugh escaped my lips. "Oh, I don't know about 'forgive.' Some things you don't forgive; you simply move on."
His son mildly taunted, "Move on? Or get off?"
Nolan hissed, "Reinhardt!"
With a shake of my head and a chuckle, I replied, "No. I never found the idea of your father and my wife together erotic. There were no willing cuckolds amongst our cohort." I rolled my eyes. "Well, Professor Martin, but he's always been an odd duck." Nolan sneered; the 'perversity' of my sole colleague that found sexual pleasure in his wife's time with the elder Jost always irritated him when I brought it up.
Continuing, I said, "Nolan, your son asked a perfectly reasonable question that might help him as we move forward. I know that we typically restrict the discussion of business until after we eat, but I think we might make an exception here. After all, this isn't really about the business portion of the transaction, is it?"
As he thought about my request, I ate a spoonful of my risotto. It was only my second bite that evening, even as the others had finished half or more of their bowls; as the host, I took it upon myself to serve, first to Jost's bodyguard and food taster, Alexei, then to the assembled guests. For a small gathering like this, that meant salad, main course, and dessert, with fruit and liquor afterwards in the parlor. Between the food and the wine, I often ended up awkwardly playing catchup while the others conversed.
Alice noted the frown on my face as I chewed and asked, "Is something wrong?"
I held up a finger and took a second bite. "There's something... sour, I think. Yes, sour. Try a bite?"
She took a spoonful from my bowl and grimaced. "Oh dear. Anyone else?" The group each sampled another bite from their bowls and shook their heads. "I'm sorry, honey. I'll get you another bowl."
"No, that's alright." I patted my belly. "More room for dessert! And, besides, I can talk while you eat. If, of course, that's alright with you, Nolan?"
He nodded. "I'll admit, I've long been curious as well. It seemed so crass to ask, though, especially as helpful as you've been over the years in convincing others to go along with the experiment, and then later on the planning side. I've valued that commitment to my vision--and our friendship, for that matter--too much to probe, but..." Nolan shrugged, spreading his hands in lieu of finishing the sentence.
"That's quite kind of you. However, given that Reinhardt has raised the subject..." I stood, chuckling to myself. "I'm sorry, I always lecture better when I walk." The group tittered politely. "As I said, it's a fair question, and one that can help you, Reinhardt, successfully cuckold Professor Schofield."
He laughed. "I think I can do that well enough on my own."
Nolan growled, "Reinhardt..."
"What? You're making this out like it's a big deal. You've got them over a barrel; I don't see the point of worrying about their feelings." A further glare from his father resulted in a hasty, "No offense, Professor."
"The point," I said, "is to make the entire process as frictionless as possible. Your father's experiment continues, the family raises the child as one of their own, and everyone's life goes on.
"If that is your goal as well, then the last thing you want to do is to treat it as a source of embarrassment for the cuckold by pointing out your power over him. Dorothea and his colleagues will make clear how little control he has over his future, I assure you. Anything more than that would be... beyond childish." Either my condescending smile or my words drew a frown from him.
"Understanding how the men your father cuckolded have managed to continue with their lives is useful, and, as you mentioned, I've dealt more successfully than any of the others. Given that, I'd think you'd want to understand why."
I ticked my bona fides off on my fingers. "Alice and I are still married four years after your half-brother, Lee, left for college, and we plan to be for the rest of our lives. We happily had another child three years after Lee, so this isn't a simple matter of convenience, but a matter of love. We have both remained steadfastly fidelitous, as well, with no affairs by either of us." I chuckled. "Outside the obvious, of course."
Alice's frail smile broke, but I met her gaze with a reassuring look, and she rallied as I continued. "Almost all our surviving peers divorced the day that the child turned eighteen, and the few that didn't stayed together for appearance's sake, or as roommates, or for convenience. None of them maintained anything resembling love in their marriage.
"If that doesn't matter to you, consider the two men that didn't survive. There was poor Washington, of course, but he was a poor fit for the experiment. Teague, however..." I shrugged. "He seemed a perfect candidate, but we all saw how that ended up." The tenth inductee into our club had waited until the night his wife came home from her trip, shot the woman as soon as she opened the door, then turned the gun on himself.
Reinhardt seemed indifferent to this argument as well. "You can't make an omelet without breaking a few eggs."
"True," I admitted, "but men aren't eggs. If you break an egg the wrong way, the worst that can happen is a messy countertop. Washington and Teague both broke the wrong way, and only they and Mrs. Teague suffered.
"However, what if one were to break quietly? What if one suffers in silence, waiting for the following year's summer fundraiser and with it a chance to unleash his rage on you? Or on all of us? The faculty know those buildings far better than your security staff ever could, and it would be child's play for a disgruntled husband to hide a gun or, God forbid, a bomb."
I allowed myself a self-deprecating chuckle. "I'll admit: every single one of us thought about it. That first night, even that first year, we all hated your father, and our wives, and the college, and the changeling they'd planted in our home. We all harbored thoughts of bloody revenge; I think that's only natural. The psychological profiles your father invested in did indeed pick men who would eventually manage to accept his actions, but 'eventually' can take some time. Even if a profile is spot on, catching the right man at the wrong time can lead to... Well, we might call them 'adverse outcomes.'"
Seeing the dubious expression on his face, I changed tack. "Beyond that, surely you want your offspring to prosper. Not to brag overmuch, but Lee is head and shoulders ahead of your father's other children academically. We're very proud of his accomplishments, and we'd like to see your children be just as successful."
Begrudgingly, he finally nodded. Pride proved as powerful a motivator for the son as it did the father.
"Excellent! I knew you'd care as much for your progeny as your father does for all of his." Reinhardt frowned at the statement but said nothing. Nolan beamed, as expected.
I slipped into lecture mode like a pair of old slippers. "Let us begin with the first year or so; as I mentioned, it's a critical time. Washington, Teague, and Martin aside, my colleagues and I all followed a similar path to acceptance, although the milestones might have come in slightly different order for each.
"First, the rage. 'How dare this rich fuck do this to us? I'm going to murder him! I'm going to murder her! I'll burn the school to the ground!' Foolish, of course; as you correctly stated, your father had us over a barrel. However, a natural reaction, and a necessary part of the process, as was our anger at those of our number who had come before but not sought their own bloody retribution; if they had, we wouldn't have to suffer this indignity, after all.
"However, the fact that there were others who suffered as we had proved to be precisely why we came through as well as we did. The men your father cuckolded came to rely on each other for strength, for insight, and for guidance on how to move forward.
"Most grieved next. The earliest of us grieved the strong marriages we thought we'd built, the accomplishments we'd been so proud of, and the futures we wouldn't have. It wasn't until Professor Klein joined our cohort the year after myself, though, that we began to grieve the right things.
"Klein, the first philosopher in our group, helped us better understand the nature of what we had lost. Your father didn't rip happy marriages or promising careers away from us, Reinhardt. Instead, he stole only illusions from us. It's a simple insight, in retrospect, but one that strengthened us, both as individuals and as a group."
Seeing the empty glasses around the table, I paused to refill them. Neither Dorothea nor I partook of alcohol; after topping our cups off with water, I took a long drink, then returned to my lecture.
"From there, we moved into the realms of avoidance and denial. Most tended to take up hobbies that kept us out of the house, or which let us channel our aggression, or that allowed us to feel, somewhat, that we'd 'reclaimed our manhood.'" I said the last with a wry chuckle. "Our wives, knowing the success of the whole enterprise rested on our acquiescence, proved useful there, too. Eh, Alice?" My spouse blushed and giggled at my playful leer.
"Personally, I threw myself into community theater and long distance running, but others found solace in martial arts, rugby, gaming, or any number of other pursuits. They helped, as did the love of our children. While tenure and wealth might have provided some motivation, their welfare was paramount.
"Motivation could only help so much, though; we still needed to find ways to cope, and all the hobbies in the world could only serve to distract. Ultimately, we coped as we always had: through the disciplines we'd devoted our lives to.
"The psychologists dug into the behaviors of those involved, trying to find an explanation why one of the richest men on the planet would bother with this extravagant scheme and why our seemingly normal, loving wives would go along with it; why we didn't rebel more strenuously, too, for that matter. The philosophers grappled with the moral and ethical repercussions of each player's actions. The linguists... Well, the linguists were a bit out of their depth, if I'm honest; the etymology of 'cuckold' is quite well known. Instead, they threw themselves into their work, and it shows in the success rate of both the children placed into their care and the length of their marriages after said children came of age.
"Still, we did our best to work together, trying to make our way as a group from beginning to end. If any of us had faced this alone, he would have been as the blind man trying to describe an elephant. In some ways, we still were; my theory, while understood by the others, did not find widespread acceptance. It distanced me from many of them, especially once I gave myself wholeheartedly over to it. Given my success, though, I stand by my zealotry."
Reinhardt huffed, "Fine, fine. What was your solution? What did you do that was so different from the others?"
With one hand, I motioned for his silence. "Patience. I'll get there. We have all evening, after all." Thunder rumbled in the distance. "Assuming the storm doesn't blow us away."
I glanced at Dorothea. "It was Mikkelsen that got closest before me. Did you know that?"
She took a sip of her water and gave me a bland smile. "No, I'm afraid that... Well, my role has always been the bearer of bad news. You know as well as I do that none of the professors really talked to me."
With a shrug, I admitted, "True. But, if it's any consolation, I think you being there really did help. It gave us someone to hate immediately, both in terms of time and vicinity. And, God, we hated you. I really thought Smythe was going to murder you a few years ago before the three of us grabbed him." Her smile held, but only barely.
"As I said, though, Mikkelsen put it to me thusly: 'You have to think of it like droit du seigneur.'" Nolan laughed, a short, ugly bark of a thing; he knew what it meant. Dorothea seemed to, as well. Reinhardt and Alice instead looked at me quizzically. "The term, also sometimes called prima nocta refers to a tradition purportedly practiced by medieval nobles. On the night that a peasant couple wed, the local lord or baron or what-have-you could demand the bride spend the first night in his bed instead.



"Mikkelsen argued that we were in the same position as the men who saw their wives taken by the nobles. We could try to rise up and rebel, but at best, we'd see our lives destroyed, and at worst, we'd see them ended. Further, he said, the byblows of nobles--and the families that raised said bastards--often saw gifts and privileges bestowed upon them by the biological father.
"His take could be summed up as 'put your head down, do the bare minimum, take what you can, and get out.' And that's exactly what he did: he divorced when his son turned eighteen, got his payout, and retired to sail around the world. That's what a fair number of our group did, actually; his arguments, I have to say, were quite compelling.
"Given Nolan's superior genes, I can only ascribe the number of college dropouts and felons among Reinhardt's half-siblings to my colleagues' adherence to this philosophy, especially given the high success rates of the biological children of those same professors. In fact, given the success Alice and I have had with Lee, I'd almost guarantee it." Nolan's expression initially soured, but improved as I spoke of the son I'd raised.
I chewed the inside of my cheek for a moment as I decided how to proceed, a nervous habit I'd never managed to rid myself of, no matter how many years I tried. "I found it persuasive as well, at first, and planned to do as Mikkelsen suggested. Something about the idea behind the strategy, though, gnawed at me, some small discrepancy.
"Finally, it struck me: droit du seigneur wasn't real. It may have happened occasionally when a noble took a liking to a peasant bride, but not as an en masse practice. When it shows up in historical sources, it's something that happened 'over there,' something always done to someone else, by someone else. The English claimed the French aristocracy took their serfs' wives, Herodotus claimed the Adyrmachidae practiced it, and so on.
"I pointed this out to John, and he essentially shrugged his shoulders and said it might be a myth, but it could still be instructive. When he said 'myth,' the lightning bolt struck, if you'll forgive the pun. Nobility, going as far back as we have written records for, used myths as their excuse for why they should be the ones to rule, from the 'divine right of kings' all the way back to the Egyptians who claimed to be descendants of gods or, in some cases, gods themselves.
"And that's what your father is, Reinhardt, as are you: gods." The entire table looked at me like I'd lost my mind, so I quickly added, "Not in the literal way! Let me be clear, I will not be building a shrine to Nolan in my backyard.
"Although..." I swept my hand to indicate the house we sat in. "Isn't that what this is, in a way? I could never have afforded this lovely vacation home without his generosity. He could have, if he chose, taken my wife and offered nothing in return but scorn and threats. Instead, he blessed me with more money than most men could ever need and a career doing the thing I love, in exchange for a sacrifice. Not a small sacrifice, admittedly, though, as you told me that first night, Dorothea, one many men would make."
Reinhardt snorted. "So, Dad is God. Does that make me Jesus?"
I favored him with a small chuckle. "No, not quite. I see the two of you more like the Greek gods. The Greeks--most of the pre-Christian cultures in that area, for that matter--treated the gods as embodiments of natural or cultural forces they couldn't control or understand, but they also saw them as beings somewhat like humans, just... 'more.' More powerful, of course, but also with greater appetites, greater passions, and the like. They still practiced the four Fs of life: fighting, fleeing, feeding, and... mating, but they did so in a larger-than-life way."
Nolan seemed intrigued and amused, but his son still shook his head. "That's nuts."
I gestured to the man that had forced his child upon me. "If your father wanted, could he watch my every move at any moment of the day? Destroy me with little more than a word? Ruin my career, have me killed, see me thrown in jail, or 'smite' me in any number of other ways? Could he bless me with wealth, women, success, and fame? We both know the answer to that, and he could do all of it with only the merest exercise of his power.
"What could I do to him, even if I gave up my life? Kill him? Perhaps, but I'd go down in history as a lunatic that murdered a philanthropist billionaire, at best, while he'd be lauded in death.
"He has how many adherents on social media parroting his claims about everything under the sun? How many people, otherwise normal, rational people, would take a bullet for him, despite him being nothing more than a successful businessman? In any other time, in any other context, would we not call that worship?
"It shows even in the edict that he laid upon me and my colleagues: 'raise my offspring in a stable family and keep my connection to them secret, and I will reward you.' He offered no NDA, no specific guidance, no way to even know if we were doing as he asked, other than gut feelings. That's not a contract to be understood; it's a commandment to be obeyed, or else.
"Your father is not a noble lord. He's not a king, claiming divine descent, nor a politician mouthing platitudes about a God whose church he only attends to shore up his voting bloc. He adheres to laws only when they're convenient, and he compels men to create ones that favor him. The only people that can truly oppose him are other gods, men with similar power and wealth that maintain a detente amongst themselves to avoid harming their pantheon.
"If you take all of that in aggregate, what would you call someone like that, other than a god?"
Reinhardt chewed on that, frowning at the implications, then grinning as they became clear to him. "So, gods, huh? Me and him?"
"Yes." I chuckled. "I tend to think of you as Zeus and his son, Ares."
Dorothea choked on her water mid-sip. Alice patted her back, making soothing sounds, until Ms. Green sputtered out, "Sorry. Wrong pipe," and motioned for me to continue.
"Zeus' loving wife, Hera, bore Ares for him, but the king of the gods was a profligate philanderer. He had many other children, around one hundred with almost as many women. Usually, although not always, the children that gods had with other gods or with mythological beings were also gods, but the ones born of mortal women were what we call demi-gods. The worst of these were people like Narcissus, a man so self-involved that we've named a psychiatric disorder after him. The best, however, we still honor today: Jason, Orion, Hippolyta, and, of course, Heracles. Or, as you might know him by his Roman name, Hercules."
I drank from my glass once more to parch my thirst; even after years of lecturing, I always needed a drink nearby. "Once I came to terms with this reality, that Nolan may as well be a god, I realized the only sensible thing to do was to accept my status. Even the kings knew better than to go against the gods, or at least the sensible ones did.
"Minos, for example, lived a blessed life until he refused to sacrifice a particularly magnificent bull to Poseidon, then found himself on the receiving end of the gods' wrath; King Minos' wife, Pasiphaë, was compelled by Poseidon to mate with said bull; in some tellings, she could never be satisfied by Minos again. As a result of this mating, Pasiphaë gave birth to the monstrous Minotaur, Asterius, who Minos imprisoned in a labyrinth until the human hero Theseus slew it.
"I didn't want to be Minos, cursed for failing to make a sacrifice and living an unhappy life until I could be rid of the monster living under my roof. Instead, I chose to be Amphitryon, the man who raised Heracles. Amphitryon, also a king, was cuckolded by Zeus through trickery. He could have cast the resultant offspring out, as some other men in those situations did, but he instead chose to raise Heracles as his own, training him to be a warrior like his adoptive father and curbing the excesses of his Olympian heritage.
"Once I thought of myself as Amphitryon, everything else fell into place. Amphitryon and Alcmene, his wife, remained together until his death, even having another child together. His kingdom prospered, and he raised one of the greatest heroes of all time. Why would I want less for myself? Did I have to sacrifice something to get it? Certainly. But, as Professor Klein had helped me understand, the only thing that I'd really sacrificed were my illusions.
"That is the secret of my success. By not just understanding my powerlessness in the face of a modern Greek god, but instead embracing it, I've gotten everything I could desire: wealth, a loving wife, a successful career, and the acclaim of most of my peers. My biological children, other than my youngest, are already making their mark on the world, and I'm sure Lee will, too. The public will never know that my Heracles has a different father, so his exploits will be, at least partially, a reflection on me as well. Why should I be less than happy with this outcome?"
Reinhardt scoffed, "Because your wife fucked another man!"
"Reinhardt!" I thought Nolan might strike him, but he turned to me instead. "Phillip, I'm so sorry. I... I'll admit, I'm humbled that you think so highly of me. My son and I will be having a long talk about his behavior."
I waved his concerns aside. "He's young; at his age, I had the same reaction. Reinhardt will learn, in time, how little the occasional infidelity matters; after all, wives cheat on their husbands all the time. It happens to the best of us, don't you agree?"
A deep frown etched itself into Nolan's face, and he had a brief faraway look in his eyes, as if remembering something from long ago. Then, though, he grinned with a smile that didn't quite reach his eyes and laughed. "Indeed."
Picking up my bowl, I asked, "Dessert?"
The conversation turned to different matters as we enjoyed the crème brûlée, and we laughed and joked as I poured the wine and made good on my threat to fill my belly with dessert. Afterwards, we moved to the study, where the three men, joined by Dorothea, made plans for Reinhardt to cuckold my protégé, a young classical studies professor who I'd grown quite fond of.
By that time, the storm outside had become a tempest, but we largely ignored its fury. Normally, Dorothea would have headed for home, but we had enough rooms for all, and since Nolan and Reinhardt had intended to stay the night regardless, one more houseguest would prove no imposition.
In the middle of the night, the first of our group fell ill. Alice barely made it to the restroom before food poisoning overtook her; once she'd finished vomiting the third time, she didn't have enough strength to move from the cool tile of the floor. I managed to help her into bed, but I grew ill as well, barely making it back to the restroom in time.
Over the course of the night, all of us, including Alexei, suffered from the same symptoms. By morning, however, they had largely passed, leaving only fatigue and a vaguely queasy feeling. Alice's profuse apologies were largely met with muted but seemingly sincere assurances that our guests bore no ill will. Even if they had, though, Jost's retinue needed to be on their way, headed for their annual African safari that always followed one of these planning dinners.
Three days later, Alice and I were once again seized by stomach cramps and vomiting, worse than before. I called 911, and ambulances carried both of us to the hospital. Within a few hours, Alice's symptoms grew far worse than mine, and the staff put us into separate rooms. The doctors rushed to determine the cause of our illness; the grave expression when one visited me once they found the cause told me all I needed to know.
He gently asked, "Is it possible that you and your wife ate any wild mushrooms in the last few days?"
"Alice made a mushroom risotto last weekend. She mostly uses store-bought ingredients, but she gets the mushrooms from the surrounding woods." My expression changed to one of horrified understanding. I knew from my reading that amatoxin poisoning causes liver and kidney failure, first presenting with vomiting and diarrhea, then a brief period where the symptoms abate. Much like radiation poisoning, however, this period of wellness is an illusion; it's just that damage has already been done, so the body stops sounding the alarm.
I knew, also, that silibnin, taken before one ate Amanita bisporigera, could somewhat ameliorate the effects of amatoxin.
With an anguished tone, I cried, "But she's been gathering wild mushrooms for years! How... How could she... She's got a biology degree, for God's sake!"
The older doctor sighed. "It's an easy enough mistake to make. Even experts occasionally get it wrong. That's why we tell people to not..." He shook his head. "Did anyone else eat the risotto?"
"We had some guests. Dorothea Green, the VP of Development at Brougham, Nolan and Reinhardt Jost--" The doctor's eyebrows shot up. "--and their bodyguard, Alexei. They're out of the country, though, on a safari in Africa."
"Mr. Nelson, are the Josts friends of yours?"
"Yes. Nolan is, at any rate." I gritted my teeth as a wave of nausea hit. "He's a donor to the university."
The doctor sighed. "I'm sorry to tell you this, but... Nolan Jost passed away last night. It was on the news this morning. They didn't say why, but..."
"Oh my God." I grunted as I tried to sit up. "Doctor, I need to see my wife."
"I'm afraid I can't allow that, Mr. Nelson. You need to rest, and she's... I'm afraid your wife is in a coma, sir."
Dorothea was admitted to the hospital the following day with the same symptoms. The police came eventually; while the doctors tried to keep them away, the death of Nolan, then Alexei a day later and Reinhardt a day after that, meant the accidental poisoning had to be treated as a murder investigation, especially once it became clear that only one member of the dinner party had avoided all but minimal damage to his liver and almost none to his kidneys.
I tried to be as transparent as I could, telling them that my food had tasted funny, which Alice could have corroborated had she ever reawakened. That never happened; she died the same day Reinhard did, around the same time I was able to get back on my feet. I grieved quite openly when I heard of her death, crying at the unfairness of it all; family friends notified our children, who began to make their way home.
Once I was up and about, I wanted to leave the hospital as quickly as I could and get back to my home. Not the vacation home; I'd never set foot in that place again if I could. Before I could leave, however, one of the nurses told me that Dorothea had requested my presence in her room. Given all that had transpired, I, of course, visited her. It would have looked suspicious if I'd done otherwise.
On entering her room, I found her quietly arguing with a man whom I vaguely recognized but couldn't place. "Dorothea, you can't--"
Even through the pain, she sounded almost regal in her dismissive tone. "I can, and I will." Her voice softened. "Please, Gerald. I know what I'm doing. Pretty soon, it's not going to matter to--" She saw me and attempted a smile. "Phillip. Thank you for coming. This is Gerald Atkins, my attorney."
The lawyer, an elderly man with a full white beard, nodded at me. "Mr. Nelson."
I nodded back, then addressed his client. "Dorothea, I'm so sorry--"
She laughed, "Really?" I opened my mouth to affirm my statement, but she spoke to her attorney instead. "Give it to him, then go." Seeing his hesitation, she repeated, "Go. I'm a big girl, Gerry. Please. Just do what I say."
Atkins patted her hand and smiled sadly, then strode toward me. He held two envelopes, one of which he pressed into my hand while shaking its twin in my face. "Upon Ms. Green's death, I will give this to the police. If you touch a hair on her head, sir, I will--"
"Gerry!" He looked back at her. "It's okay. He's not going to do anything to me. Even if he did, I'd deserve it. Philip's a good man, and even once he learns what I've done... Well, I can't imagine him attacking a dying woman. All he has to do is wait. Go on, now, and close the door."
Her attorney glared at me one last time in warning, then obeyed. After he left, I tried to apologize once more. "Dorothea, again, I'm sorry for--"
She raised a hand to silence me and nodded toward a chair. "Read that, then we'll talk." I sat, opened the seal on the envelope, and did as she bade.
To Whom It May Concern:
I, Dorothea Green, confess to the well-deserved premeditated murders of Nolan Jost, Reinhardt Jost, and Alexei Ivanovitch. To my eternal shame, I also confess to the murder of Alice Nelson and to the infliction of grievous bodily harm on my friend, Phillip Nelson. When he reads this, I hope he can forgive me.
Nolan Jost abused me physically, emotionally, and sexually during my entire career, both when I worked directly for him and later, as his liaison to Brougham University. He threatened to ruin my career if I did not submit to whatever sick perversions he wished to subject me to and to harm my family and friends if I tried to leave his employ or report his actions to the police. I contemplated suicide many times, but Nolan told me he would consider that the same as leaving his employ voluntarily and therefore still enact his revenge on my loved ones.
Nolan promised me, also, that once he retired, I would be free; I clung to this hope for as long as I could. However, he recently told me that he would turn over my 'slave contract,' as he referred to it, to his son Reinhardt, along with the reins of his company. It was at that point that I realized only his death or mine would free me, and I would not allow him to subject anyone else to the cruelties he had visited upon me.
I do not regret that I caused my own death while dispatching this monster, but I cannot forgive myself for Alice's death, nor for the cloud of suspicion that Phillip would live under if I did not set the record straight with this confession.
In the weeks leading up to the dinner at their house, I suggested to Alice that she prepare her mushroom risotto, fully planning to slip destroying angel mushrooms into Nolan and Reinhardt's bowls in the hope that their deaths could be passed off as a tragic accident.
Unfortunately, I had not counted on Nolan's exceeding hospitality. He refused to allow me to help with the serving of the food, and I panicked. Nolan planned to announce his retirement on he and his son's return from their annual safari. Fearing that I would not be able to arrange another attempt, I poisoned the entire pot of risotto after excusing myself during the salad course.
I pray that Alice will look down on me from Heaven above with mercy for what I have done to her. I pray also that Nolan, Reinhardt, and Alexei will burn in hell for what they have done to me.
Along with this letter, my attorney, Gerald Atkins, will present evidence of Nolan's physical abuse of me, as well as of numerous illegal and quasi-legal business dealings that I have documented, witnessed firsthand by me. In addition, as Jost's liaison to Brougham, I can attest that he used his charitable donations to the university as a way to launder money for some of these enterprises, with bribes paid to university officials to look the other way. This, too, I have documented, and my attorney will provide.
May God have mercy on my soul.
Dorothea Green
I looked over at Jost's hated lapdog, the woman who sent me down this path, with disbelief. She gave me a wan smile in return, then croaked, "I'm glad it was you." I stiffened at the remark, and she softly laughed. "Don't worry, I don't expect you to confess. You've gone this long fooling us all, and I know you're not going to give the game away now."



Folding the paper and putting it back in its envelope, I replied, "I have no idea what you're talking about."
"Of course not. You really did have him fooled, you know. Mr. Jost believed your total conversion act right up until the end, mocking you all along. He was a cruel man; the friendly, benign face he presented was... Well, he thought he had everyone else fooled, too. But the truth is, he really was, as you said long ago, a 'Nazi pervert.' God, it feels good being able to say that to someone else without fear of reprisal."
I shrugged indifferently. "Nolan was a divisive figure."
Dorothea stared at me for a long while, then quietly said, "It's hard, having to keep up an act for that long. I did, too, but only when I was around him or when he came up in conversation. You, though..." She looked out the window. "God, what you went through. What we put you through. You never had the respite of time alone by yourself; you had to keep up appearances to your wife and your kids, while also bearing the derision of your colleagues who saw you as a turncoat.
"I at least had time to myself at home, even if it was a lonely life. Mr. Jost made sure that it was. He..." Dorothea stopped then, as a peculiar, manic smile spread across her face. The smile gave way to loud laughter, which quickly turned to spasms of pain. I watched with some satisfaction at that until she managed to speak again. "Even now, I'm still holding on to pieces of my act. 'Mr. Jost.' I struggle to call the devil by his first name. That's what he was, a devil, and I sold my soul to him."
"I'm not particularly interested in your sob story, Dorothea."
I stood, and the Chief Beggar did what she did best. "Please! Please, Phillip. I'm taking the rap for you on this. Doesn't that earn me--"
Unable to hold back my anger, at least for a moment, I hissed, "It earns you nothing! I owe you nothing!" Then, abashed and fearful at how easily I broke character, I regained my composure, evenly saying, "I came here as a courtesy to a colleague, but since you've murdered my wife, I see no reason to..." Dorothea struggled to a sitting position. "What are you--" She began to untie the knots that held her hospital gown in place. "Stop. I don't know what you're doing, but you need to..."
The gown fell away, stunning me into silence.
Dorothea must have once been beautiful; her face still was, albeit the mature beauty of a woman in her fifties. Her body retained a measure of the fitness that had caught my eye when I first met her, years before I knew of her master's plans for me. All of that was marred, however, by the jagged scars of different shapes and sizes running almost everywhere on her torso. Deep gouges had been cut from her flesh in some places, while other scars resembled long, winding trails or the tributaries of rivers. They varied in age, too, leaving her body a patchwork of graying, mottled flesh.
She smiled sadly at my openmouthed stare, murmuring, "I suffered, too. Not in the same way you did, but I hid my pain, just as you hid yours."
"Jost did this to you?"
"In a way." Dorothea slid her arms back into her gown and began fastening it again. "I couldn't... I had no way to cope. No one to rely on or commiserate with. As cruel as Jost was to you and your colleagues, at least you had each other. At least you had your children, and even, in a strange way, your wives. That last may have been a cold comfort, but cold comfort is better than none."
Once Dorothea had tied her gown, she lay back on the bed, grimacing with exertion. "I joined Jost's firm straight out of college. Made my way through the ranks, faster than I should have, if I'm honest. I thought I had caught his eye with my skill and drive, but he'd had his eye on me the whole time. He came to me and told me that he had a special project he wanted me to work on for a few years, and that if I did, he'd let me write my own ticket.
"I'd have been crazy not to jump at the offer, so I signed an NDA; it was only then that he told me my role. I didn't like what he had planned, but he assured me that it was for the greater good, and that the psychological profiles he'd had prepared ensured that he'd only be including men who could easily come to terms with what he intended to do to them. So, I went along with it; I was still starstruck back then; I'll admit that.
"Mikkelsen was first, and he managed reasonably well. Not great, but he made it through and even thrived in his way. I told Jost that it made me uncomfortable, but he insisted that if I just trusted him, I'd see he was right. From the outside looking in, as he pulled the same stunt on the next two men, I still had misgivings, but they both seemed to cope... eventually.
"At the same time, when I'd talk to Jost about my plans after my time at Brougham, he always encouraged me. I told myself that I just had to make it through a little longer, and maybe he'd tire of his 'experiment.' I didn't see how evil he was until it was too late."
"Washington," I guessed.
Dorothea nodded. "The psychologists flat out said in his file that he'd do something dire. I came to Jost and told him that, but he told me that he had different plans for Washington and that I needed to trust him.
"Nolan could be so... persuasive. Charismatic. And he'd always treated me with respect, something I'd thirsted for since I was the 'uppity black dyke' as one of my high school rivals put it. You've only ever known him as the bastard who ruined your life; for me, he'd been a hero, and my hero said it was going to all work out.
"So I trusted him. I went along. And then Washington did exactly as the profiles suggested, except that they never said he'd kill himself. I stormed into Jost's office, and he laughed. 'What did you expect from a subhuman mongrel? He couldn't handle the pressure; your kind never can.'
"He mocked me. Told me that I was complicit in all of this, and that if I tried to go to the police or the press, he'd ensure that all the threats he'd enacted on his 'subjects' would go double for me. Then he said something that chilled me to the bone. 'Be a good little negress and know your place; if you can do that, perhaps one day I'll mate with you myself and elevate your bloodline.'"
"Jesus," I breathed.
Dorothea nodded, her eyes shimmering with the beginnings of unshed tears. Then she took a deep breath, closed her eyes, and pinched the bridge of her nose. The mask I'd seen for decades returned. "I always wanted children, but I'd be damned if I let him touch me, so I scheduled myself for tubal ligation as soon as I could. I broke up with my girlfriend, too, and I've only had sporadic flings since, never long enough to give Jost additional leverage. I allowed most of the ties I had to friends to wither, but that still left my family for him to target.
"I could do nothing to comfort those he hurt, other than be hated by them, so I did that. Each night I gave the speech that I gave to one of the men he targeted, I went home, took a knife and..." Her words trailed off, a gesture towards her maimed body saying all that needed to be said. "A different pain than the dull ache of feeling trapped over the years, but if each of you had to experience that sharp, sudden agony, I figured I should as well, in my own way.
"God, I wanted to kill him so badly. To kill myself so badly. What I wrote there in the letter is true, to an extent. Not the sexual abuse, thank God; I put that in there to make the whole thing seem more sordid, so people would pay attention.
"But Jost made it clear that if I ended my life, he'd continue to funnel people through his sick experiment, replace me with another 'mongrel' he could abuse, and take his displeasure at my 'weakness' out on my family just as surely as if I quit. And I knew, if I killed Nolan, Reinhardt would avenge him, even though he detested his father."
She chuckled. "You were magnificent, by the way. At dinner, I mean. Just sat there insulting them to their faces the whole time, and the idiots lapped it up as praise. 'Zeus and Ares!' God, it was everything I could do to not fall out of my chair laughing. The rapacious king with the morals of a two-year-old and his cruel, bloodthirsty son.
"That and the digs about how Nolan took such good care of his children, even as he abandoned Reinhardt to nannies and tutors? God, I thought the little shit was going to flip the table over." I allowed myself a small smile, and that made her chuckle again. "And the shot at how all Nolan's other little bastards turned out to be trash, the one you raised excepted? That was a nice save, by the way."
I shrugged. "It was a bit of grandstanding I didn't need to do."
"Maybe not, but it must have felt good."
"I can neither confirm nor deny."
Her sudden laugh turned into another coughing fit; when it subsided, I handed her a glass of water that I'd filled while she convulsed on her deathbed. She smiled in thanks and drank deeply, then said, "I realized then that you weren't the convert Nolan thought you were, but I couldn't figure out why you'd take the risk that night. When we came down with 'food poisoning,' I wondered if you'd done something... more, but..."
She shook her head. "Then, when I heard Alice was in the hospital, and once Nolan died, I understood. I don't just mean that I understood what you'd done, but why. Why you'd made yourself a pariah among your colleagues with your 'solution,' why you'd had another child with your wife, why you'd nurtured a friendship with him, all of it. Even your choice of hobbies: long distance running, to give you time to plan all by yourself; and community theater, to give you the skills you'd need to keep up the front with everyone for so long."
Dorothea gave me a conspiratorial smile. "Jost had my office bugged, you know. He loved to play the tapes of the husbands being told, and he forced me to listen with him, once he'd shown me who he truly was. He'd destroy them afterwards; I think keeping the secret, or controlling who knew, was part of his fetish.
"I still remember, though, something Abernathy said the night I told you that Alice and Jost had left for his plane. He said that Jost had picked a group of 'patient, methodical men' to victimize. And now, one of those men has shown him the price of his hubris using precisely the attributes he'd picked them for."
Her tone turned melancholy. "I wish we could have been friends. I'd like to think that, maybe if we'd picked different paths through our lives, we could have been. I love mythology, too, you know; I regretted, even back in college, that I needed to pursue business instead.
"I won't... I can't ask you to forgive me. I would never do that, because I couldn't forgive in your place. And you're right, you don't owe me anything, but I'd still like to ask a favor."
I eyed her suspiciously. "What?"
"Nothing onerous. I..." She swallowed with great difficulty. "I'm tired. It hurts just to... to be. But it's hurt to be for a long time, and I'm ready to be done with this life. It's not going to be long now, I don't think, and I'm glad for that.
"But... would you tell me a story? One of your favorites? I don't deserve comfort, perhaps, but I'd still ask it of you."
Part of me, a large part, considered getting up and leaving the room without another word. Regardless of how she'd come under his sway, she did assist Jost in tormenting me. Another part, a much smaller one, considered granting her forgiveness, but I couldn't, at least not then. That left the final, largest part, the one who saw in her a kindred spirit, a monster created by the designs of another but who tried, at the end, to be a hero. Or, perhaps, a hero, forced by circumstances to become a monster.
With a gentle tone, as if telling one of my children a bedtime story, I asked, "It's a new story. A new myth. Is that alright?"
"New?"
"Students come to my classes for so many reasons, but often because of movies or books: the Disney Hercules movie, for example, or Wonder Woman comics. Those are valid entry points; the Greeks had all sorts of different versions of their own mythology, after all. More recently, though, many told me about a game called Hades.
"Once I played it--or, more accurately, once I had one of my children play it, because it's hard as hell--" Dorothea chuckled. "--I saw why. It's a beautifully rendered take on the old myths, filtered through modern sensibilities. It's one story from Hades that I'd like to tell you. Is that alright?"
Dorothea nodded. "Please. I'd like that."
After taking a deep breath, I began. "Long ago, in the time of Ancient Greece, the hero Theseus died after a long life filled with adventure. Upon his death, he traveled to the Underworld as all the mortal dead do. Because Theseus was a king and hero, the god of the dead, Hades, sent him to Elysium, a realm where the worthy could indulge in endless delights.
"However, he soon grew bored with this afterlife of ease. He learned that his old foe and the fiercest combatant he'd ever faced, Asterius the Minotaur, resided in Erebus, a region of darkness where slain beasts dwell. Theseus, excited by the prospect of battle with the monster he'd once slain, left the Elysian Fields and traveled across the Styx to seek him out.
"When Theseus found Asterius, though, it wasn't a wild, crazed monster that stood before the Greek king. While the Minotaur retained his bestial attributes, Theseus found a penitent, soft-spoken being. When the hero drew his sword, Asterius would not fight, instead forgiving Theseus for slaying him and sending him to the realm of eternal darkness.
"Theseus paused at the Minotaur's words, lowering his weapon. The two spoke of how they'd each reached their first battle, Theseus as a hero, choosing to sacrifice himself for his homeland as tribute to the Minoans for a battle his father had lost, and Asterius, cursed by the god Poseidon to be a monster before he was even born, and all due the actions of his father King Minos. Each of them, man and monster, had found themselves pawns in larger schemes they could not control.
"As they sat together, the pair learned that they had much in common and parted as friends. Eventually, Theseus visited Asterius again, having petitioned Hades on behalf of his strange new friend; this time, the hero brought an invitation to join him in Elysium, where they could battle together in the arena, now as allies instead of enemies."
Dorothea, tears running down her face, smiled gratefully and closed her eyes. As she laid her head down for the last time, she whispered, "Thank you, Theseus."
I patted her hand lightly. "Rest well, Asterius."
Some time in the night, she passed. The next day, her attorney gave her confession and all the evidence she'd gathered to the FBI, the IRS, and the press. After that, the wolves descended; some people went to jail, others made deals, and Jost's holdings were sold off to the highest bidder or seized by the authorities.
I had killed Jost, and Dorothea had spit on his corpse.
Brougham weathered the storm, but only barely. The money dried up. A huge portion of the administration found itself out of jobs, and nearly twenty well-regarded liberal arts professors quit almost as soon as Jost's death was announced. It went back to being the joke of a school that it was before its benefactor turned it into the site of his own little eugenics experiment.
Speaking of his monstrous attempt to play with our lives, barely even a hint of its existence came to light in the aftermath. A few emails showed up here and there, but almost entirely divorced of context. If Jost or his staff had been keeping any kind of hard records, they never surfaced. Given Dorothea's confirmation that the whole thing really was just a way for him to get his rocks off, they probably never existed.
As to my own children, they mourned their mother. I did, too, after a fashion; Alice's death moved me more than I expected it to. Keeping a pure hate for Nolan was easy, since I only rarely saw him, and the same went for Alexei. For Dorothea, too, until her revelation; I could avoid her on campus most of the time. Reinhardt I killed only because it was clear he planned to follow in his father's footsteps, but I feel no more remorse for his death than I would that of a rabid dog.
Alice, though, Alice leaves me feeling ambivalent. As Dorothea quickly figured out, I threw myself into community theater to sharpen my acting skills. I had decided, even as early as that first night, that whatever else I did, I would pretend to be the best husband I could, because my children deserved that. I decided, also, that no amount of "making it up to me" would ever salve the wound she'd inflicted, and that proved true as well.
Unfortunately, in faking my love for her, I found myself feeling warmly toward my adulterous wife from time to time; we all know the stories of two actors falling in love while filming a movie together, and I finally understood firsthand how that can happen. "Fake it 'til you make it" can be a double-edged sword; I wanted to fake my love for her without actually making it manifest in reality, because the third thing I'd decided that night was that I'd leave my marriage as soon as I could, just as Mikkelsen had suggested.
I ultimately found a happy medium, although its nature may sound loathsome; perhaps not as loathsome as murder, but those plans didn't come until later. Instead, I decided to think of Alice as a pet, something I could show affection to and enjoy, even one which I might feel some guilt for leaving behind later, but not as a real person worthy of deep, abiding love. She'd already proved she wasn't that, at least in my eyes.
My muted affection did make it harder to kill her, though, and I did feel sadness at her death. If I hadn't had my later epiphany, I would have simply divorced her, but ultimately, it turned out that I really did need her right until the end. She would have made the perfect patsy, had Dorothea not thrown herself on her sword.
What I told Jost was partially true. I did regard him as a god on Earth in the way I described to him, one of the monstrous deities of ancient religions that treated humans as playthings and which humans treated as terrifying forces to be placated. It wasn't until Klein and his deep-dive into philosophy--or more accurately, he and I getting drunk together while he got really stuck in on Nietzsche--that I remembered something important: gods can be killed. We've done it for almost as long as we've had gods.
The Olympians killed the Titans after one proto-Indo-European tribe beat another down. The Romans pummeled the Greeks into submission and, in the way of the Roman Empire, let the Greeks keep their gods.They renamed them, though, and grafted Romulus, Remus, and their lot onto the mythology, neutering Zeus, 'the king of the gods,' into Juno, 'protector of the state.'
The Christians obliterated the Roman gods, even if bits and pieces live on in iconography and pop culture: the image of God as a bearded man clutching a fistful of lightning bolts; Dante's circles of Hell; holidays that just so happen to share dates and rituals with Roman ones. No one worships their gods, though, outside a few fringe types, just as no one venerates Jost anymore, outside a few particularly deluded members of his cult of personality.
The drunken talk with Klein planted the seed, and my suppressed fury watered it into full-bloom madness. Gods could die, and I would kill one. With that in mind, Alice shifted from house pet to potential tool of my vengeance. Everything that came after that--the birth of our youngest child, my continuance of our marriage, cozying up to Dorothea and Jost to get him to drop his defenses, all of it except the true and honest love I showed to my children--was in furtherance of that goal.



Some might call me mad; they're probably right. I haven't always been mad, though. It's said that those whom the gods would destroy, they first make mad. Perhaps that works in reverse, though: who but madmen would try to destroy a god? Who but we, Dorothea and I, in our madness, could succeed?
I wish that I had known she could be my ally. That she was my ally. If I had, though, if we had become friends and even co-conspirators, perhaps then we would have dulled the madness that drove us to destroy. I don't know. One day, I hope we'll meet in Elysium or Erebus and decide there, together, in the realms where heroes and monsters live forever.

--

Special thanks to dtiverson, who gave me insider info on tenure, college politics, and how the moneymaking and educational parts of university life interact. If I got anything wrong, blame me, not him. Also, the beta readers didn't get to take a swing at this one, so any editing or continuity issues are on me, too.
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Marissa and I arrived late, just as we always did. To my regular annoyance, and despite my best efforts, Mari couldn't seem to get anywhere on schedule. I thought even our wedding day would be delayed until she showed up right on time with a smile that gently mocked, "told you I'd make it."
This wasn't our wedding, though; this was a vacation. Specifically, a Labor Day weekend spent at our friend's lake house, or, more accurately, his family's lake house. And since it was a vacation, and since only our friends awaited us, and since they'd long since grown resigned to Mari's lack of punctuality, she didn't feel anything like the urgency she had five years before on the day we said, "I do."
Our friends from our college days loitered on the dock, each whiling away the time in their preferred manner. Kyle and Heather, inseparable high school sweethearts still together almost fifteen years after they met, laughed at something as they watched together on a single tablet. Tyler, former college athlete but eternal jock, argued heatedly with his girlfriend of the moment, although I couldn't make out the bone of contention between them. Lakshmi, the brains of our college circle and a literal nuclear physicist, frowned at her phone, body language radiating misery as she jabbed at the touchscreen rapid-fire.
Rounding out the group were two faces, one familiar and one new. The handsome couple leaned in close and smiled as they engaged in quiet conversation, before Blake turned to greet our approach. "Dale! Mari! So glad you could make it!" Mari hugged Blake. "And this..." He gestured, "... is my fiancée, Gina. We're going to announce on Insta this week." The newcomer gave a shy wave.
"Fiancée?" Mari gushed, bringing the dark-haired beauty into a bearhug. "Oh, my God! That's wonderful! I can't believe it!"
That made two of us. The last time we'd gotten together there, three years prior, Blake was just pulling himself out of the wreckage of his disastrous divorce. I couldn't believe that, either. Yeah, he and Jen had partied like mad in college, but we all thought they'd both settled down. She sure as hell had plenty of good reasons to, given her rich, handsome, charming, and funny husband; who would cheat on a guy like Blake? His ex had, though, and it completely shattered the guy.
We all missed the next two theoretically annual trips for unrelated reasons. The first year, Kyle and Heather got COVID. Then, the onset of the war in Ukraine kept Lakshmi from attending; her wife, Olivia, worked in some nebulous department at the Pentagon, and it was all hands on deck. While Liv wasn't part of our core group, Lakshmi was, and she wanted to stay in D.C., too. It sucked, but we all knew the weekend wouldn't be the same without Shmi, so everyone penciled it in for the following year.
Truth be told, I had doubted that we'd all make it this time, either, and I suspected this trip might be our last hurrah. After college, we'd all scattered to the winds. Blake took a cushy position at his father's firm in L.A. and brought Tyler along for the ride, as he had since they were kids. Shmi finished her masters, then moved to D.C. and met her wife. Mari and I migrated to Dallas, where she worked as a nurse, while I found employment at a telecom company. Kyle, after finishing up his J.D., moved back to the Midwest with Heather, where the two of them settled in quite nicely as lawyer and stay-at-home wife.
Adult responsibilities had crowded out free time for all of us, and Kyle and Heather had two young kids on top of that. Add in the kind of drift that almost always occurs after college as people grow into their adult selves, and I'd seen the cracks starting to form when we'd last met three years previous. Shmi and I had shared similar thoughts on late night Discord chats, although Mari told me we were being too pessimistic.
Still, if this would likely be our last weekend together, I wanted to make the most of it. Grabbing Blake's hand in a firm handshake and slapping him on the back, I gave my congratulations.
They certainly were in order, if looks were anything to go by. Gina worked as a model, and she looked it: long legs, slim, great tits, a ready smile, and stunning green eyes. Mari, with her athletic body, red hair, and pale blue eyes, had been one of the hottest girls on campus when she and I started dating, and my wife still turned heads. Gina, though? Gina was sex on a stick.
"I'm the lucky one," she enthused, "and I'm so glad to meet all of you. Blake keeps telling me about his wonderful college friends and how he misses them so much. We're going to have so much fun together this weekend!" For just a moment, while looking at me, I would have sworn she licked her lips as she said this last bit. Then, however, her gaze returned to him, and I chalked it up to my imagination.
Excusing myself as Mari and Gina got to know each other, I made my way to Kyle and Heather. We repeated a variation of the hug/handshake/good-to-see-you dance one performs on reuniting with old friends. The pair could have almost passed for brother and sister, both blonde-haired, blue-eyed, and pale-skinned, and both epitomizing "young Midwestern mom and dad." Heather played further into that stereotype when she immediately opened up the photo app on her tablet to show me page after page of her kids' pics. I oohed and ahhed as appropriate, before extricating myself a few minutes later.
I don't mean to sell them short; I was very fond of Kyle and Heather, both individually and as a couple. However, I also had little in common with them other than our shared pasts, and I didn't want to exhaust my small talk options in the first half hour. I moved on, and they headed towards Mari, Gina, and Blake, all of us promising to catch up more once we reached the lake house.
Tyler and... I'm just going to call her Candy. I know I heard her name, but I can't remember it. She was almost certainly a Candy or a Traci or a Topaz or somesuch; while Tyler didn't have a physical type, he sure as hell had one when it came to their personality, and that type was "bold Comic Sans." Their heated discussion had turned nasty, and I wanted nothing to do with it.
Of all our group, Tyler had changed the least. That's not a compliment; the former linebacker had helped Blake get through middle school intact, back when his family's wealth only invited scorn and wedgies, before he'd come into his good looks and charm. The lunk had earned himself a friend for life, whether he deserved it or not, and he'd been coasting on that association for years.
Tyler and Candy's animated discussion gave me the perfect excuse to slip past them and on toward the main reason--other than Mari's insistence--that I'd agreed to one more year at the lake house. "Hey, nerd."
My adorably tiny friend craned her neck to look up at me, her furrowed brow relaxing as she realized backup had arrived. "Hey, dork." Her arms encircled me in a tight, heartfelt hug. "I would have killed you if you hadn't made it."
"Such love!" Pulling away and looking down, I asked, "Everything okay, Shmi? Where's Liv?"
She tried to smile, but her heart wasn't in it. "Work. Again. I flew in last night, and she was supposed to get here this morning. But with everything going on in the world..." Lakshmi shrugged and waved her phone.
Shmi had a gift for understatement. Every major geopolitical hotspot seemed like it had heated up in the previous few months. With the election only a couple of months away, even North Korea had reentered the conversation, rattling its saber with new ballistic missile tests that lobbed a dummy warhead far enough to upset the talking heads.
"Anyways," she continued, in the clipped Indian accent she'd inherited from her parents, "She's not going to make it but told me to go ahead without her." With a snort, Shmi groused, "Just like her. I'm sure she'd already decided to... Eh, whatever. I'm here now, you're here now. Let's try to have fun."
"Sorry, hon. C'mon, let's go--"
"Dale! Bro!" Fuck. It had spotted me, and here it came. "I want to introduce you to--"
"Why does she have a phone?" Candy squawked. "You said I couldn't have one! Why does she get to have hers and I don't?"
One of the original rules at the lake house was that we were supposed to disconnect: no TVs in the bedrooms, no phones, no laptops. Kyle and Heather would have to leave their tablet in their car before we embarked, too. The lake house had a radio for emergencies, a TV with a Blu-ray player in the living room, and an expensive sound system complete with an impressive vinyl collection, but the point was for us to hang out together without the distractions of the outside world. That had shifted slightly since college--no way would Kyle and Heather have joined us if they couldn't be reached once they had kids--but the spirit of the agreement remained intact.
"Babe, I told you. Shmi does government shit, so she has to have her phone if there's, like, an emergency or something." Candy rolled her eyes and stalked off in a huff. "Sorry, bro. She gets like that sometimes. Eh, whatever. It's awesome you could make it!" The big lug dragged me into a crushing bearhug. That's a pretty impressive feat; I'm not a small guy at just over six foot and around 200 pounds, but he picked me up like I weighed nothing at all. I'd asked him not to, but he never listened. He pretty much never listened to anyone except Blake.
"Put him down, Ty." His best friend's tone sounded a little different than it had back in the day. Before, I remembered a certain resigned amusement, a 'boys will be boys' spirit behind the chiding. Now, though, I heard a bit of an edge there. A tiredness, maybe.
Tyler set me back down with a mumbled, unhappy, "Sorry." That was new, too. The Ty from college, or even the one from three years before, would have obeyed, but his manner would have been, at most, that of a slightly chagrined schoolboy who'd gotten his knuckles rapped with a ruler. This Tyler seemed more like a whipped dog.
Blake slapped him on the shoulder and turned his charm towards me. "No harm done, right?" Tyler seemed mollified when I shrugged, and that was enough for Blake to turn his back on both of us. With his shout of, "Come on, everyone! Time to go!" the assembled throng began moving our luggage to the pontoon boat docked nearest the parking lot.
Blake's grandparents had built the lake house back in the early 70s, the first of a planned luxury resort development. His family had made their money in timber, and the land had originally been slated for harvesting, but the gorgeous clear blue water of the lake and the temperate summer weather made the switch a no-brainer.
Unfortunately for them, the Endangered Species Act passed just after the first spacious house went up, and three nearly extinct birds were found to live in the surrounding forest, putting an end to the planned development. Since then, one had come off the endangered species list and another had gone extinct, but the third stayed firmly in limbo.
The town we parked at, founded decades before the EPA and with a population in the hundreds, had a little more leeway in their observance of the act. Its inhabitants could still fish and boat to a limited extent, and a few of the folks that lived in the town had cabins lining the banks of the lake, but they all reached them by water. The forest had largely reclaimed the logging road that had brought the materials for the first-and-only luxury lake resort home, so Blake's family followed suit, contracting with a local man to ferry their family back and forth to the house, as well as keeping it stocked in the summer months and checking on it during the offseason.
Once we'd stowed everything we'd brought for the weekend, the captain cast off from the dock and began the twenty-minute journey to our destination at the far side of the lake. Most of us socialized, catching up on the events in our lives that hadn't made it onto social media, with two exceptions. Lakshmi kept looking at her phone, occasionally poking at it or angrily scrolling, and Candy, arms crossed, glared in turns at her and at Tyler.
I felt a bit bad for Candy, honestly. It sucks to be the odd man out, and I tried to bring her into the conversation. After she answered in monosyllables the first two times, though, I gave up. I think my attempts might have made her angrier, especially since Tyler didn't bother at all. Instead, he focused on the reunion and--less subtly than he believed--Blake's hot fiancée.
To be fair, he was not alone in that; I stole a glance now and again, as did Kyle, Shmi, and, surprisingly to me, Heather. This apparently pissed Candy off even more; she seemed like the type of girl used to being the center of attention. By the time we reached our destination, she looked ready to explode, and, as the group disembarked with our luggage, a spark caught.
"Mom says Dylan and Thea are fine," Heather remarked, looking up from the phone she'd pulled out of her purse. "They miss us, but--"
"What the fuck?" We all turned to look at Candy, who launched into a tirade. "She gets to bring her phone, too? I swear to God, you son of a--"
"Babe--" Tyler began, but she cut him short.
"No, fuck you! I didn't want to come here in the first place, hanging out with your stupid friends at some stupid lake! You've spent the whole trip here staring at her tits, and I'm supposed to want to do this all weekend? Without TikTok? No. No. Not just hell no, but fuck no!" Candy turned to the local that had brought us across. "Can I go back with you?"
"Babe! Come on!"
The helmsman looked at Blake; he was paying, after all. Blake just shrugged. It's not like this was the first time one of Ty's girlfriends left in a huff, although it was the first time she required a watercraft to do so. The local, taking that as assent, helped Candy load her bags back into the boat, all while Tyler fumed.
The rest of us, Gina excepted, shared a concerned look; we'd been here plenty of times, but only once when Tyler didn't have a girl to keep him happy, and that trip had been miserable. He acted like a spoiled brat the whole time, growing increasingly unpleasant until we left at the end of the weekend. I sure as hell didn't look forward to a repeat.
Blake tried to console his friend as the boat pulled away, but I could see his heart wasn't really in it, that same tiredness I'd noticed in town returning in new form. I understood, having tired of Ty's antics years ago. Looking around at the group, I think we all had. With a collective shrug, we grabbed our luggage and headed to our rooms.
By the time Mari and I unpacked and freshened up, the sun had started to dip below the horizon, and my stomach was rumbling. We made our way downstairs, ready to help cook, but Heather had beaten us to it, already wearing an apron and puttering about the kitchen. She'd always acted as the mom of the group, even when we were just a bunch of drunken idiots; it was nice to know some things hadn't changed. Since she clearly wasn't going to let us help cook, we instead set the table.
The meal, as always, was delicious. Heather and Kyle had always had a plan for their lives, and her choice of majoring in home economics was part of that plan. Blake, Tyler, and Mari all gave them a bit of ribbing from time to time back in the day, but deep down, I think we all respected the dedication they had to building a future together.
At a lull in the conversation, Gina asked, "So, Blake has told me his story about how he met all of you, but I want to hear it direct from y'all."
"Checking up on me?" Blake asked.
"No! No, I just..." She shrugged. "People have different recollections, you know? Like, I've talked with Tyler already, so I know that story, but..." She smiled at Kyle, "I know you were one of the first of the 'inner circle.' How did that happen?"
Kyle chuckled. "Well, Blake and I got in an argument in philosophy class. Don't remember what about now, but I know he was wrong." Blake snorted. "We ended up clicking. Him and me and Tyler all hung out, and Heather wanted to meet them. Then there were four." He put his hand on his wife's, and they shared a smile.
Gina shifted her focus. "Heather, did you ever feel like the odd woman out, because it was the three of them and you?"
Heather thought about it for a moment. "Maybe every once in a while. I know I mothered them, which was what Blake and Ty needed in their lives; Kyle and I are only a year older than them, but..." She shrugged. We all knew who the most mature ones in the room were. "Besides, it wasn't too long before Lakshmi and Mari were hanging out with us, too."
Blake's fiancée turned her face towards Shmi, who was still fiddling with her phone at the dinner table. "You tutored Blake?" She paused, waiting for a response. "Lakshmi?"
Our friend, startled, almost shouted, "What?" Noticing we were all looking at her, she apologized. "Sorry. Sorry. What was the question?"
"You tutored Blake?"
"Uh. Um, yeah. Him, then Tyler." With a self-deprecating laugh, she continued, "Blake always said he kept me around because they needed a smart person in the room. I don't know about that, but--"
Mari chided, "Oh, hush. God knows half of us wouldn't have made it through school without you. We partied way too hard." She turned to Gina. "That's how I met Blake. Partying, that is. Well, Tyler first, then Blake, at a frat party. Like Kyle said, we just clicked. All of us, I mean. That was... mmm, end of sophomore year."
Gina grinned conspiratorially at my wife. "You're gorgeous, and Tyler told me Blake used to be a bit of a player. Did you and he ever hook up?" Mari's jaw dropped. "Hey, I'm not-- No jealousy or anything. But looking at you, if he didn't at least try..." She winked at her fiancé.
With a shake of her head and a rueful grin, Mari laughed. "No. I mean, yes, Blake did get around a bit, but no."
"He didn't try, or you didn't say yes?"
Marissa laughed again, louder this time. "He tried, once, but that was early. I had a boyfriend then, and once I told him that, he backed off. That's probably why we were able to stay friends, honestly, the fact that we never hooked up."
She ran her fingers through my hair, smiling at me as she said, "And then Shmi brought Dale to that party junior year, and that was that." She giggled at me, "I still can't believe you thought the two of you were on a date. How did you not figure out Shmi was gay?" Returning her gaze to Gina, she concluded, "Anyways, that was that. Completely love-at-first-sight smitten with this guy, and no looking back."
I took Mari's hand and kissed it, and she beamed. Gina giggled, "Yeah, I can see why you wouldn't want to take a chance messing things up with Dale. You two look really happy together, and he's..." She laughed, "Well, would it offend you if I said your husband's hot?"
"As long as talking's all you do, sure. Don't make me cut you, bitch!" The two girls shared a laugh, and the whole table joined in. In that moment, it almost felt like old times. I remembered the playful flirtations amongst the seven of us, backed up by the fierce loyalty we had for each other. None of us ever crossed the line, partly because we cared for each other but also because we knew the others did, too, and they wouldn't hesitate to let one of us know if our significant other cheated.
Every friend group has their own energy, and Gina seemed like she synced up with ours. In particular, she and Mari got on like a house on fire, but everyone appeared to enjoy her company. Even Tyler and Shmi, each in their doldrums for different reasons, seemed buoyed. Still chuckling, the four guys headed for the living room with Shmi trailing, eyes glued to her phone, while Mari, Heather, and Gina cleared the table.
The good mood didn't last long. Tyler flopped down on the couch next to Blake and called out, "Nerd! What are you doing on that thing? Got a game of Candy Crush you can't put down?" The 'nerd' comment set my teeth on edge. She and I called each other 'nerd' and 'dork' as terms of affection; Tyler didn't. He hadn't called Shmi 'nerd' since the disastrous trip our senior year when he didn't have a girl along to distract him and decided to take it out on her, at least until Blake and I got him to back off.



"What?" Shmi looked up for a moment, then back down. "No, it's... Goddammit, Liv. She says she's going into a meeting, and she's not sure when she can talk again." Thrusting her phone into a pocket, she crossed her arms and hugged herself. "I shouldn't have come."
"Hey, now, it's going to be okay," Kyle said, trying to soothe her. "She told you to, right? It's going to be fine. She's not mad or anything, I'm sure."
"No! No, it's..." She shook her head. "I can't... I just wish... I mean, I'm glad to see you guys, but--"
"C'mon, nerd, stop bringing down the room."
"Cut it out, Ty." Blake's voice didn't hold the warmth that it had in our younger days when he'd corrected Tyler, and I wasn't the only one that noticed. Kyle and I shared a quick look with each other; he barely hid his surprise, too.
Tyler held his hands up in apparent submission. "Fine, fine. Jesus!" A lightbulb went off over his head, and he started digging in his pocket. "Hey, you know what? I've got something to help her chill out." He cast a quick, accusatory glance towards Blake as he fished around. "All of us, actually." Out came a baggie full of pot and a pair of joints, because of course he'd brought weed. Before anyone could issue more than a token complaint, he'd already lit up and started puffing.
Frankly, I was glad; stoned Tyler sucked less than sober, grumpy Tyler and significantly less than drunk, grumpy Tyler. If it could get him into teddy bear mode instead of grizzly bear mode, I was all for it. From their body language, that seemed to be Blake and Kyle's assessment as well.
After the first couple hits off the joint, he passed it on to Blake, then held up the unlit one and said, "C'moooon, Shmi. Take the edge off."
She shook her head. "I can't. Random drug tests at the DoE."
The bear rolled his eyes. "Fiiiine." Thankfully, though, he left it at that, instead broing out with Blake and Kyle. They offered me a toke, but I demurred; pot always made me feel sick the next day.
Honestly, seeing him now, I felt sad more than anything else, even beyond the irritation. He and I had never been that close, not compared to the other two guys and him, or even Mari and him. We had been friends, though, at least of a sort. I remembered going out to bars and parties with him, or just chilling in his dorm room now and again. He was a fun guy to be around back then. Most of the time, anyways.
We'd all moved on in our lives, though, and he still seemed like the same guy he was in college, who, I'm fairly certain, bore a striking resemblance to the guy he was in high school. Riding Blake's coattails may have given him an easy life, but it also meant he stagnated. I couldn't see a future for him that wasn't just him trying to hold onto his glory days while living in his friend's shadow. That was assuming Blake's new coolness toward him didn't mean he'd be ejected from that part of his life soon, too.
Lakshmi stood and stretched. "I'm gonna get some fresh air."
That sounded like a great idea. The other three guys were digging into college football, a topic Tyler would dominate and which I had no interest in. "I'll join you."
Out on the porch, she and I leaned against the railing, looking out over the lake. The new moon shed no light, leaving its still surface an inky black mirror speckled with pinpricks of starlight. The sounds of the nighttime forest filled our ears; we'd always been able to sit in an amiable silence together. She frowned, staring into the distance, then swiped one hand across her eyes. "Shmi?"
"Huh?" She shook her head. "Oh, it's... I'm just tired."
"Bullshit, hon. What's going on?"
My friend--the first friend I had in this group and still one of my closest--opened her mouth and closed it a couple of times, clearly miserable, then asked, "Can... Can we not? Just tonight. I know you want to help, but I just... I need--" I slid closer and gave her a side hug; she rested her head against me and quietly said, "Thank you."
"Any time." I thought about making more small talk, but without knowing what exactly was going on, the obvious choices--her wife, her job, world events, our friends--represented a minefield I didn't want to cross.
She broke the silence after a few minutes. "I don't know that I can stomach Ty for the whole weekend. He's just too much right now."
"Hang out with me and Mari. Maybe we can go for a hike tomorrow. I'm sure he'll want to go swimming for half the day like he always does, and we'll all watch a movie that night. Then it's Sunday, and he's probably going to sleep until noon. We can chill until lunch, maybe watch another movie or take a walk, then get back, eat dinner, and pack. And besides, it seems like Blake has him on a short leash."
Lakshmi chuckled. "You noticed that, too?"
"I think everyone did. I wonder what happened there?"
She laughed, "Pretty sure it's the new girlfriend. Fiancée. Whatever. She really does not seem to like Tyler at all." Under her breath, Shmi muttered, "God knows why."
"I wondered what happened there, too. After what Jen pulled... If you told me Blake would ever seriously date again, much less get engaged within a few years? Man, when he introduced her, you could have knocked me over with a feather."
"Fuck if I know, man, I--" Uproarious laughter sounded from the door behind us. "Huh. Wonder what that's about?"
"Wanna find out?"
"Not really, but we have to go in sometime." She turned to leave, then stopped and said, "Thanks, Dale. For checking on me, I mean." I ruffled her hair, and she playfully shoved my arm aside with a grin. "Asshole. C'mon."
Upon opening the door I heard Heather giddily proclaim, "--So, yeah, opening our marriage just made sense!"
"What?!" Shmi and I both cried out at the same time. Heather and Kyle? Milquetoast Midwest mom and pop, nuclear family, 'you kids play nice now' Heather and Kyle?
That provoked a moment of awkward silence, then another gale of laughter. Heather, clearly feeling no pain, repeated between titters, "I said, 'opening our marriage just made sense.' It did." Favoring me with a smile as I sat down on the couch next to Mari, she explained, "We were telling everyone, after what Jen did to Blake, Kyle and I had a long discussion about... well, a lot of things. About what we hadn't done since we'd been together for so long, about what we worried we might miss out on, that kind of stuff.
"We were both honest with each other about things, and..." She took her husband's hand and smiled at him, "Honestly, we both wondered what it would be like to be with other people, but we also knew that we didn't want to hurt our marriage. So, we set up some rules, tested the waters and--"
Kyle laughed, "--the waters turned out to be just fine!"
Mari asked, "So... Like, what are your rules? Do you just... do 'whoever, wherever, whatever,' or do you swap, or--"
"Is she cucking you? You got one of those cock cages on?" Tyler chortled.
Rolling her eyes, Heather said, "No, I am not 'cucking' my husband, you oaf. We swap. They both have to be people we like. Each of us has veto power--which we've never used, because we trust each other--and it has to happen under the same roof. Sometimes it's in the same room, and sometimes it's not, but it's always with each other's approval."
My wife leaned forward a little bit. "And you don't get jealous or mad?"
"We're human. It happens sometimes, especially the first few times, but we talk it out. We always space swaps out, too, so we don't forget that the whole point is to make us happier in our marriage. Honestly, the next few weeks after we're with another couple are..." Her husband leaned down and kissed her neck. "Mmm... Sublime. For us, it's a bit of shared fun, followed by a wonderful period of, ah, recommitment."
Kyle chimed in, "These days, we talk more often and more honestly--not just about sex but about everything--than we have since we started dating. I know it's not for everyone, and I'm not saying we'll do it forever, but it's been great for us."
Gina glanced over at Blake, and he incrementally nodded. She quietly said, "We do, too. Share, I mean, although not with the exact same rules."
"What?!" The whole room joined in this time, except for Tyler, who instead glowered silently.
Blake, laughing, said, "I know, I know. After what happened with Jennifer, I did some soul searching. What I ultimately decided was that it wasn't the cheating that bothered me, it was the lies. And then I met Gina and--"
He looked at her, and she returned his earlier nod with an encouraging smile, "--well, Gina's... She likes women, too. Early on, she told me that she felt incomplete if she couldn't be with both men and women. She was honest with me about what she needed, and we talked about it, about what our boundaries were.
"We've expanded some from those boundaries since then, but the core stuff stays the same. It doesn't need to be a full swap--we've had threesomes with men and women, and we've both had no strings attached sex when traveling--but no sneaking around and absolutely no lying." He leaned over and snuck a kiss in. "And I'm happier than I've ever been. Everything in my life has fallen into place, finally."
During his explanation, Tyler's frown deepened. Blake and Gina sat faced away from him, but the rest of us could see it. I couldn't imagine their arrangement would upset Tyler; he'd been a huge party animal back in college, regaling us with tales of bacchanals that we mere mortals, not there on athletic scholarships, could only dream of.
No, I had a sneaking suspicion that Lakshmi was right: it wasn't what Gina had introduced into Blake's life that upset Tyler, but what she had cut out. Or, maybe more accurately, what Tyler had been excluded from. In college, I won't say he'd never taken 'no' for an answer, but that was mostly because the girls he asked weren't the kind to say 'no.' Gina, while clearly sweet with Blake and warm toward the rest of us, struck me as the type of woman who had no trouble saying 'no,' especially to a guy like Ty.
Heather asked, "So, you're into girls, too?"
Gina grinned. "When you say, 'too,' are you asking if I like women and men, or are you saying that you also like women?"
"Bit of both?"
Tyler almost shouted, "Holy shit, Heather! Where was this version of you in college?"
She chuckled, "Always there, just... I dunno, hiding? Afraid of what it meant if I liked women, or of what it would mean for me and Kyle if he knew." Her husband hugged her, and she smiled contentedly. "Sometimes you need to wait a little bit before you're willing to admit some things about yourself, you know? Even to the ones you love. Especially to them."
Turning her head towards Gina, she took a hit off the joint and answered, "And, yes, I like women, too. Not as much as guys, but sometimes when we're with a couple and we're waiting for the guys to get ready for a second round, we help them with... mmm, something nice to look at."
Gina licked her lips, her eyes focused entirely on the young MILF in front of her. "Hey, ah, can I get another hit?"
"Sure."
Heather tried to pass the jay to Gina, but she instead leaned in without extending her hand. "Not like that."
"Oh." The whole room held their breath. Heather looked back at her husband, then glanced at Blake; both grinned. Gina's eyes flitted towards Kyle, and, upon seeing the broad smile there, continued forward. Heather took a puff, held it in her mouth, and tilted her face toward Gina's. As their lips met, I felt Mari's hand on my leg, squeezing my thigh, then moving up to my rapidly hardening dick.
The kiss didn't last very long, but it left both women with a satisfied, blissful smile. They leaned back into their partners, who kissed them as well. Lakshmi looked on, openmouthed, from her chair opposite Tyler. His expression rested somewhere between hunger and jealousy. Glancing over at Mari, I saw disbelief and lust; on looking at me, she tempered these with embarrassment.
Heather and Kyle finished their kiss and rose together. "We're going to bed." She looked at him; he nodded excitedly. Extending her hand to Gina, Heather asked, "Would you two like to join us?"
Gina took her hand, and Heather pulled her to her feet, ending with another brief kiss. Blake put his hand on the small of his fiancée's back and guided the foursome towards the stairs with an amused, "Good night!" for the rest of us.
Tyler piped up, "Hey, Heather, you want another dude up in there? You know, in case--"
She turned and grinned a slightly patronizing grin. "Rules are rules, Ty. Sorry. Always with a couple and only with a couple."
"Fine. Whatever." He grumbled as they ascended, then grinned at Mari. She immediately shook her head in a firm 'no,' even before I could, so he leered at Lakshmi instead. "How about you, Shmi? Finally ready to try out some dick?"
She shot to her feet. "Fuck off, Ty." Turning to us, she said, "Mari, I'm sorry we didn't get to hang out more. See you tomorrow? And Dale, thanks again. I'm going to my room." Then, she stomped up after the four soon-to-be lovers.
Not wanting to stay downstairs with Tyler, Mari and I took this as our cue to leave, too, making our way upstairs and into our room. We heard faint giggling coming from Blake and Gina's room next door, interspersed with some other indeterminate noises, and laughed quietly to ourselves. My wife kissed me, a deep, slow kiss, then purred, "Come on, handsome. I need you," before stripping out of her clothes. I was only a garment behind.
We'd always had great sex, even from the beginning. Mari had an incredible body and an inventive mind, and I enjoyed both as often and as thoroughly as I could. She said the same of me; while I wasn't a slab of meat like Tyler, I still kept in shape, and I was more than willing to pick up anything I didn't know before she and I got together.
That night, though, listening to our friends in the next room in what seemed like a nonstop orgy, we were in rare form. I don't know how often she came, but her orgasms were loud and frequent. What had started with us tittering at the foursome next door turned into something more akin to a competition; during their quiet moments, we'd hear the odd, muffled catcall aimed at us.
By the time we were done, I'd filled her twice. Marissa laid in my arms, both of us exhausted and giddy as we listened to what sounded like the crescendo in the adjacent room. She ran her fingers over my chest, stroking the hair on it. "Someone was eager tonight."
"Yeah, you seemed like you were. New vitamins?"
Mari laughed, "Asshole." After a moment, she said, "That was so hot. Like, weird hot, but still hot. Seeing the two of them kiss..." She shivered.
"Yeah. With Heather, it was kind of like seeing your mom, though, you know? Man, her and Kyle. That blew my mind."
"Mine too." Another pause, then in a more introspective tone, "Would you ever want to do that?"
Without hesitation, I answered, "No. No, not at all. I meant what I said when we made our vows."
"I'm sure they did, too, but it's not like they're cheating. Yeah, it says 'forsaking all others,' but they're--"
I interrupted, "Yeah, and that's fine for them. More power to them. It wouldn't be fine for me, though. Are you saying it would be for you? Seeing me with someone else, or you being with someone else?"
Mari shrugged. "Probably not. I know I get jealous, but..." She buried her face in my side and giggled. "The way Gina was looking at you, I think she'd eat you alive if I let her. I dunno. That got me kind of hot, too, knowing I had this guy that she clearly wanted."
With a snort, I replied, "Yeah, but she wanted Kyle, too."
"Mmm, no, I don't think so. I mean, I'm sure she's fine with--" A loud groan told us she definitely was fine, making Mari giggle. "But she's not fucking Kyle, or at least that's not who she's there to fuck. She's fucking Heather, and Kyle is along for the ride. If you did get with her, I'm pretty sure I'd be the one along for the ride."
I didn't try to keep the frown out of my voice. "No, you wouldn't. You'd be with Blake. I know you never got to check that box off, but there is no way in hell--"
"Whoa, baby, no. Hold up." She got up on one elbow and looked in my eyes. "Am I curious what he'd be like in bed? Sure, just like I bet you're curious about Gina. Or even Heather, for that matter. I love you, though. I married you, and what I said at dinner was the truth: I've never looked back."
"Except for now."
Mari shook her head. "Just as a hypothetical. I want to spend the rest of my life with you. Hell, I want to have kids with you, and soon! There is no way I'd screw that up for a roll in the hay with Blake."
"If you say so."
Chuckling, she replied, "I do more than just say so." My wife slid down the bed and kissed my flaccid cock. "Every day, in every way, I try to show you. I won't mention this to you again, okay? I was just curious."
She licked gently up and down my shaft, coaxing it back to tumescense once more. A wicked grin spread across her face. "I think you've got at least one more load for me, yeah?" She took me into her mouth, and I let my concerns roll away. Mostly.
We woke a little late the next morning; almost everyone did. Shy, awkward smiles all around were the order of the day as we made our way downstairs and later joined by the previous night's foursome. Shmi had started working on breakfast and seemed to be in a better mood. Ty had gone out back; I heard the ping of an aluminum bat hitting a ball every so often.
Kyle and Blake set the table that morning while I relaxed, looking through the Blu-ray collection and sorting out options for later. Heather put on some music, and Gina and Mari chatted on the couch about nothing in particular: the weather, some more background on our group, their jobs. It unnerved me, slightly, how quickly the two of them had meshed, but Mari had always been a social butterfly, and Gina seemed a kindred spirit. I tried to chalk it up to that.
As we ate, no one said anything specifically about the night before, although a certain mischievous energy passed between the two couples that had shared a bed, little smiles and friendly glances that could be interpreted in different ways, depending on one's inclination. Those of us not directly involved in the previous evening's festivities pretended to not notice, although when Tyler joined us, a bit of scowling from him joined the mix. The verbal tapdancing required to avoid the subject could only last so long, however.
Talking around a mouthful of eggs, Tyler asked, "I'mma go swimming. Anyone else?"
Various grunted noises of assent followed from most of our friends, but I replied, "I think Shmi and I are gonna go for a hike. Mari, care to join us?"
My wife drowsily mumbled, "No, you guys go ahead. I'm way too sore to walk this morning."
The table fell silent for a few seconds, then the group collectively burst into raucous laughter, except for my wife, who turned bright red and tried her hardest to disappear from view. "That's not what I meant! From traveling!" She pushed her plate aside and put her head down on the table, covering it with her arms and moaning, "Oh my God..." as we roared with a new round of laughter.
Heather cackled, "I heard that a lot last night from you two! 'Oh my God! Oh my God!'"
"Us?" I retorted. "What about you four? I wanted to call the cops and complain about the noise!"
Gina leaned over to Mari and stage whispered, "I'll say it again: you're a lucky woman." Her eyes remained fixed on me the whole time, a hungry, almost predatory look in them. I, in turn, blushed, causing more laughter.
The collective ragging went on for a bit longer until Tyler angrily shoved himself away from the table without another word, tossed his plate in the sink, and went to change. We collectively shrugged, finished our food, and followed.



Mari and I had a little more fun as we got ready, my fingers bringing her to an orgasm as she writhed on the bed and her hand groping my cock. I was tempted to keep going, especially as hot as she looked in her bikini, but she giggled and danced away. "I am not going out there leaking your cum, mister! Now, go. Go! Talk with Shmi and make sure she's okay. We'll have plenty of time tonight to play, I promise."
We made it out the door last, finding everyone but Lakshmi already either in the water or on the dock. The radio switched to a news bulletin, something about NATO forces and Russia, but before I could make out what, Tyler shouted, "Someone switch it to Bluetooth and put some music on! I'm sick of listening to that bullshit."
Even if he hadn't, though, I doubt I would have paid attention to the announcer's voice. Gina bounded happily toward us, making me rather happy as well; Mari's bikini couldn't exactly be called modest, but Gina's white floss-and-bandaids attire might as well not have been there at all.
I didn't drool, although by the way Gina fucked me with her eyes, drool was way down on the list of bodily fluids she wanted from me. "You sure you won't join us?"
"Afraid not." I hooked a thumb at Shmi. "Prior engagement."
Gina pouted, but Mari kissed me on the cheek and took her new bosom buddy by the arm. They raced towards the end of the dock and past the tinny, blaring speakers, then leapt into the water. Moments later, my wife surfaced, yelling, "Cold! Fuck, that's cold!"
Shmi and I laughed, heading off toward the former logging road, now just a larger-than-usual foot path. We passed the decrepit woodshed just before we reached it; I don't think we'd used it even once on our visits. A few minutes later, we turned onto one of the smaller paths that branched out into the forest.
My friend's demeanor had changed since the night before, and even from earlier at breakfast. She whistled happily as we went, a pair of binoculars in one hand and her birding notebook in the other.
"You seem better today."
She grinned at me. "I am. Much."
"Did you talk to Olivia?"
A slight frown, then, as if she thought better of it, a bright, sincere smile. "Nope! Which is fine by me." I stared at her, and she proudly proclaimed, "I'm getting a divorce!"
"What?" My voice came out louder than I intended, echoing through the trees.
"Shhh. You're gonna scare the birds." She shook her head. "I know. It seems sudden, but..." Shmi sighed. "It's not. I wish it were. I mean, if it were sudden, I wouldn't be talking divorce, right? It's been a long time coming."
I stopped in the middle of the trail. She took a couple of steps, then looked back before turning fully toward me. It didn't make sense. Shmi adored Olivia, or at least I thought she did. "Why?"
Lakshmi nodded her head toward a fallen log and, after checking to make sure no creepy crawlies roamed its surface, we sat. "Because I never should have married her. I didn't know it before, but..."
She sighed again, not sad, just tired. "Liv does this thing, according to her friends, who, of course, didn't fucking tell me before I married her. It's a pattern, but no one warned me about it, because... Whatever.
"The long and the short of it is that she really loves the pursuit. Liv chased me and chased me, wined and dined me, sent me flowers for no reason, the whole romantic wooing thing I'd always dreamed of. She made me feel like the only person on Earth.
"And then, once we were married... that was it. It all stopped. Not immediately, but within maybe six months, the little love notes and all the other stuff disappeared. Hell, she forgot my birthday the second year. I mean, I get that no one can keep up that kind of intensity forever, and I wasn't expecting it, but..."
Her head hung low, the sadness back again. "She's barely touched me in months. I don't know if she's cheating, or if she just doesn't give a shit about me. I don't really care anymore, either. She promised me she'd come on this trip, that we'd take the time to reconnect and make things right again. Then she sends me out of town promising to follow the next day, which turns into 'not going to make it,' then 'oops, super secret meeting stuff' and radio silence since."
I tentatively offered. "Maybe there's really something going on? Like, when you guys couldn't make it last year?"
Shmi chuckled mirthlessly. "If it was just the trip, maybe. But the trip... It's just the cherry on top of a shit sundae. She skipped counseling appointments, missed dates for no good reason, just the whole list of 'things to not do if you're trying to keep your marriage together.'"
With a tired smile on her face, she said, "Last night, I had an epiphany. I was laying there in my bed, crying my eyes out over someone who doesn't seem to love me while... well, while all of y'all were making all that noise and it made me think. Like, really think.
"I deserve to be happy like other people are. I'm not saying I want what any of the six of you have--I'm damn sure not down for swinging or whatever it is they were up to--but I see these three couples who are each just so into each other and I'd spent most of my marriage fighting for... what? Some scraps of affection? Even just the barest hint at what she'd promised when we got engaged?
"And that's when it hit me: fuck this. Fuck Olivia and her lovebombing, and fuck her friends for not warning me, and fuck my loveless marriage, and fuck my shitty government job that I'm only staying in because I'm too scared to go do what I love. I'm done. I'm done living my life afraid of what could happen, because if the worst happens?" She chuckled. "How can it be worse than what already has? How can it be worse than the shitshow I'm living in?"
I sat, stunned for a few moments before I could get out, "Shmi... Hon, I'm sorry. I had no idea."
Tears began to roll down her face, even as she still smiled. "I know! I know you didn't. I didn't tell you because I didn't want to... I was supposed to be the smart one, you know? The one that had everything together, who had a plan for her life. And none of it worked out the way I wanted to, but you... I mean, um, all of you, not just you, looked at me like that. I just... I couldn't handle looking like as much of a failure as I actually was."
As I wrapped her in my arms, Shmi began to cry in earnest. Not tears of sorrow, though; my friend cried the kind of deep, gutwrenching sobs that come with release, of holding onto something painful for too long before finally letting it go. "Shh, it's okay, hon. I never would have thought that about you. I love you, Shmi. We all do. None of us would have judged you."
She hugged me tighter, speaking as the sobs died away. "I know that. I know. But knowing and being brave aren't the same thing. I know ghosts aren't real, but in the middle of the night, by myself, after watching a scary movie, I still rush to the light switch, you know? Same deal. Did I think people would judge me? Maybe. Not you, for sure. But did I fear it anyways? Yeah."
"I wish I'd known."
"I do, too. I wish that I had said something. I wasn't afraid of telling you. I knew you wouldn't judge. But you'd tell Mari, and..." She sighed. "I'm not trying to run her down, but..."
Quietly laughing, I said, "I get it. She's a gossip. But you could have told me to not tell her. I would have."
Shmi shook her head violently. "No. No way. I wasn't going to let my shitty marriage drive a wedge into yours. Keeping secrets... No. That's not healthy. And even if I had asked you to..." She pulled back and looked up at me with a rueful smile. "I know you would have tried, but c'mon. You've always been..."
With a roll of my eyes, I tried to finish the thought, "A stick in the mud. A goody two-shoes. I know. Mari's always joking about--"
"No!" Shmi pushed me away, angry, but not at me. "No! That is not what I was going to say! At all! I was going to say..." She stared, seemingly pained. "I can't believe Mari would say that about you. You're... Okay, you're not a party animal like the others, but that's a good thing."
Biting her lip, she paused, then nodded to herself before continuing. "Before you came into the group, I was ready to leave, honestly. I didn't bring you to that party to introduce you around; I did it to see what you were like."
"Like?"
Shmi picked her words carefully. "Blake, Kyle, Heather, all of them... They're not bad people. I wouldn't have stayed friends with them if they were. Back then, though, before you, things were different. Worse, really, at least for me. I had fun with them, but almost in spite of myself.
"Blake can be...magnetic. He's a leader, but like a politician that listens to his polls. Tyler, he's just pure id. Kyle is a decent person, but he's always had that lawyer brain, the kind that can talk itself into or out of whatever it wants to. Heather was the 'mom' back then, but like... a doting one. Overly permissive. And Mari... Well, you really leveled her out.
"What I was going to say is that you're a good guy. Not a goody two-shoes or a stick in the mud, but... just, like, thoroughly decent. I've always thought of you as the conscience of the group. Like that phrase, 'Character is what you are in the dark.' That's you, in a nutshell. If Tyler's the gas, and Blake is the steering, you're the brakes. Not to stop us entirely, but to keep us from going off the road in the curves."
"... Huh. I... I can kinda see that. So what does that make you?"
Shmi looked away, sad again. "The passenger that's too afraid to speak up. Just like I've been everywhere in my life." I hugged her once more, pulling her in tight. She didn't cry this time, instead laying her head on my shoulder and sighing. "God, it feels good to get all of that out. Thank you for listening to me rant. You're, ah, you're probably going to hear more of that from now on."
"Feel free. God knows you listened to me bitch enough back in college."
She chuckled. "I didn't mind. It was... I was..." Shmi looked away. I waited, but she didn't finish the thought, instead shaking her head and rising to her feet. "Anyways. Enough of that." She brandished her binoculars and pad. "Let's go look at some tits!"
The corny joke got a good laugh out of me, and we set off down the path, her occasionally stopping and shushing me, looking through her binoculars, then jotting something down. I didn't mind. While I could still just barely hear the strains of a random selection of party hits from a decade ago, distance and the sounds of nature pushed it to the back of my consciousness. I was glad for it; this was one of my favorite parts of our trips to the lake house, the long walks in the woods where those of us with a quieter nature would bond. I'd miss it.
Shmi saw my frown and asked, "Dale? Everything okay?"
"Hmm? Oh, yeah. Just... I think you and I were right about this being the last weekend here, at least for a long time. I could see us doing it again in like five or ten years maybe, but... Well, I don't think we're all going to be here."
She shrugged indifferently. "That's... Honestly, it's probably not a bad thing. For a last hurrah, this one's already off to a hell of a start. And, frankly... Well, it's like I said, I only stuck around because of you and Mari, and mostly you. If I never see Tyler again... Ugh. Is it just me, or has he gotten worse?"
I pondered that for a few moments. "It's hard to tell. I think it's more that he didn't get any better, and if you add on the fact that he and Gina don't get along at all..."
"Yeah. God, I wish... what the hell was her name? The chick at the dock?"
"I can't remember, either. I've just been thinking of her as 'Candy.'"
"It fits." Shmi slapped at a mosquito that made the mistake of alighting on her too long. "I wish Candy had stuck around to distract him. He was a miserable shit even before last night, and I thought he was going to start breathing fire this morning. Hell, I wish he wasn't here at all."
"Why? Were you hoping for a shot at Gina, too?" I grinned, and she slapped my arm.
"No!" A quick duck of her head and roll of her eyes. "Okay, well, maybe. Goddamn, that girl is hot. But no, not..." A shadow passed over her face. "Not until after I've sorted everything. If she weren't here, either, I'd be happy, too. She's fun, and she seems nice, but... I dunno. I think Blake's made a mistake there."
I chewed on that and said, "Yeah, me too. He went back to the type of girls he chased in college, and... Yeah. Maybe not the best choice." We walked a few more yards, and I quietly said, "I don't like how quickly she got close to Mari. It didn't bother me at first, but the longer I've had to think about it, the more nervous she makes me. Did you know Mari asked me if I'd think about swapping with her and Blake last night?"
Shmi's jaw dropped. "What? No!" Her expression turned contemplative. "Well, actually... I can sort of believe it? She was wild back before you. Like, I wasn't super close with her until after you started hanging out with us, but I'd heard stories."
"Stories?"
"I'm not saying she was a cheater or a slut or anything, but..." She shrugged. "Well, I guess maybe I am saying that last bit. When she was with a guy, she was solid. But when she wasn't... Whew."
"You're not making me feel better." In the silence that followed that statement, I noticed something: the silence. Not the stillness of the forest, but the lack of even a hint of sound from the lake. That absence, along with the conversation we'd been having, made me feel nervous, as if that silence indicated the group had perhaps moved to an activity I might not approve of. "I don't hear the radio anymore. You want to..." I jerked my head back the way we came.
"Sure." As we started back, she said, "Hey, don't worry about it. Mari loves you. There's no way she'd do anything. She knows you wouldn't put up with it."
"I thought I made that clear last night, but..." In absence of anything more definitive than a nagging doubt, I sighed, then fell silent, quickening my pace a touch. Shmi said nothing; that concerned me, too. I'd always been able to rely on her as a sounding board. Her silence meant she saw something as well, something too nebulous to elucidate but solid enough for concern.
As we neared the lake, sounds of laughter and play began to filter through the trees once more, which eased my fears somewhat. Eased them enough to make me feel foolish, if I'm honest, as though I'd expected to come upon an orgy on the dock. Instead, as Shmi and I rounded the corner of the house, we found everyone in the lake and the radio missing.
"Hey!" Mari bounded up out of the water and toward us, throwing her arms around me and soaking me in the process. I didn't mind, especially once she gave me a deep kiss to go with the hug. "We were about to send out a search party."
Shmi held up her notebook by way of explanation. "Spotted a whole bunch of birds." Our friend's eyes were puffy and red-rimmed; while Mari noticed, she also didn't bring attention to it.
I looked around Mari to the others. "What happened to the music?"
Louder than necessary, Mari answered, "Tyler knocked it into the water roughhousing with Kyle."
"I said I was sorry!" came a petulant shout.
Mari rolled her eyes but smiled. "You two want to get changed and come for a dip? Water's nice, once you get used to it."
I shook my head. "I'm going to take a shower. Feeling kind of grimy, and by the time I change, everyone'll be ready to get out."
"Same," Shmi said with a nod.
"Spoilsports. Tomorrow, okay?" We agreed, and, after one more kiss, Mari turned and ran back to the water.
I really needed the shower. The warm, soapy water felt amazing; Mari wasn't the only one who was sore after the previous day's trip. I grinned thinking about the night before, trying to decide how much of her soreness came from our travels and how much from our enthusiastic lovemaking. I doubted we'd be able to manage a repeat of the previous night that weekend, but it was fun remembering.
So stuck in my own reminiscence was I, in fact, that I missed the door to the bathroom opening. When I slid the shower curtain aside, I found Gina in the room, and pulled it back closed with a yelp.
"I'm not gonna bite," she laughed. "I just needed to take a pee, and the rest of the bathrooms are occupied."
Bullshit. There were more than enough toilets to go around unless everyone came out of the lake needing to piss like a racehorse. Even if they didn't, why would Gina be in there with me instead of Mari?
The toilet flushed, and Gina ran the tap. "Almost done." I peeked out of the curtain; she smiled at me while washing her hands. "Sorry for scaring you, but, ah, thanks for the view. That'll keep me warm at night."
"I thought you had Blake for that."
"I do, but a girl can't get too warm some nights," she teased. "He and I don't have the same rules that Heather and Kyle do, you know. We're, mmm, a bit more freeform. There's nothing that says that just because one of us wants to play with a couple, the other has to be invited."
I narrowed my eyes. "I already told Mari 'no.'"
Gina reached behind her neck and plucked at the tie of her top. The thin strip of material fell away, exposing what I'd spent a good portion of the trip trying to not stare at. "But you didn't say 'no' to me." She stepped toward the shower. "Can I say or..." Her hand reached for the curtain. "...do anything to convince you to change your mind? I can be awfully persuasive, you know."
My rapidly hardening erection throbbed at both her near-nakedness and her aggressive display. Teenaged Dale yelled in frustration at me from the previous decade as, drymouthed, I insisted, "No. Absolutely not."
Her hand ran up the outside of the curtain, brushing the thin fabric against my cock. She leaned in close enough to kiss and breathed, "Pity. I promise, we'd have had a lot of fun." Then, pulling back with a sigh, "Still, I understand; not everyone's wired the same way.
"Although, I will say, some folks that say they are... Well, it's just a question of circumstances. I had to try; seeing what you have there, I can understand why Mari's so cheerful all the time." After fastening her top again, she moved to the door, looked back over her shoulder at me, swayed her hips one last time with a giggle, and walked out.
Under my breath, I muttered, "Goddamn."
Once my erection subsided and I'd changed, I went in search of my wife; I found her chatting with Kyle on the porch about some TV show they both watched. When she saw me, her expression speed-ran the transition from animated to happy to worried, before settling on afraid as I growled, "We need to talk."
"Honey, Kyle and I were--"
"Now." I turned my back without waiting for her to respond, stalking into the house and up the stairs to our bedroom. She followed me through the door maybe ten steps behind, leaving it ajar. I presumed that she hoped to keep me quiet in order to avoid embarrassment. My stomping past her and slamming it loudly put paid to that hope.
"Mari, what. The. Fuck! Was that about?" I snarled at her, almost-but-not-quite in her face. "Did you think you could send Blake's little slut in and get me to change my mind?"
"What? No!" She seemed aghast at the suggestion. "I... We... No, it was about... I wasn't trying to--"
"Stop!" Her mouth clamped shut. I took a deep breath, then exhaled, shaking as I let it out. In a quieter, less overtly hostile tone, I said, "Start again."
Still pale, Mari stammered, "I- I wasn't..." She mirrored my effort to calm myself. "She and I talked about last night while you were hiking. I told her that we'd, ah, discussed a swap, and you were completely against it. Then she asked me if what you said was true, that I'd be jealous if I saw you with another woman. I told her... I told her that, maybe, yeah, but..." She sighed. "But maybe not. Not if I knew it was just sex."



Mari sat on the edge of the bed. "When I said that, she told me more about her and Blake's arrangement. She said it could just be... just be the two of us making you feel good. That's how she put it. She wants you, and I thought..." My wife smiled wanly. "Well, it's not like I never had a threesome in college, and you hadn't, so I thought..." She shrugged.
Snarkily, I filled the rest in. "'How about some infidelity, honey? You know, as a treat?' Christ, Mari."
"You told me you watched videos about it when you jacked off! I thought... I thought maybe I could make a fantasy come true for you."
I sneered, "Yeah, and then maybe I could make a fantasy come true for you, too? 'See, honey, it wasn't so bad for me! Now go sit over in that chair like a good little cuck and--'"
"Goddammit, Dale! Why do you have to be so narrow-minded? So suspicious? I was trying to do something nice for you." Mari threw her hands in the air, returning my snark in kind. "'Gee, honey, I'm real sorry that I tried to let you fuck a fashion model while she ate me out. What a goddamned monster I am.' Is that what you want me to say?"
Our voices had grown louder again. "I am not narrow-minded! If people want to swap like Kyle and Heather or bang whoever they want like Blake and Gina, great! Different strokes for different folks! Not me, though. At all. Ever.
"And as far as fantasies, that's all they are for me: fantasies. If I were single and ran into two women at a bar who were up for it, would I fuck them together? Yeah, sure. But do I want that in my marriage? Hell no! Is that what you want? To go back to acting like you did before we met in college?"
"No!" Mari looked away. "No, not really. But we're here, and she's willing, and... You were right. This is going to be our last hurrah here, and then we're gonna try to have kids and..." She shook her head. "I thought maybe I could do one last wild thing, but this time we could do it together. Just you and me and her."
I snorted. "And Blake."
"Not if it would upset you. She and Blake already talked about it, before she went to... see you. He's got no problem with it."
"Well, I do. I told you I did last night. You said..." I narrowed my eyes. "Oh, fuck you. Last night, you said you wouldn't mention it to me again, so you had her do it." She wouldn't look at me, confirming I'd hit the mark. "And then, once we'd screwed her tonight, you and Blake--"
"No! I won't. It was just..." She sighed. "It was just me trying to make up for pushing last night. That's all. The three of us talked about it, and he said--they both said--that some guys are like that, that they don't want another dick in the room, but another woman is fine. I thought that with the type of porn you liked, maybe that was true."
"It's not. I mean, I don't want another guy in the room, either, but..." She chuckled at that, and I did, too. It helped dissolve the tension a little.
I didn't entirely trust her motives, but she seemed sincere enough that I was willing to scale back my irritation. "I understand what you're--" The world 'claiming' almost slipped out. "--saying, but... God, can you blame me for being suspicious? Playing games with your words, talking to other people behind my back, giving her the okay to seduce me? Christ, Mari, there are guys that would already be talking divorce just for what you tried to pull."
Her eyes went wide. "Don't say that! Please, I wasn't... I promise you, I won't bring it up again, and I'll make sure no one else does, either. I just thought..." She sighed. "Like I said, one last wild time. You don't want that, and it's not just about not wanting to share me with another guy. I didn't get that before, but I do now. I'm sorry." She reached out for me. "Please, Dale? I love you. Don't be mad."
I couldn't promise that; I was mad, and, in my opinion, I had every right to be. I did love her, though, and she seemed sincere. When I grudgingly moved next to her, Mari's hands worked at my belt, but I gently pushed them away with a sigh. "No. Not now. I'm hurt, Mari, and a blowjob isn't going to fix that."
This was uncharted territory for her. I know that I'm a simple man, and there were few troubles that Mari's oral skills couldn't soothe. This was one of them, though, and I think she finally had some inkling of just how badly she'd fucked up. Instead of persisting, Marissa hugged me, her face pressed against my stomach. "Oh, baby. I'm sorry. I'm so sorry. I really thought I was giving you something you wanted." I heard the quavering in her voice, as if she might cry at any moment.
We stayed that way for a little while, me smoothing her hair and trying to soothe her. In retrospect, maybe I should have wondered how we got from me angry enough to spit nails to her needing to be comforted. At the time, though, it seemed normal; Mari sometimes made bad, selfish decisions, and I had always been there to help her back up after she fell.
That's just how we operated as a couple: she lavished love on me, and I forgave her occasional idiocy. In our defense, we were young, and she'd never made the same mistake twice.
Eventually, I pulled her up into my arms. She apologized one more time, then changed into shorts and a t-shirt. We went out to watch the end of the day together, standing on the porch with our friends and marveling at the beauty of the lake at sunset.
Tyler handed beers to Lakshmi and me, and we all clinked the necks together. Gina, now also in shorts and a t-shirt, gave me a look as if to say, 'are we good?' I grudgingly nodded, which brought a smile to her face. Mari and Heather, still in her swimwear, leaned against the railing, arms around each other's waist, staring out across the water. Shmi had changed from her hiking togs into a skirt and short-sleeved shirt; she seemed comfortable for the first time that weekend, too, although her change in mood had little to do with her clothing. Together, we all wound down the afternoon and welcomed the evening, laughing and joking together like we used to.
The sun finished its descent, and the overhead light at the end of the dock flickered to life. Kyle called from inside that dinner was just about ready. We each made our way toward the door. When we entered, though, a strange-but-familiar sound confronted us, a muffled series of long beeps from the phones in Shmi's hand and Heather's purse.
Lakshmi, still laughing at something Tyler had said, brought her phone up to dismiss the alert. Instead, though, she froze, eyes scanning the screen over and over again. Her expression grew more panicked with each pass, hand covering her mouth as she breathed out, "Oh my God. Oh my God. No. No!"
While Heather grabbed her purse off the couch and started to dig through it for her own phone, Tyler loomed over Shmi's shoulder for a closer look before flatly declaring, "Oh fuck," repeating it again as a fearful, "Oh fuck!"
"What?" I moved to stand next to Shmi, and she buried her face in my side before I could even see what had so upset my friends. Heather's wordless cry split the air as I finally read the screen in Lakshmi's shaking hand:
BALLISTIC MISSILES INBOUND TO THE CONTINENTAL UNITED STATES. SEEK IMMEDIATE SHELTER. THIS IS NOT A TEST.
Taking the phone from Shmi's unresisting hand, I set to work trying to find info on its web browser, social media apps, chat programs, anything that might shed more light on what I fervently prayed was a mistake. Each app provided only a spinner, a loading bar, or a cryptic error message, each amounting to the same thing: no internet access.
"Why is this not fucking working? We've got bars!" Kyle's frustrated cursing told me he'd had no more luck than me with his attempts to call out on Heather's phone.
I mumbled, "Tower's probably jammed up. Everyone's trying to do what we're doing, and nothing's getting through." Thinking quickly, I manually switched the phone from the 5G to the LTE network, as that signal often had less traffic; it yielded no better results.
The others had crowded around the two devices. "Maybe..." Voice trembling, Gina suggested, "Maybe it's like that thing in Hawaii a few years back? The false alarm?"
Dully, Shmi replied, "There were... We were briefed on that. They put safeguards in place after Hawaii. Extra checks before an alert should go out." She sank down into the nearest chair, legs giving way as if she had the energy to speak or to stand, but not both. "Oh God. Oh God, the chatter!"
"What?" Blake asked.
"Liv... She told me the reason she couldn't come was that there was more chatter than usual. She didn't say anything specific, and I thought she was just trying to avoid the trip, but..." Lakshmi put her head in her hands and moaned instead of finishing the sentence.
"Fuck!" Tyler slammed his fist into a wall, putting a good-sized hole in it, then stalked off to the liquor cabinet and yanked open its doors.
Blake barked, "This is not the time for--"
"Fuck you! It's the perfect goddamned time." Ty grabbed a full bottle and cracked it open before taking a long pull of its amber contents. "Either we're all about to fucking die, or we're all about to have a huge goddamned party because we didn't fucking die. Either way, get the fuck off my back." Blake fumed but said nothing.
Mari asked, "Do we have anything besides the phones? Maybe the TV?"
"No receiver," Blake replied. "Stereo doesn't have one, either." He glared at Tyler. "If someone hadn't knocked the radio into the lake, maybe we would--"
"For fuck's sake! I said I was sorry!"
Gina shouted, "That doesn't do us much good now, does it?"
"Stop!" The three of them jumped at my voice. "This isn't helping." Tyler opened his mouth, but I glared, and he shut up.
Everyone was staring at me except for Heather, who had wrested the phone back from her husband and been sending out text after text to a system that had ceased to respond, all while muttering, "please, please, please" under her breath. Her skin had gone pale, and her breathing shallow.
"Heather. Heather!" I gently raised my voice, and she looked up at me. Her blown pupils confirmed what I'd feared: she was panicking. Maybe even going into shock. "Heather, we need your help. I thought I saw an emergency supply box in the kitchen. Do you know where it is?"
"Um. Uh." She nodded slowly. "Y- Yeah, I th- think so."
"Gina, can you help her go get it? Maybe there's a windup radio in there we can use."
Taking her by the hand, Gina led Heather out of the room; I heard them rummaging around under the sink. Once they were occupied, I quietly said to Kyle, "Okay. If it's not a false alarm, how fucked are we?"
Kyle had always loved history and military trivia, and he followed global politics like Tyler followed our alma mater's football games. "I don't know. It depends on..." He sighed. "We don't know who's shooting at us. If it said there was 'a' missile inbound, that might be Korea or Iran, and we'd probably be okay. The GMD's designed to knock down a few missiles in the case of a limited exchange. They'd take a swing at us, we'd probably respond with conventional arms, and that would be it, at least in the near term.
"If it's more than that, all bets are off. They didn't design the system to handle a medium-scale or full-scale attack, and the defenses will likely try to knock down missiles headed for cities. And if that's the case... I can't be 100% sure, but we'd almost certainly retaliate with launches of our own. If we launch back, China or Russia will probably respond, and then..." He fell silent.
Blake asked, "We're in the middle of the woods, though! Who's going to nuke us out here?"
Kyle smiled ruefully. "Back in the 60s, the government decided to designate a few sacrificial states, ones with lower populations and fewer cities. The idea was that they wanted the Russians to target those, so they put almost all the ICBM silos there." He looked out the window at the pristine lake and the expansive forest surrounding it. "This is one of them."
"So how the fuck are we supposed to know whether we're fucked?" Tyler asked.
Shmi spoke up. "The power. The grid... it can take some hits. It's designed to be decentralized and redundant, but there's only so much it can stand. Beyond that, the EMP by itself might fry the more delicate parts, even if a nuke doesn't land nearby."
Kyle nodded. "I agree. If the power goes out--"
As if on cue, the lights flickered, then died.
Everyone screamed. Some screamed louder or longer than others, but we all cried out. Eventually, only a few sounds remained: Heather's keening wail in the kitchen; Mari's sobs; Tyler's stream of profanities; Lakshmi's renewed, desolate moans. The heartbeat pounding in my ears threatened to drown them all out.
Kyle and Blake had bolted from the room to check on their significant others, knocking over a couple of smaller pieces of furniture in the darkness as they did. Meanwhile, Tyler did his damnedest to drink an entire bottle of rum in under a minute. That left me to console two distraught women while trying to hold it together myself.
I did my best, but it was a losing battle, and ultimately I had to pick one; my devotion to my wife won out over my friendship with Shmi. If I'm honest, a secondary set of factors entered into the equation: between the two, Mari had never been nearly as mentally tough, Shmi's emotional outbursts over the weekend aside. If either of them would completely fall apart, I'd put my money on Mari.
Before long, the two couples in the kitchen made their way back to the living room, clutching stubby candles to light the way. Kyle held one, supporting Heather with his other arm; the only words I could make out amongst her gibberings were "my babies." Gina had the other candle, while Blake carried the box of supplies.
He set it down on the table. "We have candles, but no radio. Other than that, some matches, a first aid kit, a flare gun and some flares, a few bottles of water, and that's about it."
"Maybe..." Mari managed to ask, "Maybe it's just a breaker or something? Just a coincidence?"
"It's... possible," Blake admitted. "I don't think so, though. Look out the window." Our heads turned as one. Across the lake, we saw only a few glimmers from the town. "Power's out everywhere."
"But there are still some lights on there!" Mari persisted.
Shmi quietly said, "Generators, probably. Battery backups, too, maybe; I saw some solar panels when I came through town."
"How... How long do we have?" Gina asked the question we'd all avoided.
Kyle thought for a moment, then sighed. "I don't know. There are so many variables. Maybe minutes. Maybe a couple of hours. Not more than that, I don't think. If we see the dawn, we've made it through, but since the power's off..." His words petered out. "I'm, uh, we're going to go upstairs. Heather needs to lie down, and I--" His eyes glistened in the candlelight. "I think I do, too." The two parents, feeling an anguish the rest of us could only imagine, shuffled their way up the stairs and to their room.
Shmi stood after they'd ascended. "I'm..." She stopped, then tried a few more times to form words, tears streaming down her face. Finally, shaking her head, she walked out the front door and down to the dock, where she laid down to stare up at the sky.
After a minute, Tyler groaned, "Fuuuuuck." He said everything that needed to be said with one word. Unfortunately, the asshole didn't stop there, instead boozily chortling, "So, anyone wanna go out with a bang?" while leering at Gina.
Her jaw dropped open; I think mine did, too. He almost managed to get another stupid comment out, but she lit into him before he could. "For fuck's sake, you idiotic manchild! What the hell is wrong with you? We're all about to die, and you're still trying to fuck me? I told you before, it's never going to happen! Not in a million goddamned years! If the nukes fall and we're still around, if we're the last two people on Earth, I still wouldn't want a goddamned thing to do with a date rapist frat boy and his tiny dick!"
I don't know that anyone had ever spoken to him like that before. Tyler's stature and pugnacious attitude had let him bull his way through most social situations. When someone scolded or rebuked him, they usually tempered their vitriol--no matter how well deserved--with the knowledge that he stood six foot five and weighed in the neighborhood of three hundred pounds.
"What did you say to me, you gold digging slut?"
Gina scoffed, "Oh, that's rich. I signed a pre-nup, while you've been riding Blake's coattails for your whole life, and I'm the gold digger? I'm with him because he's a real man; you're just a steroid-addled lapdog. Maybe if the roids hadn't shrunk your balls, you could manage to get a girl to stick around for more than a month, shrimpdick."
He took a menacing step toward her, arms raised. "Say that again, you fucking whore."
Blake growled, "Don't you touch her, Ty."
Tyler glanced at Blake. "I'm just trying to look out for you, bro! She's going to break your heart, just like Jen!"
He shot back, "I don't need you to protect me!" Coldly, he added, "I haven't needed you, for anything, in a long time."
The former linebacker's face fell. "But... But bro, I just... I..." Blake remained stone faced, so Tyler instead directed his rage at Gina. "Fucking whore! You ruined everything!" I thought I saw him swipe his hand across his eyes as he wheeled around and stalked through the back door, slamming it in his wake.
Blake took in a deep breath and let it out slowly. Gina put a hand on his shoulder, speaking soothing, low reassurances. He smiled at her, then turned his charming face back on and looked to Mari and me. "I'm sorry you had to see all of that. It's been a long time coming."
Chuckling, he added, "Still, he wasn't entirely wrong. If the end is nigh, I can't think of a better way to spend the last few minutes of our lives than connecting intimately with the ones we care about." His gaze rested solely on Mari now. "And I can't think of anyone I'd rather connect with."
"Blake..." Mari glanced at me.
"It's the end of the world, Marissa. Do you want to leave it without knowing you've lived your life to the fullest? We've talked before about what would have happened if we'd been single back then. Now--"
"Now she's not single, you asshole!" I snarled.
Blake shrugged. "Neither are we. That hasn't stopped us. Come on, Dale, I know you want Gina, and she wants you, too. You don't have to be afraid about what people will think or worried that you might lose Mari or any of the things I felt when Jen cheated. In a few hours, we'll all be gone; why wouldn't you want her--and you--to go out happily? I promise, Gina will give you an amazing experience."
"Then you can fucking take her to bed instead!"
Gina interjected, "Blake, I really think he doesn't want to. Come on, honey. You and I can go upstairs together."
Blake cut her off with an angry glance. "This isn't about you, Gina. It's about Mari and what she wants." He held his hand out to my wife. "No regrets, Mari. No consequences, either. Let's explore the might-have-beens together, at least for a little while."
I watched in horror as my wife looked back and forth between the two of us, her husband and her college crush, then with shock as she took a half-step towards him. "Mari!"
She looked back at me, then she took a full step and reached for his hand, her expression embarrassed but resolute. "I'm sorry. He's right. I love you, Dale, but I need to know. Please, go with Gina and--"
"Fuck you!" Gina said it before I could, albeit to Blake instead of Mari. "This isn't right! I have never once wrecked a marriage! It's right there in the fucking name, Blake, ethical non-monogamy! Not 'fuck whoever regardless of who you hurt!' Christ, he's supposed to be your friend!"



I growled, "Not anymore. He's dead to me for trying to pull this shit, no matter what happens. And if you do this, Mari..." My words petered out.
What could I threaten, realistically? Divorce? Sleeping with someone else? Violence? The first wouldn't matter to her if the worst came to pass. The second, she'd encouraged me to do.
As for the third, I'm just not that kind of guy. I'm not saying I'd never hit a person to defend myself or someone else, but I'd never throw down just because someone slighted me. I might think about it--fantasize about it, even--but I hadn't lashed out at someone physically for hurting me emotionally since I was a child. If a friend did something so vile I wanted to hit them, I cut them out of my life instead. If a woman didn't want to be with me, they weren't worth spilling blood over. Not even my wife. Violent fantasies whirled through my head as I looked between the two of them, but that's all they would remain. I wouldn't let them become more, no matter how I might be tempted.
Mari avoided my gaze. She knew how much she was hurting me as she and Blake moved to the stairs and ascended, but she also knew that my pain would be the only consequence she'd have to face. Now, I knew that wouldn't be enough to stop her. Her curiosity trumped any love she felt for me, all things being equal.
She called, without looking back, "Gina, please take care of him. Make him see this isn't a bad thing." She received a full measure of scorn and cursing from Blake's former fiancée as a reward.
And then they were gone.
"Dale..." Gina tried the same soothing touch and tone of voice that had comforted Blake.
"Don't touch me," I hissed at her. "Tyler's right. You ruined everything." She tried to defend herself, but I was too angry to listen. "Fuck you and your ethical non-monogamy, and fuck Blake, and fuck Mari, and fuck Heather and Kyle! None of you have the morals of a fucking alleycat! Just..." I sat down on the couch, sick to my stomach. "Just get the fuck out of my sight."
Gina hovered at the edge of my vision for a long moment, then she, too, left the room. I didn't notice which direction she'd gone, only that she had gone, leaving me alone.
In the darkness, sounds became amplified. The same ping of ball on bat that I'd heard earlier in the day returned as Tyler once again worked out his aggression. Muffled sobs filtered down from upstairs, those of two parents grieving together. The chirp of crickets and the sounds of the woods at night made their way into my consciousness as well.
Then, though, came the noises I couldn't tolerate, a man's low voice and a woman's giggle, hushed as it had been when we'd tried to hide our nighttime activities while visiting her parents. I needed to be anywhere but in that damned house, to get away from the woman who had claimed to love me even as she betrayed me with the man I'd thought a friend.
I don't know why I chose the door I did; it would have made more sense to go down to the docks and sit with Lakshmi. I think, though, that my shame wouldn't allow that. I couldn't handle her pity, no matter how well-intentioned it might have been.
Instead, I fled through the back door, choosing an angry asshole over a loving companion. Perhaps we could hit a few balls around, or maybe I could just insult him and hope he pummeled me into unconsciousness; each option seemed viable, given the state I was in.
I hadn't realized, as all the other sounds filled the darkened living room, that one of them had dropped away. Tyler's baseball bat lay on the ground, and he was nowhere to be found. As I contemplated his absence, a new sound explained it in bonechilling fashion: a woman's terrified cry.
"Stop! Please!" came Gina's pleas from not too far away. God, I hoped it wasn't what I thought. Ty had always been kind of a dick when he drank, but I didn't want to believe he could be that far gone. Then, though, I thought of Blake and Mari; I'd never believe either of them were capable of stabbing me in the back the way they had. If they could do that to me, what could Tyler do to someone he hated? Reluctantly, I picked up the bat. If Ty had gone around the bend, we'd be playing for keeps, and while I might be the second biggest guy at the lake, it was a very distant second.
The new moon offered no light. If I'd had to make my way through the forest, I don't know that I could. The stars twinkled away overhead, though, and as my eyes adjusted, they provided enough illumination to make out two forms next to the old woodshed, one almost monstrously large in comparison to the other.
Approaching as silently as I could, I prayed that any sound my footsteps made would be hidden by Gina's plaintive begging. I made it within a few yards before Gina spotted me, her eyes pleading for help. Tyler's voice, malevolent with drunken rage, threatened, "Shrimpdick, huh, bitch? I'll show you a fucking shrimpdick." Gina's repeated cries for him to stop hadn't slowed the hulking brute, but her struggling and the liquor he'd imbibed earlier did. Tyler had ripped open her shirt and pinned her to the shed with one massive paw around her throat, but the other couldn't seem to work out how to open his belt.
With one hand, I motioned for her to remain calm, but she tensed as I raised the aluminum club. Tyler noticed her shift from actively fighting to sudden rigidity, but too late to change the outcome in any meaningful way. As he started to turn, my swing caught him across the jaw instead of the back of the head, but the effect was the same: Tyler lay on the ground next to the shed, unmoving but still breathing.
Now freed, Gina howled with rage at her attacker's inert form, kicking him in the ribs and the balls. I didn't stop her. Instead, I first opened the door to the woodshed, only then trying to get her to stop. Knocking him out was one thing, but killing an unconscious man was another. Still, if he woke up, I didn't want him roaming free. "Help me get him inside." Gina took one last kick, then grabbed his other arm, pulling as best she could.
I don't know if it was adrenaline or just the extra help, but he felt a lot lighter than I expected as we dragged him into the darkened wooden shed. She spat on him, then left without looking back. I started to leave as well, but at the last moment, I paused. As a final nod to our once-friendship, I rolled Tyler onto his side in case he vomited while unconscious. That done, I exited, closed the doors, and wedged the baseball bat into the outside handles.
Gina shivered in the late summer lake air, from both the chill and the adrenaline. She awkwardly tried to cover her nakedness, but Tyler had torn her shirt to shreds. I removed mine and handed it to her; she took it with a grateful, mumbled, "Thanks." Slipping it over her head, the shaking woman asked, "What are we gonna do if he gets out?" In answer, I grabbed the handle of the woodsplitting axe lodged in a nearby stump and yanked it free. She paled, but nodded as I held it up for her to see.
A light briefly blinded us before Lakshmi gasped, "Dale? I thought I heard screams. What--" She took in the whole scene and stopped, then addressed Gina. "Are you... okay? Did I, um, interrupt something?"
Gina seemed to crumble all at once, tears spilling down her cheeks as the adrenaline began to wear off. She sobbed, "D- Dale, he s- saved me. Blake and Mari went upstairs together and we all yelled at each other and I came out of the house and- and- and Tyler attacked me and... and..." she gestured at the barred shed door.
Shmi's eyes went wide as she finally understood what she'd stumbled upon. "Oh my God. Oh my God! Come on. Let's get you back inside. Dale, can you--"
Shaking my head emphatically, I cut her off. "No. I came out here to be alone, and I'm not going back in that goddamned house." I extended the axe to her, handle first. "Especially not carrying this. I don't know what I'd do if...." I shook my head once more. "Just... Just take her back inside and make sure she's safe. I'm... I'm just... I'm gonna go... somewhere." A wave of exhaustion passed through my body, and I felt too tired to speak further.
Shmi took the axe with her free hand and said, "Okay. I will. Just... Please, promise me you won't do anything bad? To yourself?" I nodded 'yes,' not sure if I'd told her a lie or the truth even as I did. "Go to the dock. I'll come see you in a little bit, okay?" With a noncommittal shrug, I trudged away toward the lake. It was either that or into the woods. Of the two, the lake would at least offer the best view of Armageddon.
Once I reached the end of the dock, I stood there, my feet halfway off the edge for a good, long time. All I had to do was let them slip the rest of the way off the planks and then swim as far out as I could. We were all going to die, so why wait? Why sit with the knowledge that my wife didn't love me as much as I loved her if no dawn lay past the horizon?
If she'd cheated on me at any other time, at least I'd have known that I could build a new future without her. I would have had enough time to grieve my marriage and come out the other side. The idiocy of powerful men thousands of miles away meant I wouldn't get that now. Instead, I'd only get the suffering, without the growth.
"No." I said it to myself, and to the lake, and to the idiots that had destroyed my world, both the ones wearing generals' stars and the backstabbing trash in the house behind me. If grief was all I got, then so be it. I would bear it like a standard, watching the night sky until an artificial sun fell to Earth and burned my sorrow away.
With that decision, I kicked my shoes off and sat on the edge of the dock. As the waters rippled around my toes, I remembered my family vacations to campgrounds, trips chosen for their lack of expense as much as the majesty of nature.
I wished I could call my folks one last time to tell them I loved them, or my sister to tell her how proud I was of her for getting her M.D. I wondered if she was okay, manning the emergency room she worked at as the world went mad. I hoped so. "I love you," came the words, evaporating into the air around the lake, spoken in the hope that some magic might carry them to the people that mattered most.
Lakshmi sat beside me, beers in hand. "I love you, too."
I laughed, embarrassed, as I took the proffered bottle. Then I looked at her and felt silly for being embarrassed. "I was just thinking about... everything. Everything that's happened and everything that's... that's going to happen. Wanted to tell my folks I loved them. My sister, too. And... Well, and you. The important people in my life."
Shmi smiled sadly and opened her mouth to speak, then took a drink from her bottle instead. We sat quietly for a time before she said, "It's funny. I had just decided to finally be... fearless, I guess. To live my life as if it was the only one I had. And now..." She shook her head and took a long pull on her beer.
While we sat, I toyed with my wedding ring, twisting it on my finger as I sometimes did when thinking about a problem. As my friend drank and looked out at the lake, I pulled it off and held it up to the light, examining the so-called symbol of eternal devotion, its endless loop promising so much. That left the empty part in the center, though. That's the problem with symbols: they can mean whatever a person decides they do.
"Are you still planning to..." I laughed, thinking how ridiculous the question was in light of current circumstances. Rephrasing it, I asked, "Would you still divorce Olivia, even though she might not have been bullshitting you about why she stayed home?"
"Absolutely." She didn't even take a second to answer. "Her bailing on the trip was the straw that broke the camel's back, but all..." She waved her hand around vaguely. "... this doesn't change everything that came before. Are you..." Her features darkened in a mix of anger and sorrow. "Would you? Divorce Mari?"
"One hundred fucking percent. There's no coming back from what she did." I swallowed a mouthful of my draught, then clarified my statement. "If... If I wasn't here, and this all happened, and if we both somehow survived, and if I found out about it later, I'd try to look at it as... I don't know, finding comfort where she could. It might hurt, but I could maybe get past that, you know?
"That's not what happened, though. She looked me right in the goddamned eye and went upstairs with him. So, yeah. I'd divorce her this fucking second if I could."
Lakshmi slipped wedding and engagement rings off her slender, dark fingers, then showed them to me with a conspiratorial smile. Her head jerked toward the lake. "To divorce?"
I grinned, the first honest and wholehearted smile I'd had all night, and reared my arm back. She did the same. "To divorce!" Our hands flew as one, and the symbols of our shattered marriages arced over the dark waters, landing with tiny splashes and sinking below the surface, never to return.
Shmi chuckled. "Damn, that felt good."
She drank another sip of her beer, then looked over at me, a melancholy expression on her face. "I never told you how I came out to my parents, did I?" Another chuckle. "No, of course I didn't. I never told anyone all of it." Lakshmi's dark eyes found mine, a sheen of tears filming them. "Can I... I want to do one brave thing before I go. Will you help me do that?"
"Of course, hon. I'd be honored."
She swallowed and nodded, then looked out toward the town with its handful of twinkling lights. "My folks... They had an arranged marriage. Appa came over here as a professor, and Amma was pregnant with me when he did. They loved each other, after a fashion, but it wasn't the kind of love you see in the movies or fairytales. I think that's probably part of why I was so vulnerable to Liv's lovebombing. It's funny, but I don't think I realized that until just this second.
"When I was a teenager, they came to me and told me they had arranged a marriage for me with a nice young man from another well-to-do family. At first, I didn't know how to respond. It was just so surreal. Amma's pretty conservative, and the arranged marriage thing worked out well for her, so her wanting it didn't surprise me too much. But Appa... he's progressive, even for here in the States. I figured she'd probably argued him around to it, but still, to subject me to this bizarre throwback? It just made no sense to me at all.
"I fought and fought with them about it. Even flew to Mumbai and met the guy and his family so I could say that I wasn't just dismissing the idea out of hand. He seemed nice enough, but...
I chuckled, "But you're gay."
Lakshmi hesitated. "That's, um, that's what I told them. Amma was livid. Appa supported me; I found out later that he'd loved a girl before Amma, and, like I said, they'd never been in love. I think he was looking for an excuse to keep me from having to go through something he hadn't wanted to as a young man, and that gave him an out."
She swallowed again, looking down. "That's all it was, though. An out. For me, I mean. I lied to them. I like girls, but I don't just like girls. I like guys just as much, if not more."
"What?" A nervous laugh animated the single word.
Tears rained down onto her lap. "I lied to them, and then... and then, I've lied to everyone ever since. I decided to push the other part of me down until college, figuring I'd find the time to..." She laughed sardonically. "To come out again, I guess, once I was there.
"But then I got a girlfriend, like, the minute I got to college, so I didn't see the point. She and I were together until the end of sophomore year. I stayed at school over that following summer, plugging away at extra courses so I could graduate earlier, and then... Then I met you."
She wiped her tears away with one hand, then placed it on my shoulder, staring at me as she insisted, "Please, please don't think I've carried a torch for you all these years or anything like that. When I say that I love you, I mean as my friend. It wasn't... God, I don't want to make this weird. Weirder." Shmi laughed again. "Weirder than the end of the world.
"I've lied to everyone my entire adult life, and I'd like to tell someone the truth, finally. Like I said, don't take this the wrong way, but that night, the one where we went to the party and you met Mari, I really did mean for it to be a date. I was going to try being... me. The real me.
"But then we saw Mari, and she asked if I'd spotted any girls I wanted to get with at the party. I could have said something then. When I tried to, though, everything hit me all at once: how my friends would look at me, what my folks would say, would Appa be disappointed that I'd lied to him, would Amma try to get another arranged marriage going, would you laugh in my face, all of it. So, instead of saying something, I did what I always do: I acted like a coward.
"Later, I married Liv, and it was all academic anyways. Whether I was gay or bi, I was still married, you know? I know that's not really true, because I wasn't being honest about who I was, but, hey: 'not true' might as well have been my middle name."
She looked away. "If you're angry, or you hate me, or you wish I'd kept lying or... or whatever, I understand. I'm sorry that I did all these years. I wanted to tell someone..." Shmi laughed wryly. "No, that's not true, either. I wanted to tell you, specifically you, so badly. I wish I'd told you, once we were real friends instead of just two kids who knew each other from class, but I didn't want you to have to keep something from Mari."
I softly said, "Hey, no. I don't hate you, Shmi. I can't imagine ever hating you." She needed to know that, before anything else, especially as I sat with this new knowledge for a little while longer, trying to gather my own thoughts. "I do wish you'd told me, but I understand why you didn't. Still..." I chuckled. "God, I can't imagine how different things would have been if I'd known that was a date. I mean, if Mari hadn't told me that it wasn't, or if you hadn't gone along with that."
Shmi shook her head. "Come on, I saw the way you looked at her, even before she said anything. I figured... I mean, all the other stuff I just said, too, but I figured why fight if I couldn't win?"
"Bullshit." She tried to object, but I kept going. "Yeah, Mari's hot, but you were my date. Or, you were supposed to be. Or... Fuck, you know what I mean." This got a chuckle out of her. "I was attracted to you, too, and I was excited to be with you that night. You have no idea the kind of crush I had on you."
She laughed. "It was mutual, for the record."
"More than that, though, while I love... loved... Fuck, no, I guess I still love Mari. It wouldn't hurt so bad if I didn't." I shook my head and started again. "Regardless, though, we didn't have nearly as much in common as you and I do. If... Ah, hell. It doesn't matter now."
"What?"
"Things would have been different. Maybe not 'forever and ever, amen' different for you and me, but..." I let the words die. Too late for regrets now.
"Yeah. Different... Different would have been good." She looked out at the water, and I followed her gaze. Only inky darkness and reflected starlight filled our vision, but we shared it together in silence.
Her voice came quietly after a while. "Can I ask you for one more thing?"
"What?"
Shmi turned toward me. "I want to know... I mean..." She shook her head with a self-deprecating giggle. "God, I feel like I'm back in college, asking you out on a date again. I've never kissed a guy, and I'd just... you know, like to see. If it's different."
"Really?" Disbelief made it come out as a laugh.
Her face darkened with doubt. "Never mind. It's- it's dumb. Forget I--"
"No! No, Shmi. I'd like that. I really would."



I turned my body to face hers, and we both leaned in, watching each other as our lips grew closer. She giggled once more with a giddy awkwardness. Our eyes closed just before our lips met, and we both tensed in nervous anticipation.
At first, the best I could say is that it felt nice. No huge electric spark, no thunderbolt, no butterflies, just a kiss from someone who, if I'm honest, I had grown to see as a friend and only a friend over the years.
Then, though, she pressed her lips a little more forcefully against mine, and I responded. My mouth opened slightly, and Shmi's did, too. I felt her hand touch my cheek, heard her soft moan, tasted her for the first time. The thunderbolt struck, and Shmi and I fell apart from each other, dazed by its impact. We gasped in unison, laughed in unison, crashed back into each other in unison, our need for each other as inexorable as any force of nature.
She and I had leaned into each other before, our bodies tilting at an angle, to honor the spurious notion that our kiss was only a chaste gift from me to her. This time, though, the distance between us lessened to nearly nothing as she pawed at the ground to drag herself closer to me. It evaporated entirely when I pulled her into my lap.
Her lips left mine as she settled herself against me, straddling me, her skirt riding up. I pulled her to me, kissing and nuzzling at her neck. Shmi's fingers ran through my hair as she moaned my name, her large, soft breasts crushed against my chest, and I felt acutely aware of the heat of her body, of her weight pressing down on my hardening cock. Her hips shifted back and forth almost unconsciously, grinding against the physical manifestation of my desire for her.
Lakshmi tugged at my hair, pulling me from her neck, then dove in for another deep, long kiss. As our tongues probed each other's mouths, she took my hand and placed it on her leg, pulling it slightly upward as if to invite me to explore. I took that invitation to heart, rubbing her outer thigh in slow, lazy circles, moving closer and closer each time to her firm cheeks until I could fill my hand with one. On reaching my goal, I took hold and pulled her firmly against me; Shmi rewarded my efforts with a low, needful groan.
Taking that utterance as invitation, I helped myself to more. My other hand slid up her back and around the side to lightly cup one of the tits I'd hoped to get a glance of a decade ago, back when we were two kids out on our first and only date. She put her hand on mine, and I feared I'd pushed things too far; instead, though, she squeezed, and I went from cupping to kneading. Her lips fell away from mine for just a moment to say, "Oh, God, Dale, please..." before finding their way back.
I could have stayed that way until the end of time, but she wanted to flex her new fearlessness. When she broke our kiss this time, it was with a playful look in her eyes and a seductive flash of teeth on her lower lip. Her hands moved downwards, then up in a flash, pulling her shirt up and over her head, leaving only a bra to cover her magnificent breasts.
I leaned back to take the sight of her in, murmuring in awestruck wonder, "Shmi... My God, you're gorgeous." Her expression turned bashful; I think she hadn't expected quite as much of a reaction as she got. I tipped her head back toward mine with a finger on her chin. "Ah, ah. Fearless, yes?"
She laughed loud and long. "Fearless. Right." My finger traced the catch at the front of her bra, and she shivered, repeating, "F- Fearless." Her digits replaced mine and opened the clasp.
The nerdy girl I'd fantasized about in class all those years ago sat up straight, shrugging the straps from her shoulders and proudly displaying herself to me for the first time. Shmi was the absolute definition of a shortstack, but back in school she'd tried to conceal her body beneath shapeless, frumpy clothing. While I'd caught glimpses of it later, especially when she couldn't hide it during the lazy weekends here at the lake, I could never have imagined its full splendor. Now, seeing her in all her glory, I wondered how she could have ever doubted my lust for her back in the day.
Thick, dark nipples, hard as diamonds, tipped near-perfect spheres of caramel color. They begged to be kissed, and I obliged, taking one of the eraser-sized nubs between my lips and suckling. She cradled my head in her arms and sighed happily, grinding herself against my hard cock once more and luxuriating in the sensations.
When my suckling turned to nipping, Lakshmi groaned, "God, I want you, Dale. Please, please, before..." She left the rest unsaid. We both knew the 'before' that loomed, unseen in the night sky above us. A melancholic tone mixed with her lust when she spoke again. "Make love to me. I need to... to know that... that maybe we could have..."
I silenced her with another kiss. Shmi stood and shimmied out of her skirt and panties, and I took the opportunity to kiss at the apex between her legs. She placed a hand on the back of my head, gasping and crying out as my kiss went from peck to lick. "We... Oh God, Dale, we don't have time to..."
Her words didn't match her actions, though, especially once I placed my hands on her ass and pulled her to my face so that I might worship her delectable quim. She could have pulled away but didn't. Instead, my tiny goddess ground herself against my face, moaning and grunting as my tongue lashed at her clit, her juices dripping down my chin. "W-wait. S-s-so close. I... I... Dale!" Shmi's fingers pulled at my hair as she begged and thrashed, then she became a statue for a few moments, orgasm stealing all control of her body. A wail erupted from her lungs, almost mournful, as if grieving all the moments of joy we hadn't shared together.
She wobbled on unsteady legs until they gave way, my hands guiding her descent into my lap. I cradled her to me, kissing her softly on the lips. Shmi shuddered with an aftershock, then giggled, "You give great head..." With a kiss, a laugh, and a waggle of her eyebrows, she finished, "For a guy."
I shot her a look of mock outrage, and she laughed even louder, before scrambling off my lap and tugging at my belt. I tried to help her, but she shoved me playfully, grousing, "I've got this!" quickly followed by a worried, "Oh no!" as I lost my balance and bonked my head on the dock; I hadn't expected the push. "Dale!"
I laid on the sunbleached wood and laughed out loud, both at the absurdity of the situation and at the chagrin in her voice. "I'm fine, I'm fine." Then, winking, I added, "As you were."
Shmi's face split into a lascivious grin. A few moments later, she yelled in triumph as my buckle opened, followed by the button and zipper on my shorts. Her hand stroked my stiff dick through my underwear, looking at me as if to make sure it felt good. With my encouraging nod, she returned to her task in earnest; I helped by raising my hips off the dock.
A cool rush of night air accompanied her success, along with a muted, almost reverential, "Wow." She glanced up at my face, then back down. "My God, Dale." I don't know that I deserved that level of shock. That's not to say I'm small, but I'm not porn star big, either. Still, as Shmi delicately touched and then stroked the shaft of my cock, her hesitant manner and wide eyes made me feel like a modern day Adonis. "It's... it's beautiful." She looked up at me again, smiling bashfully. "You're beautiful. All of you."
Lakshmi's hand moved from my cock to touch my stomach and stroke my legs, but her gaze and then her fingers moved back to the object of her desire, delicately exploring its contours. They traced a line up the shaft and to the glans, tickling at the underside, which drew a groan from my lips. Her hand darted away, but I said, "No, it's good." I lay my head back on my crossed arms, chuckling, "I'll let you know if I don't like something, I assure you."
That seemed to be all she needed. Her hands touched and stroked the shaft, dipping lower to fondle at my sac, then retreating when I hissed after squeezed just a little too tight. As if in apology, she leaned forward and placed a kiss on the underside of my cock; that received a much better reception. She giggled at the way I lifted my hips to meet her, then gave a tentative lick at the tip.
As much as it pained me, I grunted, "Shmi, we might not have time to--" which transformed to a loud groan when she took the head in her mouth and sucked on it like a hard candy, tongue lashing at the slit as she did.
Her mouth made a loud pop when she released me, snarking, "That didn't work when I said it, and it's not going to work for you, either. Now lay back and enjoy your blowjob; I've wanted to see what the big deal was about these since high school." Now, who was I to argue with a young woman's dreams?
It wasn't the best blowjob I've ever received, at least on a technical level. Lakshmi clearly had learned from porn, and while porn-style BJs can be fun to watch and even receive, she didn't have the necessary skills to give a great one. She sure as hell tried, though, and it's like they say: there's no such thing as a bad blowjob.
More importantly, though, it was for me. As much as she might have wanted to experience the act for herself, she centered my pleasure in that act. The way she looked up at me, watching my reaction with a hopeful expression, moving readily if I applied gentle pressure to her head and paying attention to the noises I made: all showed me she had entirely committed to my pleasure. She worshiped me as I had worshiped her, and with the same fervent devotion.
If I let her, I believe she would have spent as long as it took to get me off, and she would have let me cum anywhere I wanted. This was a gift from her, one freely given out of love. Because of that, and because of my love for her, I eventually had to grunt, "Stop."
Lakshmi released me from her mouth with a worried, "Is something wrong?"
I chuckled, "Only that I'm going to cum soon."
"Oh." She tilted her head quizzically, then, understanding, said, "Oh! And then..."
"Yeah. Might be a little while."
She kissed the tip again. "I... If it's what you want. You already got me off, and I... I mean, I'd like to, but we don't have to, because this is... It's so much more than I ever thought and--"
"Shmi."
"Yes?"
"Come here."
She smiled shyly and rose to kneeling. "Would... I'd like you to be on top. Is that okay?"
Grinning, I sat up and spread her skirt across the rough planks of the deck. She raised an eyebrow. "Splinters. Lay down, beautiful." Her breath caught at the last word. I wondered at her reaction for a moment, then realized that if Olivia had withdrawn from her, she hadn't heard it nearly as much as she deserved. "You are beautiful, Shmi. So fucking gorgeous."
As she crawled to the makeshift blanket, Shmi laid a gentle kiss on my shoulder, with an unsure, grateful "Thank you," that broke my heart. I wanted to grab Liv and shake her for mistreating such a sweet, lovely, giving woman. Instead, though, I would do what I could to treat her as she deserved, at least for as long as we had.
I waited until my lover lay on her back, arms and legs spread invitingly, and told her again, "You are. You're more beautiful than I could ever say."
She bit her lip with an expression half-seductive, half-anxious. "Then show me?"
I knelt between her legs and, taking my cock in hand, ran the tip up and down her slit. "Gladly."
The head slipped in easily, sliding between her folds, forcing a soft "Oh!" from her lips. When the first few inches followed, she moaned, eyes half-lidded, her hands sliding across my body as if seeking a way to draw me closer. "Oh, God. Oh... Oh, God, Dale, it's... Oh!"
As I sunk deeper into her tight sheath, she gasped, making me freeze for fear that I'd hurt her. Shmi's eyes flew open, searching my face, then looking at me with adoration. She touched my cheek and reassured, "It feels so good, so-" I shifted slightly, and she moaned, "Perfect. Oh, God, Dale, you feel perfect. Please, more. Don't stop. I want all of you. I need you." Her hands stopped looking for a handhold; instead, she spread her arms wide, as if to show she welcomed anything I wished, as long as what I wished was her. "Please," she repeated, voice smoky with desire.
I leaned over my lover, sliding the rest of my length into her in one smooth, steady motion. Shmi welcomed me into her body, hanging off my neck and kissing at my throat. Her moans became something closer to growls as I began to thrust, slowly at first, then with harder, faster strokes. She angled her hips up to meet my thrusts, crying out, "Please, please, it's so.... Oh fuck, Dale, fuck, fuck, fuck it's so good! You cock feels so fucking good!"
The desperation in her words and the wantonness of her gyrations brought out a new aggression in me. I hooked my arms under Shmi's knees and brought her legs up, pushing her diminutive body into a mating press. She gazed up at me as I drove roughly into her, fire in her eyes. Any anxiety she might have held had long since fled; instead, she chanted. "Yeah. Yeah. Fuck me, Dale, fuck this pussy, it's yours, your fucking pussy, y- your... Oh!"
Shmi gasped as I redoubled my efforts, my body frenziedly obeying her filthy urgings. Her voice soon lost coherence, issuing forth almost nonsense strings of desire, but we'd moved beyond the need for words. There was just me and her, my cock and her womb, the two of us mating under the stars as our ancestors had millennia before.
Still, I reveled in the words she did manage, knowing what they were meant to tell me: of her desire, of her submission, of her devotion. I reveled, too, in my ability to steal sense from her, to render the smartest woman I knew into a glassy-eyed, pleasure-seeking mess of a thing. It was only fair, after all. She'd done the same to me.
Shmi cried out that she was mine, that I felt perfect inside her, that she wanted me and needed me. Everything she howled to the night sky, I felt as well. The only words my lips could form, though, were her name, and I repeated them like a canticle for the goddess that writhed in my arms. Her voice told me that she was mine. I could only show that I was hers through action.
At last, she regained a measure of intelligibility, her eyes widening as she approached climax. "Oh, God, Dale. Fuck me! Please, baby, I n- need you, need... Oh, God, so g- good- I- I- Fuck, I'm c- c- cum--!" The last of her words cut off as orgasm robbed my mate of her ability to speak.
Her pussy, already tight, clenched around me, trying to milk me dry. I fought it at first, wanting to take her to another peak. As she regained speech, though, my lover huskily ordered, "Cum, baby. So good to me, Dale, your cock feels so, so fucking good. Let me be good to you, too. Cum for me, please? Please? I want to feel you, all of you, I want you to fill me up, I want-- Oh. Oh!"
She gasped and smiled as the throbbing inside her turned to pulsing, spurt after spurt of my semen painting her cervix. "Oooooh, baby, so warm. Oh, Dale, I love it, so warm inside me. I love you. I love--" She froze, words catching in her throat once more, this time from fear.
I kissed her worries away. "I love you, too, Shmi." She clung tightly to me again, as if trying to merge her body with mine.
We stayed that way for a little while, until the hard wooden planks made my knees and elbows ache. I rolled off of Shmi and pulled her into my embrace, her body spooning against my side. We stared up at the stars together, panting in between exchanging small, affectionate kisses.
After a while, she said, "I'm... I'm sorry."
"For what?"
"For... God, this is all so fucked up. I love you. I do. But I shouldn't have put that on you, because I don't even know..." She groaned in frustration, unable to summon the words that would make me understand. "I love you, Dale. I don't know what that means, though, whether it's that you're my friend that I love and I was really having a good time with you or--" I kissed her again, silencing her for a moment, but she started up almost immediately once I pulled away. "No, Dale, please, I--"
I kissed her once more, then headed her off before she could start again. "I love you, too. It means... It means what it means. Even if we..." I sighed. "If, by some miracle, we see tomorrow, we can worry about it then. Right now, though, I know that I love you and that you love me. I know that both our lives are kind of fucked up. I know that I couldn't stand losing you, whether that's as my friend or... or something more, if that's even possible. And I know that, right now, I can't imagine anywhere else I'd rather be."
She propped herself up on her elbows and smiled at me. "Really?"
"Yeah. If it is the end of the world, you're the person I want to be with." I brushed a strand of hair away from her face and kissed her softly. "Whatever we might have been, or whatever we might be, right now, we're us, together, and that's the closest thing to perfect I can think of."
Lakshmi frowned deeply. "God, I wish I'd said something back then."
I nodded sadly. "Me too. But you didn't, and we led different lives than we might have. The thing is, though, they led here. I could mourn what might have been, or I can appreciate what is, and right now? I'd rather do the latter."
Her brows knit together in deep thought, then she slowly nodded. "Yeah. Yeah, you're right." After a little peck on the lips, she cuddled back up to me. A minute or so later, she asked, "Say it again?"
"What?"
"'I love you.'"
I chuckled. "I love you."
She squeezed me tight and let out a little contented sound. "I love you, too." Her fingers traced lazy patterns on my skin, sometimes tangling in my chest hair or skimming down towards my groin. Shmi giggled, "God, I can't believe... That was incredible. So different. In a good way, though."
"Even if I only give good head 'for a guy?'"
"I was kidding! Sort of. I mean, I only have a sample size of one, you know?"
I snorted, "Okay, dork."
"Hey." She looked up at me, tilting her head for a kiss, which I gladly granted. "It was great. Full stop. Different, like I said, and more... aggressive than I'm used to. But still really good."
Chuckling, I said, "It's okay. You can give me pointers. You know, assuming."
"Deal. I, ah, I doubt I was as good." With a devilish smile, she asked, "Will you do the same for me?"
"Hey! You were great... for a lesbian." She smacked my chest, fake outrage on her face. "I assume, I mean. I only have a sample size of one!"
This led to playfighting, with her lightly slapping my arms and chest, and me restraining her, then an awful lot of kissing. Eventually, she felt my hardness against her hip and asked, "Again? I want to be on top this time, you vicious brute."
I rolled onto my back, and she knelt astride me, riding me with slow, gentle movements. My right hand went to her hip while the left massaged her beautiful breasts. I murmured affection and praise, telling her how beautiful she was, how sexy, how loved and cherished. She looked down at me, returning the same, the two of us the only thing that mattered under the star-specked dome overhead. We had mated like animals before, but this time we made love. When she came, I did as well, filling her for a second time, before she slumped down onto my chest, where my arms encircled her as if she were a treasure to be protected. Which, of course, she was.
Shmi snuggled into me. "Yeah, I could definitely get used to this."
"Me, too."
She paused. "Do you... I know, let's enjoy the time we have, and I want to do that, but if--"
A flash of bright light blinded us. We closed our eyes. Shmi called my name, and I hers. I held her as tight as I could, rolling to one side as if my body could shield her from the blast wave coming to tear us apart, or the heat that would burn our flesh to cinders. I couldn't; I knew that. Some deep instinct, though, told me that I must protect my mate. I felt her tears on my chest as she sobbed; I imagine she felt mine as well. Together, we awaited the inevitable.



It never came.
After what felt like hours but was probably closer to a minute, I unclenched just a bit and opened one eye. The bright light was still there; it hadn't been a flash after all. Trying to locate the source, I peered over my shoulder and found the light at the end of the dock, which had hung overhead as we made love, had flared back to life. Sitting up, I looked back at the house, then towards the town; the lights had come back on in both places.
"Shmi. Shmi!"
She opened her eyes and looked up at me, then around. "Oh shit. Oh shit!" My lover immediately started digging through the pile of clothes that we'd left strewn around the dock, triumphantly holding up the object of her search after a few moments: her phone. Shmi's eyes went wide as she scanned the screen. "I have a signal!"
I looked over her shoulder. No new messages had come in, but the 5G signal was back. "Call 911. Keep calling until you get through. Find out what's going on and get someone out here ASAP." I leapt to my feet, picking through the pile of clothes for my shorts, then hopping around on one foot as I got them back on.
"Where are you going?"
"The house. Gonna grab the flare gun, in case you can't get through. Fuck, Shmi. I think we might be okay."
She smiled, anxious but optimistic. "Yeah. I... I hope so."
"Hey." I leaned down and kissed her deeply. "I love you. Whatever else happens, that's true, okay?"
She nodded, a little less anxious. "Okay. Okay. I love you, too. Now go!"
I sped away from the dock, took the porch steps two at a time, and burst through the front door. Gina, Heather, and Kyle were all coming down the stairs, Kyle carrying the axe I'd handed to Shmi. He asked, "What's going on?"
"Don't know. Lights are back on in town. Shmi's trying to call 911. Have you guys had any luck?"
Heather started poking at her phone before I even finished the sentence; her face was tear-stained, but the expression on it would have given any mama bear pause. This was a woman who would find out what was going on with her kids if she had to swim across the lake.
I dug through the box of supplies, finding the gun and flares just as I heard another set of feet tromping down from the floor above. Glancing over, I saw Blake, barechested and wearing shorts. Behind him stood my adulterous wife, clad in his shirt and a pair of panties. She looked at me, face pale and eyes wide, and tremulously asked, "Dale? What's going on?"
Ignoring her, I loaded a flare into the gun and snapped it shut, then turned to Kyle. "Can you check on Tyler? Don't open the shed, though, no matter what he says." He nodded, gave Heather a hug, and headed out the door, axe in hand.
Blake asked, "Why is Ty in the woodshed?"
His fiancée snarled, "Because your asshole best friend tried to rape me!"
"What?"
Gina got right up in his face, almost spitting with fury. "You heard me, asshole! I told you, Blake, I told you he was a prick, and you wouldn't listen! 'Oh, Tyler's a good guy!' 'Oh, that's just how he is!' 'Can you blame him for hitting on you? I mean, look at you!'" She pointed at me. "If it hadn't been for Dale..." Tears welled up in her eyes. "If it hadn't been for Dale, who knows what would have happened?"
Blake looked stunned. "Gina..." He reached for her, but she slapped his hands away.
"Don't! Don't you fucking touch me!" Resolute despite the tears, she held one hand up in his face and pulled her engagement ring off. "I loved you. I really did. But if you can keep Ty around after I told you how awful he was, and then turn around and hurt someone like Dale just so you could get your rocks off..." She shook her head and dropped the loop of gold and diamonds on the wooden floor.
"Gina!" he cried, but she'd already turned her back on him.
Crossing the distance between us in a few steps, his former fiancée asked me, "What do we do now? Can I help?"
"Hey!" Blake's angry voice interrupted my reply. "Don't you walk away from me!" I'd be lying if I said his indignation didn't put a smile on my face.
Ignoring him, I said, "I think we're doing everything we can right now. Stay with Heather until Kyle gets back and make sure she's okay."
"Hey!" Blake repeated, taking a step toward us. "Don't act like I'm not right here! I--"
I glared at him. "You better goddamned well hope I keep acting like you're not there."
He paused for a moment, then squared his shoulders and puffed himself up. "Give me a break, Dale. You didn't do anything when I took Mari to bed, and you won't do anything now."
My jaw clenched so hard I thought my teeth might shatter. Mari whispered, "Oh shit." Heather looked up from her screen, her features silently echoing Mari's sentiment. Even Blake realized he'd gone too far, as if fucking my wife hadn't meant he'd already gone way past 'too far.' It was a moment primed for violence, and in that moment, I felt immense temptation to give into my urges.
Instead, though, I closed my eyes, took a deep breath, and opened them again. The low growl in my voice spoke louder than any roaring display could have. "I didn't do anything because it would have been wrong."
I took a step towards Blake; he retreated a half-step in response. My former friend had grown used to having Tyler around, but in that moment, without his meatshield present, I think he first fully comprehended just how much bigger I was than him. "I could have killed you at any point in the last couple of hours, and you'd best believe I thought about it. I could have gotten Ty's baseball bat or maybe grabbed the axe from the woodshed. Who would have stopped me?" I looked around the room. "Who of you could have stopped me? Not you, Blake, that's for certain." I had all their attention, and I planned to avail myself of it.
Grinning evilly down at his cowering form, I confided, "I think, though, I would have done it barehanded. Maybe strangled you or maybe beaten you to death; either one held its appeal when I thought about them, I promise you. But I didn't, because it would have been wrong. That's not who I want to be.
My eyes drifted towards Marissa. "I could have slapped you around, too. I've never hit a woman in my life, but if anything might push a man to it, his wife looking him dead in the eyes and telling him she was going to another man's bed would, don't you think? It almost did for me. You have no idea how close I came to smacking that faux apologetic look off your face. I didn't want your goddamned pity. I wanted you to not be a fucking whore."
Her shallow breathing and meek, mumbled apology told me I'd inspired the fear I wanted, so I dropped the malice from my voice. "I thought about it, but I didn't do it. I didn't kill him, and I didn't beat you. I didn't try to force myself on anyone like Ty or set the house on fire or even trash the place. I didn't do those things because they were wrong, regardless of the lack of consequences.
"You, both the two of you and Ty, acted like beasts, for a very simple reason: You. Are. Bad. People. All three of you are selfish assholes who only pretend to be decent because you're worried about the consequences. When you thought there wouldn't be any, you did what you'd always wanted to do, no matter who it hurt. And, yeah, what Ty did was worse, but it's only a matter of degrees, not kind."
I shook my head, then looked at Gina. "I'm sorry for saying this was your fault. It wasn't. I was just lashing out. You didn't deserve that. You were a good person, too, even if... Well, I wouldn't want to live my life like you, but like you said, 'ethical non-monogamy. It's right there in the name.'" She chuckled, nodding her acceptance of my apology.
Mari tried to defend herself. "I just... I saw how happy Blake and Gina were with their arrangement, and Kyle and Heather, too, and--"
I didn't know a Minnesota homemaker could move that quick. Heather leapt to her feet and lunged at Mari almost faster than I could follow. Between that and the surprise, I couldn't have stopped the slap if I wanted to, which I didn't.
Mari held one hand to her face, open-mouthed with shock. Heather screamed, "Don't you fucking dare compare what you did to what Kyle and I do! Yeah, we swap with other couples, but it's something we do together, to feel closer to each other! I would never hurt my husband the way you did, you selfish, entitled cow!"
I almost thought she might hit Mari again, but she turned to me instead. "Dale, I'm so sorry if I, if we, in any way--"
"You didn't," I assured her. "No matter who else she blames it on, she made the choice she did." I held my left hand up to show the missing ring. "And I made the choice I did."
Mari gasped, "No," then quailed, "What have you- Where's your ring?"
"At the bottom of the lake, buried in the muck, along with the rest of our marriage."
She begged, "No, please! We all thought we were going to die!"
"You know what, Mari? Maybe we still are. I don't know. Maybe the missiles are about to rain down on our heads any second. It doesn't fucking matter. I don't give a good goddamn that you thought it was the end of the world. You looked me dead in the eye, saw how much fucking him would hurt me, and decided my pain was a price you were willing to pay. I'm never giving you a chance to do something like that to me again. Ever."
"Please! Please, I'm sorry!" My ex-wife--in spirit, if not yet by law--tried to reach for me, but Heather moved between the two of us.
I ignored Mari, instead turning my attention back to Blake. Jabbing him in the chest, I threatened, "Don't touch Gina again. I still want to fucking murder you, and the only thing preventing that is that it would be wrong. The first time you give me even the slightest reason, though, the first time you try to put hands on anyone, that ethical dilemma goes out the window, and I will end you. You understand me, shithead?" He nodded, and I jabbed him again. "Speak, motherfucker. Say, 'yes, Dale, I understand.'"
Cowed, he averted his eyes and muttered, "Yes, Dale, I understand."
"Great." Glancing at my ex, I asked, "Heather, Gina, can you make sure Mari gets dressed? She looks like a slut, and I think we might have company soon."
On my return to the dock, I found Shmi talking animatedly on her phone, but couldn't make out her words until I was almost on top of her. "Please hurry, we've got someone injured. We'll--" She noticed my presence and asked,. "Do you have it? No, officer, I'm talking to my friend. He's got a flare gun. Should we-- Okay, Okay. We will." She nodded to me. I aimed the gun skyward and pulled the trigger, illuminating the scene in a reddish glow. "You see it? Okay. Okay! Thank you! Thank you so much!" Shmi ended the call with a whoop of joy.
"Did they say what happened?"
She nodded rapidly, almost vibrating with excitement. "It was a false alarm! The sheriff said that there's something wrong with the system. They think maybe it was hacked, and the folks in charge of it can't get in to issue an all clear, but he heard straight from the governor's office!"
"What about the light?"
"Someone hit a pole! I guess the driver freaked out when they saw the alert on their phone, lost control of their truck, and ended up taking out the power in the whole valley. Sheriff said they had to go door to door calming people down."
"Oh my God." I felt the tension release from my entire body. "Oh my God, we're going to live. Shmi, we're--"
She threw her arms around me, hugging me close, then stood on tiptoe and pulled my face down to hers for a celebratory kiss. I returned it with enthusiasm, and she responded in kind, climbing me like a spider monkey. My hands moved to her shapely, firm ass, her legs wrapped around my waist, and we celebrated with a delightfully amorous makeout session. The euphoric high of realizing death wasn't going to rain down from the heavens merged with our long-denied spark; yes, we were going to live, and we were going to start right there and then.
That's how it might have been, anyways. In reality, after a few minutes of trying to fuck each other standing up and through our clothes, I heard a shrill voice cry, "What the fuck?"
We broke our kiss and looked over to see my (legal) wife standing at the halfway point of the dock, with most of our friends and former friends staring dumbstruck at us from the landward end. Mari looked either ready to kill or ready to keel over, and which one she might choose changed from moment to moment.
Shmi dismounted with a chagrined look; when she walked toward Mari, speaking with a low, apologetic tone to her voice, I wasn't that surprised. Not immediately, anyways.
"I'm sorry, Mari. I didn't mean for any of this to happen, but... Well, this afternoon, when you should have been walking with us instead of trying to get Gina to fuck your husband, I told Dale I was going to divorce Olivia. He comforted me. Platonically, I mean. Unlike you, he'd never do anything to hurt his marriage."
Mari made an outraged sound, but before she could speak, Lakshmi continued in a voice that couldn't hide her barely restrained rage. "After you went upstairs with that shithead I used to call a friend, and after Dale saved that shithead's fiancée from another shithead I used to call a friend, I found this guy, this wonderful guy who'd always been there for me, no questions asked, out here by himself, mourning his marriage the same way I'd mourned mine.
Her voice increased in volume and fury with each step she took. "We threw our rings into the lake together, since it was the only divorce either of us thought we'd live to see. Our vows meant something to us, you see. We hugged each other and cried after that. When we did that... Well, Dale's just a man."
She chuckled throatily as she stopped, only a few feet from Mari. "No, that's not right. Dale's not just a man. He's a real man, a strong, kind, loyal, and loving man, unlike that foppish fuckboy you threw him over for."
"I didn't--" Mari began.
Shmi's voice overpowered hers, though. "I felt that hard cock of his pressed against me, and his body up against mine--God, that fucking body--and I knew I had to have him. It didn't matter that I'm gay. I needed his dick inside me, and I needed it right. Fucking. Then."
"And it was glorious. He was glorious. Just soooo good. So fucking good that..." She cast a coquettish glance over her shoulder, with a wink intended just for me, before turning back to her audience of one. "Well, the truth is, I guess I never knew what I was missing. Your husband--sorry, ex-husband--and that thick cock of his just plain fucked me straight."
"What?" Mari stared at her, confusion etched on her face. "You- You can't be serious."
My lover held the moment for one heartbeat, two, three. Then, laughing, she replied, "Of course not!"
"Then why--"
"Because I'm not gay, you absolute cunt!" Any trace of levity had fled her voice, replaced instead with a cold fury. "I was never gay, but I was too scared to say anything when you stole my date from me! I was too scared to ever say any of the things--to do any of the things--I wanted to! I'm not scared anymore, though, and I'm not going to hide from who I am and what I want. And you know what else? You better stay the fuck away from my man, you worthless skank."
I joined the others in their dumbstruck state. Lakshmi had never talked to anyone like this, and I wondered how much of herself she'd repressed over the years. Moreover, I'd never seen Mari intimidated the way Shmi had managed with only a few words.
I think, at that moment, everything finally hit Mari. For the first time, she'd fucked up beyond my ability to forgive, regardless of how she tried to make it up to me. We wouldn't be getting back together, no matter how she begged. I'd already moved on, and with the woman who'd introduced us in the first place, a woman she could never in a million years have expected to show any romantic interest in me.
My ex melted down, and she melted down big. Fell to her knees, wailed, sobbed, the whole nine yards. I thought at first that the last few embers of my love flared as I felt a pang of sympathy for her, but then I realized that's all I felt: sympathy. Pity, even. But no love. She'd killed that.
Shmi turned on her heel. Her vicious mask had dropped, and she wore an exaggeratedly anxious grimace as she walked towards me; I remembered the old saying that being brave first requires being afraid, then overcoming it, and I knew that's what she had done. She'd done it for herself, yes, but she'd done it mostly for me. For us.
When she reached me, Shmi looked up and whispered, "How'd I do?"
I chuckled. "Terrifying." Then, unable to help myself, I added. "I have the weirdest boner right now." She laughed and kissed me again, and we let the world fall away for a little while longer.
The sheriff's department showed up not long after, a paramedic crew in tow, and took statements from all of us. Tyler lived, but I'd broken his jaw; as they carted him past on a gurney, he howled at me like a Wookiee, pure hate in his eyes.
While Shmi gave her statement, Gina pulled me aside. "Hey, I just wanted to thank you again. And apologize again, too. I really would have been happy with, you know, just me and you, or me, you, and Mari, but I think in the back of my mind I knew what their ultimate goal was."
I shrugged. "Yeah, maybe, but you wanted to believe the best of someone you loved. I did the same, and it's not like I can blame you for their lies. Still, I meant what I said. You backed off when I asked you to, and you didn't go along with them later. If you need to hear it, I forgive you, but I don't blame you for any of this. And as to thanking me... Honestly, who the hell wouldn't have intervened?"
Her face clouded for just a moment; a hint, perhaps, of painful personal experience. "You'd be surprised." Then, the model smile was back. "But you did, and... Look, I'm not saying 'Oh, my hero!', but I already wanted you before that, and now? Goddamn." She looked over my shoulder at Shmi and the cop questioning her. "Seems like you might already be off the market, though?"
I shrugged. "Early days, but, yeah, I think so."
"And do you take the same stance on monogamy when you're just dating?"
"Yup."
"Damn. Lucky girl."
"I think I'm the lucky one, honestly."
Gina smiled a little wistfully at me. "See? That's what I mean. Lucky girl. Still, if it doesn't work out, and you find yourself in L.A., look me up. I promise I'll show you a great time." She gave me a peck on the cheek, then walked away with a "See you around, hero," over her shoulder.
"Ahem." Shmi cleared her throat behind me.
"Oh! Hey. She, um, she was just thanking me. For earlier."
Lakshmi smirked, then licked her thumb and rubbed the lipstick Gina left behind from my cheek. "I can see that. And did she offer any kind of reward for your gallantry?"
"Yes, but I told her I'm spoken for."
Shmi grinned, "Damn right you are."
It wasn't quite as easy as that, of course. We wanted to explore this new thing between us, but the real world threw up a number of barriers to prevent that.
First, we both agreed on the ride to the airport the next day that we needed to do the responsible adult thing and pump the brakes just a little bit. After all, we'd gotten together during a time of crisis and also while both of us were going through significant heartbreak. Even with our long friendship, we needed to make sure we actually felt the way we thought we did in the light of day. Once we were both home and had moved out of our respective living arrangements, we spent long hours talking most nights about all the important stuff a couple should. You know, in between all the sexting.
Second, we had to deal with the end of our marriages from a practical perspective. Shmi's ended up being the easier of the two, surprisingly. All the talk about chatter and meetings and the rest from Olivia had been a smokescreen; the day Shmi returned home, a process server showed up to present her with divorce papers.



Turned out Mari wasn't the only one who had a very loose notion of fidelity. Olivia had spent the weekend moving in with her affair partner, leaving Shmi most of the stuff in their apartment, half the money in the bank accounts, and the gift of freedom. Given how stressed she'd been about the confrontation, we both had a good laugh about it.
On my end, things didn't go quite so swimmingly. Once the smoke cleared, Mari tried to corner me one last time at my new apartment. She begged and pleaded, promised she'd make it up to me, and generally prostrated herself in front of me. I told her in no uncertain terms that we were over, but that didn't stop her.
Over the next two weeks, she tried to get everyone involved that she thought could possibly sway me, including my parents and hers, our Dallas friends, and her sister. Most of them declined, but the ones that remained tried all the excuses you'd expect: she thought she was going to die; it was just a mistake; we had been together for almost ten years; and tons more besides. I didn't find the arguments any more persuasive coming from other people than I did from her.
She didn't stop until I finally told her, "There's nothing you can do to make me want to stay married to you. I don't love you anymore, and that's not going to change. All you can do now is make me hate you instead. Please, if you ever really loved me, just let me go."
When I said that, her face softened with sadness. She lowered her head, then looked back up at me with tears, haltingly saying, "I want you to- to know that... That no matter what, back then or in the future, you were never my second choice."
"Except that night, when you picked him."
Mari shook her head. "That's not what I mean." She sniffled. "It really was love at first sight, and I knew I had a future with you. Blake could never have--" She saw the expression on my face and stopped, then sighed, before pulling a pen and the papers from her purse. "I'm sorry for what I did, for hurting you. I'll always regret that. But I'll never be sorry for falling in love with you. I hope you and- and-" Mari couldn't finish the sentence, not able to admit I'd moved on. Instead, she signed the settlement and handed it to me. "Goodbye, Dale. You'll always have a piece of my heart."
A month later, I heard that she moved to L.A. and had shacked up with Blake.
As to the third bump in the road for my burgeoning relationship with Shmi... Well, that was a little bit of a different story.
Our divorces only took a few months to make it through the courts. Uncontested divorces with a clear division of assets can go like that, and we were both grateful that ours did. As we waited for the pieces of paper that legally proclaimed what we morally had when we threw our rings into the lake, she and I continued to live our lives in our home cities.
"Our home cities." That was a problem in and of itself, although not as big an issue as one might expect. I'd been working remote for years, after all, and I could always move to D.C. if necessary, and she was looking at going back to school for her doctorate, so maybe even that wouldn't be necessary. We hadn't talked that far in advance yet, but I kept it in the back of my mind, as I expect she did. Instead, the discussion came around to who would visit whom first, and when. Ultimately, we tossed a coin, and I won. I chose to visit D.C., since I'd never been there before.
That was the plan, anyways. Instead, a few weeks before I was supposed to fly into Dulles, and about three months after the eventful trip to the lake house, Shmi went almost entirely radio silent for the better part of a week. I tried not to worry; she still had a busy life in D.C., and she returned my texts when I checked on her. Even those felt off, though, with none of the playfulness she'd previously exhibited.
By the fifth day, I wondered if perhaps she'd cooled on the notion of us as a couple and was looking for a way to gracefully exit. I'd meant what I said on the dock that night, that I'd love her as a friend regardless of whether we worked as a couple. Still, I'd seen such a marked change in her behavior and attitude over the months since that terrifying night that I couldn't believe she'd ghost me or even pussyfoot around the topic.
That evening, as I was about to try to call her, I heard a knock at the door. I'd ordered Doordash, so that didn't surprise me. What did surprise me, however, was that instead of an order of kung pao chicken on my doorstep, I found Lakshmi, wrapped in a winter coat far too heavy for January in Dallas and sporting an anxious look.
"Hey," she meekly said. Then, with somewhat forced enthusiasm, "Surprise!"
"Shmi!" I tried to wrap her in a loving hug, but she stiffened, and so I relented. "Hon? What's wrong?"
"I, um, nothing. Not... I needed to talk to you, and it felt like the kind of thing we should do in person. I know I should have asked, but..." She shook her head. "Can I come inside?"
"Of course!" I stepped aside, trying to hide my worry. "Where are your bags?"
"They're in my rental. We can get them in a little bit, if... Um, later, I guess."
"Ooookay. Shmi, you're kind of freaking me out here."
I sat and patted the couch next to me, but she declined, instead pacing as she began to talk, still wearing her voluminous coat. "I, um, I... Fuck, I had a whole speech ready to go, and I've forgotten all of it."
She took a deep breath and started over. "I love you. Let's start there. I don't mean as just friends or anything like that, either. I mean, that too, but we've had a little while to think about this and how we feel. I love you, and I mean I love you the way..."
She chuckled, an anxious, self-deprecating little noise. "I love you the way I loved you that night on the dock, even if I didn't want to admit it. Even if I didn't want to- to scare you. I told you that I didn't carry a torch for you, but that was only half-true. I didn't think I carried a torch for you, but I guess I'd had one the whole time and just hadn't realized it was with me. Like... Like I'd doused it and forgotten about it, but it blazed back to life that night on the dock."
I tried to speak, but she held a hand up. "Please. Please, let me get all of this out before I lose my nerve." Shmi swallowed, clearly afraid and clearly trying to hide it. "I'm not telling you this to make you feel obligated or guilty. I hope you feel the same way, but even if you do... Even if you do, I don't want you to feel like... like it has to mean something. Like you have to do anything about it, just because... Just because of the decisions we made when we thought we were going to die."
Lakshmi had begun to unbutton her coat as she talked, then to unfasten the belt holding it closed. Once she shrugged it off her shoulders and onto my floor, it only took me a moment to see why she'd come here for this talk: the beginnings of a cute little baby bump. I looked, wide-eyed, first at it and then up at her tear-streaked face.
She croaked, "I wasn't on the pill. I've never had any reason to. I don't want... My father married my mother because he felt obligated. I don't want that in my life. I don't want someone to be with me because they feel like they should be. I'm going to keep the baby, but I don't expect you to stay with me or- I mean, I not saying that I wouldn't expect you to, like you're a bad guy, because you're not, and I don't want you to think that I'm saying that, so please--"
"Shmi."
"--because I know that you're a good guy, and--
"Shmi. Shmi, stop." Once her panicked ramblings petered out, I beckoned her closer. "Come here."
She shuffled towards me, wiping her face with her sleeve, until she stood in front of my spot on the couch, then started to speak in a subdued voice. "I'm sorry. I didn't--"
"Shh." I leaned forward, kissed her tummy, and spoke to the new life growing inside. "Your mother is a very silly woman."
Shmi, abashed, murmured, "Dale..."
"She thinks that loving her, that marrying her and raising you together, would be an obligation instead of a joy." I kissed her tummy again, then stood, gazing into Shmi's eyes. "She's a silly woman, and I love her. I've loved her as my friend for a long time, and I love her as my mate now."
"Dale, we haven't even lived together yet," she argued, although with no force behind the words. "We don't know if we'll get on each other's nerves or--"
I kissed her, silencing her protestations. "We haven't lived together, true. But your parents didn't, either. Our grandparents didn't. They made it, and so will we. As to getting on each other's nerves..." I shrugged. "I already know I get on your nerves. That's part of my charm."
Shmi laughed and kissed me. I swept her up in my arms, carrying her like the new bride she'd be as soon as we could manage, returning the kiss with a hunger born of too much time apart. She broke away for a moment, gasping, "I should get my luggage from the car."
Smirking, I strode towards our bedroom, my beloved cradled in my arms. "Why? You're not going to need it for a few days."

--
Morrissey's voice crooned through the car's speakers
Trudging slowly over wet sand
Back to the beach where your clothes were stolen
"Really?"
Shmi cackled. This was always part of the game on our Labor Day vacations. We'd take a road trip, I'd drive, she'd control the music, and somewhere in there, she'd slip in a song about nuclear war: "2 Minutes to Midnight," "I Melt With You," "99 Luftballons," and now "Everyday Is Like Sunday." Always an 80s song, so I'd know she did it on purpose, as if her dorky giddiness as the previous song ended wasn't clue enough.
I sighed deeply. That was part of the game, too. I'd act aggrieved at her music selection and she'd laugh harder than ever. Then, later, in bed that night, she'd "make it up to me." If it really bothered me, she wouldn't do it, and if either of us wanted to indulge in anything between the sheets, they just had to ask. Knowing it was all a bit of fun was what made it a game, though, and one we'd both win once we reached our destination. She was just an immense goofball, with even more of a dad sense of humor than me.
Usually, we'd have driven to my folks' place or flown to hers--the "road" part of the latter trip being the interminable journey from the airport to their house two hours away--so the grandparents could spend a little time with Morgan, our son. This year, though, while we did drive to my folks' house, we'd dropped Morgan off there for a couple of days so Shmi and I could relax at a little bed and breakfast, with plans to work on a little brother or sister for him.
Soon, she was singing along, and I was, too, making a hash of both the lyrics and a Manchester accent, to her delight. Shmi ran her fingers through my hair, saying, "I love you," with a look of absolute adoration in her eyes. Life was good, far better than I could have expected on that horrible night four years before. Well, for some of us, at least.
Kyle and Heather were still together; I think it would take a crowbar to tear them apart. The four of us weren't close like we used to be, but we remained friends on social media and even saw them once every couple of years in person. They'd added a third child to their family, a little boy that looked disturbingly like a tiny version of Kyle, and had made noises about a fourth and final addition. As far as I knew, they were still swinging, but Shmi and I had absolutely no interest in that sort of thing, and they knew it, so it hadn't really come up.
I'd say that I last saw Gina that night by the lake as the police took our statements, but that's not strictly true. It's the last time I saw her in person, but her modeling career had taken off in the intervening years. Every once in a while, I'd open a magazine or look at a billboard, and there she'd be, hawking perfume or clothes. Shmi even teased me one time about it while we lay in bed together one night. Gina showed up in a lingerie ad on her tablet, and she pointed at it, saying, "You missed out on that? For me?" For the next hour or so, I showed my wife, quite vigorously, that I didn't feel like I'd missed out on anything.
Mari and Blake's relationship didn't work out, quelle fucking surprise. According to what I heard from acquaintances, the two of them lasted about nine months--which was about six months more than I gave them--then broke up spectacularly when Blake cheated on her. Well, I say they lasted nine months. In a sense, they're actually still stuck with each other, due to something else that lasted nine months, i.e. her unplanned pregnancy with Blake's daughter.
Last I heard, Mari's still single. She might have been a 9/10 in college, but she wasn't an L.A. 9. Almost fifteen years later and after having a child? Hah! No chance.
On top of that, our little blowup at the lake house made the news, if only as a smaller human interest piece in the larger story about Eastern European hackers, cyberwarfare, and the retributive movements of the U.S. government against a certain former world power. Still, if someone searches for her name, the few mentions on the web don't paint her in a particularly flattering light. Add to that the fact that she's a single mom, and I doubt she'll be making another trip to the altar anytime soon.
Tyler went to jail, thankfully. He didn't get as long as he deserved, but he did get longer than I expected. It turned out he'd blown most of his money on partying, along with a chunk of Blake's, and he had to rely on an overworked public defender who plead him out on a lesser charge. He got eighteen months but was out for good behavior in twelve.
That good behavior didn't last long. The prison notified me when they released him, and I watched my back for the next month; after all, I'd smashed his jaw with a baseball bat, and that's the kind of thing that makes a guy a little sore.
Blake, however, either didn't take the same kind of precautions or they didn't do him any good. His betrayal of Tyler--first by banishing him from the house that night and later by cutting him loose entirely once he'd been arrested--apparently hurt quite a bit more than a broken jaw. A few weeks after Ty's release, a couple of junkies found his former best friend beaten to a pulp in the back alley behind one of Blake's favorite clubs. He needed multiple reconstructive surgeries to even get within spitting distance of his former good looks.
According to the same acquaintances that spilled the tea on Mari, he also turned twitchy and nervous after the attack. It's hard to be charming when you're constantly looking over your shoulder, which meant he couldn't manage to be anywhere near the earner at work that he'd been previously. His dad kept him on at their family's company in a diminished role, but his cousin, a solid family man, took his slot as the heir apparent.
Eyewitnesses said they saw Tyler loitering outside the same club earlier that evening; being in another state alone would have been enough to violate the terms of his parole, but the cops found plenty of physical evidence in his car, too. He'd gotten eighteen months the first time around, but between his parole violation, crossing state lines to commit a felony, attempted murder, and all the other things they charged him with, he'd be in the pen for something closer to eighteen years before he got out.
As for my bride and myself? We got along even better than we'd hoped, although we did have a bit of a bumpy time with her parents. She'd already told them about her sexuality and why she hid it from them even before that night she showed up on my doorstep; surprisingly, it didn't all blow up in her face. Her father didn't exactly take it in stride, but he understood why she did what she did, and when her mother realized the lengths she'd gone to avoid the arranged marriage, her reaction was one of shame rather than indignation.
On the other hand, when she visited them two months later, fiancé in tow and visibly pregnant? That didn't go over so well. We got past it, though. Turns out that giving her Amma a grandchild went a long way towards any animosity they might feel, as did the fact that I wasn't just some random guy but a longtime friend. The rock on her finger showing my commitment didn't hurt, either.
As "Everyday Is Like Sunday" drew to a close, Shmi's expression changed again from adoration to impishness. I didn't understand why until "Two Tribes" began to play.
"Another one? Honestly, woman."
Shmi went straight through a cackle and into a belly laugh as I rolled my eyes. When she finally regained control, my wife answered, "Well, I guess I'm gonna have to make it up to you extra hard this time, huh?"
I put my hand on her thigh and squeezed. "And how exactly would you do that?"
She tilted her head and affected a seductive little moue. "I guess you'll just have to see when we get there. But, ah, there's a reason I didn't ask you to help me pack this time, if that gives you any ideas. My bag seemed awfully light, didn't it?"
I opened my mouth to reply, then thought better of it. I had more important things to do than talk, after all, like drive.
The engine roared, my beloved laughed with glee, and we sped toward our future together.
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Disclaimer: I am not a lawyer, and nothing I write below is intended as legal advice. The steps presented here are accurate as of July 23, 2024, but may have changed by the time you read it.
So, your story's been stolen from Literotica and posted to YouTube. What now?
Well, you could ignore it. A lot of people do. The channels that do this count on writers not responding, and it's worked pretty well for them so far. The process in place for fighting theft on YouTube can seem like it's on their side, too, especially if you're not familiar with the content-creation side over there.
Hell, some of you might even be saying, "Why should I care about this? It doesn't affect me." If you're not planning to monetize your works, that might even be true. However, if you are, it can create a problem down the road, especially if you get a publisher that wants all your works on free sites taken down before they'll put your stuff out. It can also cause problems if you decide that you'd like to have audio versions of your stories made; the guys with the YouTube channels could pursue a copyright claim on you instead.
However, let's say you're not interested in making money from your writing. You're anonymous, you have no aspirations to publish professionally, and you just want your stories out there for as many people to experience as possible. In that case, maybe someone repackaging them doesn't sound so bad.
It is bad, though. My God, is it bad.
First, the guys that run these channels bowdlerize the hell out of the stories to get them past YouTube's censors. Did someone die in your story? No, they didn't. They "unalived" instead. Got some big black cocks in your tale? Sorry, you've got "large dark Johnsons" now. Characters don't "fuck" anymore; they "enjoy." You get the idea.
And that's just the editing to get around the filters! After that, there are the words whose pronunciation is too ambiguous for the text-to-speech software to navigate. Most of these channels come from places where English is, at best, a second language, and rather than tinker with a word's spelling to make it more phonetic, the channel owners will open up a thesaurus and shove in the first match; usually, it's laughably wrong. For example, in one of my stories, "sexy but not sleazy" got replaced with "sexy but not cloying," because some TTS software pronounces "sleazy" as "slay-ah-zee."
Worse, because they use text-to-speech programs instead of voice actors, the delivery is completely off. If you're thinking, "I've always wanted an audiobook of my story," trust me: not like this, you don't. Flat pronunciation and weird emphasis are the order of the day, and every single character has the same voice. If you're not liberal with your dialog tags-and sometimes even if you are-figuring out who's speaking at any given point becomes impossible in exchanges between more than two characters.
Even if you want your stories out there for as many people as possible, this isn't the way to do it. They aren't your stories anymore. Instead, they're weird, off-brand, dollar store knockoffs. If you love the things you've written? Don't let this happen to them. Once these channels get their hands on your works, they'll butcher every last one.
We can stop them from doing that, though, if we work together.
With enough copyright strikes-three strikes in a ninety-day period-a channel gets banned. The guys running the channels know this, and they do everything they can to avoid it. You know, short of not stealing content. For example, previously, they'd mostly stick to ripping off stories from writers who hadn't been active in a long time, often a decade or more. More recently, however, they've started aggressively targeting active writers, myself included.
Bad choice, brother.
I've already killed one of the smaller channels, although I don't know if that's single-handedly or because other folks hit it with copyright strikes, too. Either way, I reported the stories they'd stolen about six months ago, and they haven't shown up on any other channels, either. YouTube's algorithm is supposed to catch the audio and flag it when someone tries to upload it again. As far as I can tell, it's worked in my case.
Since it's about time for another go-round, I thought I'd document the process. Maybe if enough of us hit them with takedown requests, we can make it so expensive that the thieves close up shop entirely. Probably not, but hope springs eternal, right?
That's the key: we need to make running these channels expensive. The whole point of their racket is to minimize costs using underhanded tactics in order to extract the most profit. Stealing stories, using text-to-speech programs instead of voice actors, and running the audio over stock footage or videogame clips means they can keep their costs low.
Whenever we cost them subscribers or time, we cut into their profits. If their channel gets shut down, they lose subscribers and therefore money. If they have to create a new channel, it costs them time and therefore money. If they have to find new sources of content, it costs them money. If they have to generate new videos, it costs them money.
If we make it unprofitable, they lose. So, let's do that.
First things first. You're going to need a YouTube account, which is basically just a Gmail account by another name. If you don't have a Gmail address with your nom de plume attached to it, this is as good a reason as any to make one. Start there and make sure you're logged into it on YouTube. If the icon in the upper right corner of the YouTube page is either your profile image or your initials, you're golden.
Next, you have to find things to report. If you don't know for sure that your content's been stolen... Well, if you're posting relationship drama stories in Loving Wives, it probably has. Even if you're not, though, it still might have been. Some of these channels have grabbed stories of mine from Romance, Mature, Sci-Fi, and more. A lot of these guys run multiple channels, each with their own content focus, so not posting stories about folks cheating is no protection.
The easiest way to find out if your content has been stolen is to run a set of simple searches in YouTube's search function. I'd suggest doing these in a web browser you don't normally use (Firefox, Chrome, Edge, and Safari are all readily available) to keep from tainting your usual video suggestions. The searches will be different for each writer, here are some of the ones I've used (include the double quotes but change the text in them where appropriate):
cheating stories notalenthack
cheating stories "your story name here"
cheating stories "names of characters in your story"
cheating stories "short but memorable quote from your story"
notalenthack stories
sci fi stories notalenthack
romance stories notalenthack
You can add plus signs to make sure that the search has to return only results with the specific text, too. For example:
cheating stories "+in +health"
Should only return entries that are related to cheating stories and which have both "in" and "health" specifically (so, not "healthy" or "healthful") in their description.
I'll be honest: the first two searches netted me the most results, and it may be the same for you. These guys are lazy, but they also often want to have a sheen of respectability, so they'll often put something in the description of the video giving credit to the writer and/or naming the story, saying their audio is "inspired by" it.
Some sample results from these initial searches (I've redacted the images, because Laurel helpfully pointed out that Literotica could receive a DMCA takedown request for this how-to if one of the channels was feeling petty. Oh, the irony!):

Hilariously, all of these are my stories, but only one of them, the middle one, had a thumbnail that was even slightly correct. The top one was actually a copy of a thumbnail from another video the channel had posted that didn't have anything in common with my story at all. Like I said, lazy.
If you want to go for the gold, look at the page of the channel that uploaded each video you find. On those pages, you'll find a separate search box that will specifically return results only from that channel.

I've found a number of additional stories using this technique. For whatever reason, YouTube's main search sometimes skips results, so searching channels where you know someone's already stolen your stuff is a good way to counteract that problem. Hell, search for your friends' stuff, too. Like I said, this is a group effort. Bury them under copyright strikes, y'all.
As you find stories, open up tabs in your browser of choice for each of them. You're going to want the URLs later, since it's easier to mass-report rather than do it one at a time, and having them open will give you an easy reference when you're entering takedown requests.
This is my third time through the process, so I had to dig a little bit more for hits, but I still got a pretty decent haul:

Now, on to the intimidating part. It's actually very easy once you know what to do, but there's a lot that YouTube doesn't adequately explain in the process unless you're willing to dig for answers.
Luckily for you, I've already done that.
First, go to https://studio.youtube.com. This is a hub primarily for YouTube content creators, but also where people can go to lodge copyright complaints.
Once there, click on "Copyright" in the menu on the left-hand side, then "Removal Requests" on the screen that appears.

In the upper right-hand corner of this screen is a button that reads "New Removal Request." Click it. A new screen will appear that looks something like this:

Click "Add a video" and fill out the requested information for the first video, selecting "Written work," "Book," and "Entire Video" in the appropriate fields. Enter the title of the story as it appears on Literotica. Lastly, in the field "Infringing Video," paste in the URL of the video. Then, click "Add to list."

Repeat this process until all the videos you want to flag have been added.

Next, fill out the section entitled "Copyright Owner." I won't show a screenshot of this, as it includes personally identifiable information, but I've used the same information for each set of copyright strikes I've lodged. Also, the required information may vary based on the country you live in. For "Copyright owner name," you can use your Literotica handle. In "Relationship to copyrighted content," I wrote, "I am the writer and owner of copyright on all these stories."
IMPORTANT: The next section is titled "Removal options." MAKE SURE YOU SELECT "Standard: Request removal now." This is how you can create a copyright strike. If you select the other option, the channel that uploaded the video will get a chance to remove the video instead of catching a strike. We don't want that.
Also, check "Prevent future copies of this content from appearing on YouTube," and the second checkbox that shows up afterwards. If you change your mind about this after the strike goes through-for example, if you partner with someone who creates audio content-it can be toggled back off on the YouTube Studio Copyright dashboard.

At the bottom, check all checkboxes and put in your legal name. You could put in something else, I assume, as long as it's not obviously fake. Let's be honest, though: it's Google. They already have your name. We can pretend otherwise, but you know it's true. According to the disclaimers on the page, the name you sign with won't be exposed unless lawyers get involved. This is the last thing these thieving assholes want, so don't sweat it.
Once all that's done, click "Submit" at the top of the screen, confirm you're not a robot, and wait. Your YouTube Studio Removal Requests screen should now look something like this:

After a while-usually only a few minutes, but sometimes as long as a couple of days-you should receive an email from an account named YouTube Copyright confirming the request(s).
From there, a few different things could happen. Most likely, if this is your first run through the system, another email will come in sometime in the next few days asking for additional information:

When you receive something like this, all you need to do is answer the questions asked by replying to the email, like so:
I wrote the story "I Know My Wife" and am the copyright holder. It was first published on November 19, 2022 at https://literotica.com/s/i-know-my-wife
The video I reported uses, as its audio track, a copy of the story run through a text-to-speech program.
Now here's the fun part: the channels in question will get a chance to reach out to you through email before the process finishes. They will beg. Oh, how they will beg. "I really enjoy your work, which is why I stole it," or "I didn't know it was wrong to use this without permission," or... whatever. It's all bullshit. They know it is. Every single one of them knows it is. They're trying to play on your sympathies and your ego to let them get away with it. Don't fall for it.
I made the mistake the first time around of letting one of these guys off, not due to any sympathy, but because I didn't want to deal with the possibility of having to go through a whole legal thing. He pulled the video, but within a few days it had been posted to another channel, all with the same TTS voice and video background. Then another one popped up a couple more days later with the same story but a different voice on a third channel. If you let them off the hook for any reason at all, they'll come back for more. Seriously, fuck these guys.
The second time I did a round of strikes, they begged again, but I let it ride. Those videos haven't shown back up since, nor have alternate versions with a different TTS voice. YouTube's submission algorithm has apparently been doing its job.
My third attempt, the one I've documented in this how-to, didn't require any reply to the YouTube Copyright email account. I don't know if YouTube has gotten more aggressive in the last six months or if maybe I'm on some sort of whitelist for having lodged successful complaints before. Could be a different reason entirely; it's Google, so who knows? Regardless, this morning, the day after I lodged my removal requests, I woke up to a whole new bunch of heads on my trophy wall.

The channels involved in the latest wave are still up as of this writing. It takes three copyright strikes in ninety days for YouTube to ban a channel entirely, and the owner of the channel has seven days to appeal their ban, so that's not necessarily indicative. After the guys that own these channels eat a copyright strike from a specific writer, they'll tend to avoid them afterwards; I expect that even if these guys set up shop elsewhere, they'll give future stories of mine a wide berth. And, of course, YouTube's upload filter is now looking for the text of the ones I've reported.
Could one of these guys get their videos reinstated? Possibly. There's a process whereby they can claim that they have the right to post the video due to fair use or some other nonsense. If they do that, though, they have to agree to share either their personal info (name, address, phone, etc.) or their legal representative's info; they, on the other hand, won't get my info unless I file a legal claim against them.
I have never, not once, heard of one of these channels responding in this way. I'm not saying that they couldn't, but even if they do, all you have to do is relinquish the claim. Doing so doesn't prevent you from making another one later if you change your mind. Even if you do that, though, you've still cost them time and money, especially if they had to get their lawyer involved.
One aspect of this particular wave of removals warms my little black heart. Three stories came from a specific channel named "Slake Blake." They have stories on there from damned near every Loving Wives author I can think of, and I'm pretty sure from some other folks, too. These are the channel's numbers as of this morning:

If these three copyright strikes get it banned, which YouTube's rules explicitly say they should, the owner of the channel loses all of that: the channel, the subscribers, the uploaded videos, the reliable revenue stream, all of it. A year and a half of effort, gone. Sure, they can open up a new channel with different credentials, but they need to drip-feed videos in order to build engagement, because that's the way the algorithm works.
They lose name recognition, too. On a separate computer, I VPNed into a different network, downloaded a new browser, made sure it wasn't logged into a Google account, and entered "slak" in the search box. It showed up twice in the autocomplete, with the top entry as "slake blake" and the fifth one down as "slake blake stories."
One pissed off writer, three separate strikes, and *poof*! All gone.
The smarter channels know this, too; a number of the channels have only one or two stories from each writer, no matter how prolific that author might be. They're gaming YouTube's rules, because each strike has a 90-day cooling off period. If they space them out, they might lose the revenue of specific videos, but not their entire channel.
Now, imagine if, say, five of the people reading this how-to follow its instructions in the week after it's published. Imagine if we all did. Even if YouTube chooses to ignore its rules and not ban the channels, removing a big chunk of their existing videos and denying them future content-because they will avoid writers that landed copyright strikes-costs them money. Cost them enough, and their scam ceases to be profitable.
I know other authors in the past have had difficulties reporting channels for stealing their content. The whole process can be frustrating, confusing, and demoralizing. It doesn't have to be, though. If enough of us report these guys, we can drive them back to scraping "true" stories off of social media or making shitty, nonsensical AI-generated content. Or maybe even *gasp* getting a real job.



If you have any questions, please ask in the comments or send me feedback. I'll do my best to answer.
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This is my entry for Crime and Punishment 2024! Hope you enjoy and thanks to soflabbwlover for organizing the event! And thank you to my friend and beta reader elizaloo, too!
For the folks looking for my usual angstfests, this ain't one of them. It's just a silly, sweet little bit of smut. Don't worry, I'll be back to the misery mines soon!
CW: mild raceplay

---

There are three things you need to know about Ariel, my wife.
First, she's gorgeous. I mean, she might not be to everyone's taste, but she is to mine. Ari is an absolute shortstack of a woman. She's short even for a Filipina at a smidge under five feet (I'm sure she'll yell, "Four-eleven-and-a-half, Kyle! Round up!" when she reads this), with the missing height apparently deposited in some truly magnificent curves. Add to that her long black hair, adorable round face, mischievous eyes, and an easy, broad smile? I was smitten the moment I laid eyes on her.
The second important thing is that she's always been a good girl. Daughter to overprotective immigrant parents, raised in the Catholic Church, and even more sheltered than those two factors would suggest... Well, let's just say that I proved to be a bit of a corrupting influence on her.
That went both ways, though. I'd been a bit of a player in college; when we met at a party, I was looking for my next one-night stand. Turns out Ariel was looking for her very first one, a 'declaration of independence from the shackles of her conservative upbringing,' she told me later, complete with self-deprecating eye roll.
Things didn't work out that way for either of us. What should have been a night of no-strings-attached fucking turned into conversation that lasted well into the pre-dawn hours and falling asleep in each other's arms fully clothed, followed by brunch the next morning, and gentle, intimate lovemaking for the rest of the weekend. We were a couple by the time Monday morning rolled around. Hell, we were probably a couple by the end of that first night, but we just didn't know it. A long-term relationship followed--the longest ever for me--then moving in together, engagement, and marriage.
Which brings me to the third thing you need to know: Ariel is an absolute goofball. I love this about her, how she's so unafraid to be silly or excited about things. She has none of the ridiculous self-consciousness most of us learn early on, instead enthusing about any topic which strikes her fancy. That's not to say she can't be serious when the time calls for it, but she's helped me see how rarely the times actually do call for it.
I'd say I got the better end of the deal, but I also know she'd disagree. She has in the past, telling me to hush when I suggest it, before settling the point with an affectionate, noisy smooch.
Her goofiness has interacted in interesting ways with her good girl nature throughout our relationship, but especially near the beginning. Sometimes, especially when Ariel wanted to play the brat, she tried so, so hard to be a bad girl, but her behavior barely moved the needle to "naughty." Even when cursing--and she cursed like a sailor, a bad habit she picked up from me--she usually sounded like a schoolgirl watching out for the nuns and their rulers, a mix of paranoia and rebelliousness I still find endlessly amusing.
Here's another example: Ariel turned out to have a bit of a submissive streak. It didn't comprise a huge part of her personality, nor of our bedroom fun, but it did poke its head up every once in a while. When it did--when Ari wanted "Daddy" to come out and play a bit rough with his "little girl"--she signaled this by being "bad."
Sort of.
Her version of "bad" meant failing to do the dishes, then pointing defiantly at the pile in the sink. Or holding my gaze while dropping her socks on the floor in the middle of the living room. Or grabbing my XBox controller and running out of the room; not when I was actually using it, though. That would be mean.
Not gonna lie: the adorable impishness she affected when being "bad" often led me to stifle a laugh before I disciplined her.
Eventually, though, she went too far. On our honeymoon, she committed a truly heinous crime, one which incurred far greater consequences than the usual punishments I doled out.
We'd taken two weeks after our wedding to visit her relatives on the island of Cebu, staying at a beachside hotel just outside Cebu City, although we rarely managed to see the surf and sand up close. Instead, her innumerable uncles, aunties, and cousins took us around to all the sights.
At first, I was a little miffed about having our honeymoon hijacked, but by the end of the third day, I saw the hidden wisdom in the packed schedule they'd arranged. Every day, we had to get up early enough and go to bed late enough that our jet lag probably only lasted about half the time it would have otherwise, even though we were essentially twelve hours off our usual day/night cycle.
More importantly, Ariel was in seventh heaven. She came alive when we visited with her family. A few of them had made it to our wedding, while others she'd only ever talked to online, but every one of them we visited brought a bigger and bigger smile to her face, the kids especially.
Ari absolutely adored spending time with her younger cousins, still laughing even as she helped to change diapers. Every once in a while, she'd hold up one of the babies and waggle her eyebrows at me, as if to say, "Can I keep it?" I always gave a playful glare, and she responded with a pout that was maybe 90% fake and 10% real.
We'd talked plenty of times about when we wanted to have kids of our own. Both of us wanted a big family; that much we agreed on. However, Ariel wanted to start ASAP, while I argued we should spend more time together as a married couple first. She inevitably countered with the argument that we'd had four years as a couple already, before sighing and agreeing when I replied, "And hasn't it been great? A little more time. I promise." I meant it, too; she was going to be a great mom, but I, perhaps selfishly, wanted another few years without the added responsibility first.
That didn't keep her extended family from gently harassing us about having kids. After dinner at one of her uncle's houses, Ari's aunt slyly waited until we were both in earshot before asking, "Mixed babies so cute, dili ba?" The other guests agreed wholeheartedly, each with a grin or a wink for the two of us. Ariel nodded bashfully, the morena skin of her face glowing with a warm, subtle blush. A round of quiet laughs rose from the assembled group.
Her uncle joined in, glancing over at me. "Mga batang gigante!" My face burned with embarrassment; like a lot of words in Cebuano, "gigante" has its origins in Spanish and means the same thing there. Given that, at 6'3" and 200 pounds, I dwarfed everyone in the room, I could work the rest out from context: "huge babies."
Ariel's family roared with amusement at my reaction. She managed to hold firm, though, not wanting me to feel even more self-conscious than I already did. That resolve lasted until her uncle revised his statement to, "Mga giganteng puti nga bata!" Once he said that, she almost doubled over with laughter.
I looked at my wife questioningly, now completely out of my depth. In between gasping, mirthful sobs, she finally managed, "Giant- hah!- giant white babies." My blush deepened from pink to bright red, which renewed Ari's uncontrollable laughing fit. Eventually, she staggered into my arms, giggling, "Giant white babies from my giant white man," while showering me with kisses.
Turning to the crowd, she rapid-fired something in Cebuano that I couldn't follow. The meaning quickly became clear in their actions, as the uncle slapped me on the back and proudly proclaimed, "Good husband for Ariel. Good man. Welcome to our family." The others chorused an agreement, all hugs and well-wishes for me, before sending us packing to our hotel. Admittedly, they sent us on with yet more winks and ribald laughs.
Unfortunately for her extended family's wishes, no conception of giant white babies happened that night. While we were still oversexed newlyweds and comported ourselves as such, exhaustion meant that we maxed out at one session those first few nights. More importantly, we used condoms each time, a habit we'd gotten into after Ariel grew tired of the pill's side effects a year before. Not a habit we enjoyed, necessarily, but needs must.
One other funny thing happened in that first week, though, after her relative-of-the-day dropped us at the hotel.
While I showered the day's grime away, Ari decided she wanted to queue up some porn for us. That wasn't too unusual, since we'd occasionally watched videos together either as foreplay or during sex. Ari especially liked ones featuring a short, buxom Asian woman, like her, paired with a tall, blonde, muscular white man, like me. She mostly giggled her way through them, but they still got her fired up.
And so, when I got out of the shower, I heard porn playing in our hotel room.
White male/Asian female porn.
Hardcore white male/Filipina porn.
Hardcore raceplay white male/Filipina porn.
I won't repeat most of the words the actors said to each other here, but suffice to say many of them would probably get me banned from the better class of social media.
Ariel watched, her jaw hanging open, agog both at the actors' actions and the obscenities coming out of their mouths. When she noticed I'd stepped out of the bathroom, her gaze snapped to mine. "Kyle!"
I couldn't hide my smirk. "Find something fun to watch?"
She glanced back and forth between me and the laptop, a strangely compelling combination of guilt and lust on her face. "Yes. No! I, ah, I was just l- looking for something for- I didn't mean to--!"
The actress' wailing voice interrupted Ari's protestations. "Oh, Daddy, give me that big white cock!"
With that, the spell was broken. I cracked first, going from a smirk to a chuckle. Ariel joined in next with her usual giggle. From there, we escalated through laughs into guffaws, Ari's eyes tearing up and me trying to catch my breath. When my wife repeated, singsong, "Oh, Daddy, give me that big white cock!" I could only collapse onto the bed, chortling the whole way down. That set her off again, too.
Eventually, when we were back down to titters once more, I crawled up the comforter and kissed her, reaching for the laptop. As I made to close it, Ari half-whispered, "Don't." I quirked up an eyebrow. "Just, um, just mute it. I want to watch them while..." Her giggles started back up. "... while Daddy gives me his big white cock." We burst into laughter again, but I did as she asked. In both cases.
To be clear, I don't actually have a 'big white cock.' As with most men, mine is merely above average. Still, as we ventured out into the city over the next week, Ariel would invariably find opportunities to whisper those words to me, giggling each time.
When I asked one of her cousins why random girls would occasionally glare at Ari while trying to sidle up to me, he explained that they were trying to get themselves a "rich American boyfriend." That was doubly hilarious to me; beyond the fact that Ariel was also an American, her extended family's names seemed to be on half the buildings in the city. They were far, far wealthier than I'd ever likely be. Ari whispered an alternate explanation to me, accompanied by a silly grin. "It's because they want your big white cock."
When the reverse happened, and guys glared at me while sidling up to her, her cousin told me it was because they were mad that I was a foreigner "stealing their women," rolling his eyes all the while. Ari once again offered a different take once he was out of earshot. "It's because they're jealous of your big white cock."
"Man, this restaurant has such great service," I'd comment.
She'd lean in and say, sotto voce, "That's because the waitress wants--"
"Yes, yes, my big white cock. I know."
"See? Everyone wants it!" Ari gently nipped my ear, throatily purring, "I certainly do."
"Can we get the check please!"
This went on for days. Each time, she laughed harder and harder at my increasingly exasperated responses, but she always followed through later that night. The words never actually made it into our lovemaking, other than that first night when she'd jokingly mimicked the actress, but she did enjoy teasing me.
I think part of it was that, for once, she did have something she could tease me about, a domain where I had far less experience than her. Look, I'm a middle-class white guy that went to college. I'm not saying I'm some paragon of racial justice, but I have enough self-awareness to know there are some things I shouldn't play with, or at least not unless I'm 100% certain I'm not going to offend anyone. Not out of any fear of being "canceled," whatever the hell that means this week, but because I legitimately don't want to make anyone feel bad through my own ignorance. Especially not someone I loved.
Ariel didn't have that fear, at least in this context. She knew where her boundaries lay, and she knew where mine did, too. She wasn't going to offend me, just make me a little uncomfortable because of my upbringing. Any discomfort she did cause, she'd more than make up for later. It was a sexy game for her, not much different from the one she played when acting "bad" in order to be "punished."
I'm sure she got a little thrill that the shoe was on the other foot now, though. Before, she'd signal to me when she wanted to play rough, and I'd tease and dominate her until we both had our fill. Now, however, she got to set the pace from beginning to end, believing I couldn't--or at least wouldn't--respond in kind.
Once I started looking at it from that perspective, I began to enjoy the whole thing a lot more. Why shouldn't she have her fun, especially if it meant we both would later?
The night after I came to that conclusion, we ate at the hotel's restaurant. The seemingly endless parade of relatives had left us to our own devices that evening, and the two of us just wanted to relax. As a result, we'd shared a delicious, leisurely meal and flirtatious conversation. My wife, wearing a sleeveless floral minidress, grinned at the young family seated at a nearby table, the parents not much older than us. She watched them trying to wrangle their three children for a time before sighing wistfully and picking up the dessert menu.
Ariel mused, "I don't know what to get. It all looks so good. What do you think?"
The drinks, our playful banter earlier, and Ari's week-long running joke made my response almost inevitable. "I dunno. I hear the big white cock's nice."
I heard a sharp intake of breath. Ari raised her head slowly from the glossy booklet to stare at me, open-mouthed, eyes as big as dinner plates, for what felt like a solid minute. I returned her gaze, sporting a nonchalant, shit-eating grin all the while, before adding, "Or have you had enough of--"
Her mouth slammed shut. Jaw clenched, lips twisted with annoyance, she snarled, "Pay the bill. I'm going upstairs," then almost knocked the table over as she stood. Before I could respond, Ari turned on her heel and walked out.
Not exactly the reaction I'd expected. A laugh, a snarky comment in return, maybe a come-hither stare and some flirting? Sure. But shock and anger, followed by her abrupt departure? Not at all.
I made it to our room about five minutes later, wondering whether I'd just seriously fucked up. After taking a moment to compose myself, I tentatively opened the door. "Ariel? Honey, are you o... kay."
Gone was the minidress, along with her bra. Instead, she stood next to the bed clad only in a black thong--I didn't even know she'd packed a thong!--and high heels. Ari had put on fresh makeup, too, and more than usual; whereas my adorkable wife generally favored understated, natural colors, the tiny sex goddess standing before me sported garish red lipstick and messy, hastily applied smokey eyeshadow.
I scarcely noticed the makeup, though. Her large breasts--only a C cup, but looking massive on her compact frame--jutted out proudly, their chocolate, silver-dollar-sized areolae and thick, long nipples drawing my eyes downwards from her face. Between those incredible tits, a cute tummy, and wide hips, her naked body looked to me like nothing so much as the Venus of Willendorf by way of my teenage masturbation fantasies.
As I entered the room and closed the door behind me, Ariel stared me straight in the eyes--once they'd returned from their sightseeing trip--with a defiant smirk on her face. The nearest corner of the bedding had been peeled away, including the fitted sheets. With one hand, Ari reached down to the surface of the mattress, then past its top edge, before grasping a small rectangle made of satin.
A mattress tag.
She tugged once, but it didn't come loose. Her expression froze; not quite what she'd planned, I don't think. However, a second yank pulled the offending strip of fabric free with a ripping sound. Ariel gave a triumphant, gleeful, "Hah!" before holding her trophy up. "What do you think of that, Daddy? Huh?"
Don't laugh don't laugh don't laugh "Oh, little girl. You don't even want to know." Striding forward, I pulled my polo over my head, momentarily concealing the goofy grin that snuck onto my face. By the time the shirt sailed into the corner, I'd regained the stern expression Ari expected, even if my eyes didn't quite match it. She, in turn, smiled smugly up at me, thinking she knew what came next.
Normally, I'd have given Ariel a tongue-lashing to start or maybe warmed her up with a kiss. This time, however, I went straight to work. My wife-cum-bratty-sub made a little surprised squawk when, in one quick motion, I swept her off her feet, sat on the bed, and put her across my lap. She made an even louder one when my palm impacted the smooth, warm flesh of her ass. "Ow!"
My hand massaged the spot where I'd just struck. I hadn't hit hard; I never did. Pain wasn't the point, or at least not the main one. The act of punishment was. She wanted to play the bad girl, so I had to act as the stern disciplinarian.
And that meant turning her ass cherry red.
Perhaps not exactly what they mean by "blushing bride," but it worked for us.
I raised my hand once more. "Count them." It descended to slap the other cheek.
"Ow! Two!" Another, alternating sides. "Three!" She squirmed in my lap, but not to get away. Another. "Four! It hurts, Daddy!"
I affected the cruel voice I reserved for these sessions. I'd found it by accident, but its sinister tone always got her going even more. Got me going, too. It's nice when couples can share hobbies. "It's supposed to. What do bad girls get, Ariel?"
When she didn't immediately respond, two quick slaps rained down. Her magnificent ass shook in the most mesmerizing way. "Five! Six! Ah! I won't say it! You can't make me!"
"We both know I can." My erection throbbed, pushing against the inside of my shorts and poking into her stomach. "We both know you will."
I caressed her flesh, now subtly hotter than it had been when we began. She relaxed incrementally, perhaps thinking that I'd finished. I hadn't. Two more loud smacks followed. "Ow! Ow! Seven! Eight!" Petulantly, she hissed, "No, I won't!!"
I reared back for a more sizable stroke. The brat on my lap whimpered, "No! Wait!" before a thwack as loud as a starting pistol elicited, "Ow! Nine! I'm sorry, Daddy! A spanking! Bad girls get a spanking!" The gentlest of taps on her other buttock gave us an even, "Ten!"



After a moment, I chided, "And what do we say now, young lady?"
Ariel turned her head to look up at me, the faintest shimmer of tears in her smiling eyes. "Thank you, Daddy. Thank you for punishing me."
Running my fingers in leisurely circles over the darkening handprints, I chuckled, "There, that wasn't so hard, was it?"
Ariel ground her tummy against my crotch. "I wouldn't say that."
"Bad girl." The fingers that had lovingly traced the marks on her skin drifted lower, trailing across the soaked fabric that only barely concealed her lower lips from view. With a tug, it didn't even do that. The flimsy piece of cloth slid over her substantial ass, then down her thighs.
Ariel sighed happily as the hand that had treated her so roughly now lovingly stroked her dark, swollen labia. "Mmm, and you love it."
Her sighs turned to pants when two fingers probed inside. My wife's tight pussy welcomed them, as they always did: with only the slightest hint of resistance. I chuckled at that thought. How like the woman I married: loving, greedy for my affections, but a little coy. A good girl that wanted to be bad, but only ever for me. "I do."
Ari's head turned to one side, looking up towards me as best she could. "Do you forgive me, Daddy?"
I chuckled evilly. "Oh, no, sweetness. Not at all." A third finger joined the first two, a triangle that spread her in preparation for what was to come.
Ariel groaned at the intrusion, her hips moving backwards against it, working the invading digits further into her welcoming tunnel. A mewling voice, colored with excitement, asked, "What- Oh, god, Kyle. What? I thought--"
"That you'd get off with just a spanking?" My thumb joined in, thrumming back and forth across her engorged clit. "Foolish little girl. You went too far this time. Tearing off mattress tags? That's not just bad, Ari. That's illegal."
I felt the telltale shake and shiver of her hips, the one that heralded her orgasms. "Oh, God, Kyle! I- I'm sorry, Daddy! I d- did- didn't-- ah!" My free hand held her across my lap, keeping her safe as she lost control. Ari buried her face in the mattress, muffling cries of joy. So courteous of her to not disturb the guests in the surrounding room. Not yet, anyways.
After her body relaxed, I scooped my wife up into my arms and planted a tender kiss on her lips. She returned it, first with the same tenderness, and then with increasing intensity. Our tongues slid past each other as the kiss moved from tender through passionate and straight into lascivious.
Still cradling Ariel, stood, turned, and deposited her somewhat less than gently on the bed. She laughed, scooting up toward the headboard while watching me free myself of belt and shorts. Ari's hand moved between her spread legs, fingers sliding into slick, ready folds to tease both me and herself. "That wasn't much of a punishment, you know."
"Just a warmup," I grunted.
My shorts fell to the ground. Clutching one hand to her chest in mock horror, Ariel quailed, "Oh no, Daddy! What are you going to do with that big fat fucking white cock?" Seductively, she bit her lower lip. "Tell me? Please?"
I took one of her ankles in my hand, tugging her bodily towards me before releasing it. "I'm going to tear that pretty Pinoy cunt of yours apart."
Ariel's eyes went wide at my words as much as, and probably even more than, my rough handling. Moaning, "Oh, fuck. Yes, please," she pulled her juice-slicked thighs closer to her chest, presenting herself for my use.
It wasn't until I knelt between her legs, replacing her hands with my own, that she remembered something vitally important. Trying to sit up, Ariel cried out, "Wait! Condom!"
I shoved her back down, grinning wickedly at my lover's surprised expression. "Oh no, little girl. You don't get it."
"What?" Her brows furrowed together with confusion.
My cock lay ready at her entrance, only a few millimeters of air separating them. "You went too far this time, Ari." I shifted forward, sliding the crown against her labia. "It's a life sentence for you, babe."
The confusion on her face deepened for a moment, then shifted to joyful, almost unbelieving surprise. "Really? Are you sure? I thought--"
Grinning, I taunted, "What are big white cocks for, little girl?" The tip penetrated her teasingly. "Tell me."
The bratty faux-defiance returned to Ariel's voice, albeit shakily. "N- no. I- I won't."
"You will." Another inch slid inside. "What are big white cocks for?" She shook her head from side to side, not trusting herself to keep playing the part.
A quick thrust and withdrawal forced a gasp from her, quickly followed by an earnest plea. "For breeding little brown sluts! Oh, God, Kyle! Please! Please, Daddy, please, I want to be a Mommy so bad!"
My lips descended on hers. Ariel's hands bracketed my cheeks, her mouth open, tongue desperately trying to penetrate me while my cock penetrated her, voice moaning with need and lust and love. Her legs relaxed, draped across my arms, telling me without words that I could use her however I wanted. The love of my life submitted fully to me then, as she always did when we played this game, allowing anything I desired.
She submitted, knowing that all I desired was her. That all I wanted was to give her anything she ever wanted.
I shifted my body again, forcing Ari into a mating press, her small body tilting up to let me drive as deeply into her as I could. Ariel's hands caressed my back, pulling me down as if she wanted to forever make me a part of her.
Her lips fell away from mine, sucking at my neck in between whispering lovingly vulgar entreaties into my ear. "Breed me, Kyle. Give my tiny Asian cunt your white cum, Daddy. I want all of it, I want you to knock me up, to give me--" A gasp interrupted her when her words spurred me to faster, rougher motions. "--Oh fuck! Y-your big white cock! Your beautiful babies!"
Ariel knew the signs of my oncoming climax as well as I knew hers, and she used that knowledge to wicked effect. Her voice raised in volume as well as desperation, half-begging, half-cheering. "That's it. That's it, please Daddy, please fuck your little girl, fuck her tight brown pussy, fuck it full of your cream, fuck-- ah, fuck, ah--" Velvet walls constricted around me, fluttering with eons-old motions, milking my cock as my wife came again. "Fuck your baby into me, Kyle! Please! I need it! I need you!"
The first pulse of seed against her cervix triggered a chain reaction. Ariel babbled as her body betrayed her, orgasm stealing the last bit of control from her limbs. "Oh god Kyle it's so warm I love it I love you please Daddy please make me a Mommy oh god please oh god!" When words failed her, she instead sobbed into my chest, wordless gasps of delight filling the room and mingling with my loud groans, as my cock throbbed over and over, filling her fertile womb.
After a time, I flopped onto my back and pulled Ariel close. She spooned against my side, and we laid in each other's arms, covered in sweat and positively glowing with satisfaction. We traded little kisses and sweet words back and forth, giddily in love with each other.
Eventually, though, I couldn't resist teasing her. "'Big fat fucking white cock,' huh?"
Ariel buried her face in my side and laughed. "I couldn't believe I said that. But you! You, Mr. 'tear that pretty Pinoy cunt of yours apart!'"
"Okay, my 'little brown slut.'" I laughed at her chagrined expression. "Oh, forgot that one?"
"... No. Oh God, Kyle, are we bad people? Like, I don't really think that stuff, or--"
I kissed her, eliciting a happy, contented sigh. "No. Well, maybe. I don't think so. But it's not... This is here, for us. Just for us. It's... transgressive. Like when you call me Daddy; neither of us think that real incest is..." I shuddered. "Like, ew. But pretending is fucking hot. It's just a way we can get each other revved up. This is the same thing: another way for me to get you revved up."
She smirked. "Just me?"
"Okay, yeah, me too." Then I remembered something. "Hey, wait, though. I thought you were actually mad at me downstairs."
"Oh no!" Her eyes widened in horror. "No! No, baby! I was..." With a laugh, she admitted, "I mean, a little? But not because of what you said, or at least not because I was offended. It's because I thought I was going to leave a wet spot on the chair." I couldn't help but snort with amusement.
My wife stared lovingly at me, tracing my jaw with one finger. "Thank you for... I know it made you kind of uncomfortable at first. For me, it's like... Like pulling that mattress tag off. I wanted you to play rough with me, so I did that. I gave you permission to use me. You wouldn't have done it if I hadn't shown you it was something I wanted."
She looked down and saw my dick stirring, then rolled her eyes and laughed again before continuing. "You might suggest we play rough, even ask for it, but I get to decide.
"Just like..." Ari slid her hand down and slowly stroked my cock. "This. If I say this is all I want, to touch and play, that's okay, as long as you want it, too. You can always stop me if you don't want to be..." she smirked playfully. "... teased."
"Can't see that happening. But, yeah, I- ah!" Her hand stroked ever so faster. "Fuck, babe, if you don't stop that, I'm not going to be able to finish my thought."
"Oh no!" she giggled.
"If you're ever not comfortable..."
"I know, babe. I'll tell you, and you'll stop. That's..." Ariel kissed my neck, murmuring, "Mmmm, that's part of what gets me so fucking hot, knowing I can trust you like that. That it is just play."
"I just... I never want to hurt you."
My wife looked up at me, a playful gleam in her eyes. "Even if I ask you to?" She rolled onto her back and opened her legs, her puffy lips glistening with the mess I'd made there minutes before. "Even if I beg you to take that big fat fucking white cock and tear my pretty Pinoy cunt apart?"
"Well, in that case..." I moved atop my mate, spreading her legs wide, the head of my cock nestling into her slit like it belonged there. Because it did. Because we belonged together; she belonged to me, and I belonged to her. "In that case, I guess I'll pin my little brown slut to the bed and fuck a whole litter of huge white babies into her."
Ari shook with laughter, joyful and loud. "Huge, just like Daddy."
"And beautiful, just like Mommy." She beamed up at me. "I love you, Ariel."
"I love you, Kyle." She groaned as I entered her once more, "Oh God, I love you so much!" My bride clung to me, wrapping her arms and legs around me for our final coupling of the night. This time, we spoke only words of devotion, leaving more taboo play for later. I gave my wife everything I could, knowing it could never be enough to repay her for what she gave me: our lives together.
The next morning, I awoke slowly, looking around for Ariel. Yawning, I tried to stretch but found that my arms wouldn't obey me. Apparently, while I slept, someone had taken our belts and lashed them to the headboard.
Damn. She really had worn me out.
"Good morning, sunshine." My beautiful bride stepped out of the bathroom and stood naked before me at the foot of the bed. She was fresh out of the shower, her hair still wet, beads of moisture dripping from her skin.
"Good morning?" I still felt groggy. Also? Very confused. However, part of me knew exactly what time it was and rose to the occasion.
Ari knelt on the bed and crawled toward me. "You know, I realized something last night. Those tags?" She reached for my cock as she drew nearer. "It's only illegal to take those off in the U.S., and only by the manufacturers."
"Uh... okay?"
"So I wasn't a bad girl. Not really." Her head lowered over my groin, and my glans was enveloped by a wet warmth. I gasped at the sudden sensation, sure as hell awake now. A little chuckle reverberated around my cock, and the gasp became a moan. Sadly, though, it was over as soon as it began.
Ariel looked up my body, cheek pressed against my shaft, a twinkle in her eyes. "You were the bad one. That was unlawful prosecution, mister, and I think you need to be punished. Don't you?"
I bobbed my head up and down in an enthusiastic nod. "Yes. Yes, absolutely."
My bride kissed my cock, her eyes still locked onto mine. "I thought you might agree."
"What, ah, what's my punishment?"
She crawled up further, straddling me. "Oh, I think for a first-time offense, we can be lenient. Maybe house arrest for a few hours?" The lips of her dripping snatch rubbed up and down my shaft. "Some community service?"
Ari's hand moved between us, adjusting the head to almost-but-not-quite the right angle. I groaned at her tiny, teasing movements, straining against the belts. She chided, "You're not trying to escape, are you, prisoner?"
"No! No, ma'am!" My hips thrusted up, but she moved just ahead of them, a gleeful, playfully sadistic smile on her lips.
"Ah ah ah. My turn, handsome." She dipped her head next to my ear and whispered. "After all, that big white cock could hurt a girl." The love of my life kissed me sweetly. Her velvet heat engulfed my hard shaft, each of them the perfect fit for the other.
Years later, Ariel is still beautiful, still a good girl at heart, still a total goof. Even with the kids underfoot, we find time for new adventures together. While some of those have pushed her a little further than "naughty" on occasion, she's never quite managed "bad." We still like to pretend otherwise, though.
After all, there's a reason all the mattress tags are missing from our house.
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I used to love our old house. Of course, that was back when it was "our" old house, when there was still an "us" to have a house together. Back before Gail had cheated, back before I'd divorced her, back before our lawyers wrangled over who got what. Months after the divorce, "our" house remained the sole shared marital asset, but not for too much longer.
If she hadn't slept with her co-worker, I'd have called the settlement a fair one; people slip away from each other sometimes, and time and stress erode marriages as surely as they do bedrock. We had dug the chasm between us together, moment to neglectful moment and drip by indifferent drip.
For a time, I thought we might fill the gap in. People can grow back together, right? Instead, she'd dynamited the whole thing over the course of three brief liaisons with a slick salesman. After that, might-have-beens didn't hold much attraction for me.
We'd lived--and still did, albeit in separate apartments--in Frisco, an affluent suburb of Dallas. It hadn't always been so; back in my youth, Frisco's population hovered around 5,000 for years. In the time between leaving the area for school and returning, post-college and bride in tow, it ballooned into the next big thing in the metroplex, with a huge mall, a growth-driven city council, and tons of new construction.
The starter home we purchased back then, the same one I stood before on this blustery January afternoon, was part of a subdivision bordered on three sides by farmland. I missed the green spaces that developers destroyed as they squeezed more and more subdivisions in; perhaps when this was all done and dusted, I'd move further out into the exurbs.
We never intended for this house to be our forever home back then; at just under two thousand square feet, the three bedroom, two bath wouldn't long hold the large family Gail hoped for.
Plans change.
The house was about as stock as stock gets when we bought it, all white carpet and eggshell walls, with contractor appliances and fixtures. Not disposable, per se, not in the same way an apartment is, but a close cousin. The neutral sparseness of an apartment warns, "This is your home for as long as the lease lasts; look, but don't touch, or you'll lose your deposit." A starter home instead welcomes, "I am your canvas for as long as you live here," before quietly adding, "but still, maybe don't get too attached. Treat me as an investment in your future. I won't mind."
Abigail and I took that advice to heart when we first moved in, making only minor enhancements with property value firmly in mind. However, once we knew that we'd be staying for longer than originally planned, we made it our own. The house I'd abandoned a year before was as far from a prefab beige box as its humble origins would allow, a testament to her taste and my love for our family. My love for her.
Now, though, there wasn't an "us," and soon the house would no longer be ours. The realtor had nattered on about how styles change, and about how one should sell a starter home versus a larger home differed, and about all the other minutiae that would earn him his commission.
"What you built is lovely, but it won't sell for anything like the amount you could get for it. With a very modest outlay, you could net maybe an extra 30-50K in this market." He came highly recommended by friends and family, and we could afford to spend a little to gain a lot. Gail had ceded authority on this decision--for once--so I pulled the trigger.
"Mason?" The voice of the contractor I'd hired, a friend of a friend, shook me from my reminisce.
"Hey, Don."
"Is Mrs. Kincaid- I mean, ah, Ms., um..." He looked lost, trapped in his faux pas like a rabbit in a snare; last I'd heard, Gail still used my last name, but it had been a while. I'd thought about making it a sticking point in the divorce but ultimately let it drop. If I didn't want to spend the latter portion of my days policing her sex life, why the hell would I bother with a name? There are millions of Kincaids in the world, and one more or less was no skin off my nose.
Still, I let the young man stew for a few seconds, figuring this was the kind of teachable moment a budding entrepreneur needs. In his late twenties at the most, he seemed anxious to begin. That's not a great look for anyone, but especially not for someone waiting to have his work evaluated.
I knew this wasn't his first gig running the show--I wouldn't have hired him if it was, his ties to my hunting buddy notwithstanding--but he still had the lean, hungry energy of a fledgling business owner. I liked that, and I wanted him to succeed. Another man might think he had something to hide, but I read it as something to prove. However, not everyone would, and reining it in would do him a world of good.
After letting the moment stretch a little longer than necessary, I replied, "... Martin. Her maiden surname was Martin." Then, shrugging, I answered the rest of his unasked question. "Yes, I expect Gail will be here soon."
While Abigail had let me take the lead on the sale of the house, she wanted to be here for the final walkthrough before we put it on the market. I didn't know why, and she hadn't let me know until almost the last minute, either. Her request irritated me, since I took it as a lack of trust in my judgment--what a fucking laugh, considering the source--but I choked the frustration down. As long as it kept her from throwing a monkeywrench into the sale, I could accommodate on smaller matters.
Not that she had tried to sabotage the process so far, at least not after the divorce went through. Before that, though, Gail dragged her feet, trying to force us toward reconciliation. That was never going to happen, but she still threw up all the roadblocks she could.
In Texas, those roadblocks turned out to be fairly limited in scope. Lawmakers had updated the statutes in the previous few years to streamline the process and make it fairer to both sides, meaning most of the outs she might have tried simply didn't exist.
Her last ditch effort, forcing us into counseling, fell on deaf ears, since it's rare in our state for the courts to mandate such a thing unless a couple still has children living at home. Beyond that, I'd gone with her to a few sessions of my own volition early in the process, not wanting to put our family through the heartache of a divorce. Between those two factors, the judge didn't waste any time dismissing her request.
When all was said and done, we ended up with a 50/50 split anyways, just a split of less than we'd started with. Both of us still came out of it okay; years of frugal living, mostly at my insistence, ensured that.
Don and I looked at our watches. We'd arrived early, so I had little room to complain, but I felt inclined to do so regardless. He didn't deserve that, though; Gail was his client, too, and he was already anxious. Besides, she actually did manage to arrive almost on time, only a few minutes past four in the afternoon, apologizing for the delay as she slammed her car door and approached.
"Sorry, I got caught in traffic on the way back from the office. Still getting used to the commute. It's so different now, since..." Her words petered out, and she shook her head. "Doesn't matter. I'm sorry."
Gail looked great. Frustratingly so, if I'm honest. Even through her beige knee-length winter coat, the curves that attracted me to her during our freshman year of college--amplified, if somewhat softened by motherhood and age--still showed through. She'd let her dishwater blonde hair grow out past her shoulders, and the minimal makeup she sported highlighted cobalt blue eyes and accentuated high cheekbones.
The last time I'd seen her in person, at the final hearing before the judge, she hadn't looked nearly as healthy. Spending most of a year of wrangling first with me, then lawyers, counselors, judges, and whoever else might prevent the dissolution of our marriage, had taken its toll. Abigail's clothes had hung off her frame that day, she'd forgone makeup entirely, and her voice had a thin, haunted quality.
I enjoyed her suffering at the time but felt a little guilty about my glee later. Gail was still the mother of my children, and, for their sakes, I didn't want her spiraling. Her apparent rebirth put paid to that worry, at least.
Don had a ready smile for her. "No problem at all. Are you two ready to see what we've done with the place?"
Not really. "Sure."
Gail nodded, so I motioned for Don to unlock the front door. We both still had keys, but why steal his thunder? More importantly, I didn't want to be the first one in. Even if I was ready to be shed of the place along with our marriage, I wondered how much its makeover would affect me.
Quite a lot, as it turned out.
I stood gawping at our home, somehow returned from the early 21st century. I mean, it looked almost exactly like it had the day we'd moved in. A few details differed--updated tile in the entryway, different blinds, no more popcorn ceiling--but otherwise, it felt like stepping into a time machine. My heart ached unexpectedly; if only I had that time machine to carry us back to the beginning, to a time when we were still those two newlyweds and we could have made different choices.
Gail gasped, telling me I wasn't the only one forcibly subjected to a trip down memory lane. "It- it's just like it was back when we moved in!"
Don, oblivious to anything but a job well done, crowed, "Yup! This kind of thing is cyclical, like your realtor told you, and this is what's suggested now. A few years ago, I tell ya..."
He kept talking about his trade, but I only barely heard his words. Instead, my mind drifted back to the first time I'd seen the house like this.

--
"Stop!" Gail laughed as I carried her through the front door. "We need to finish unloading first!"
I'd carried Abigail across the threshold of our college apartment the day we married. She'd tried to argue that meant I didn't need to carry her across the threshold here, too, but I ignored that complaint, instead shoving the door open with my foot while she wriggled in my grasp.
Her second argument, an insistence that we continue unloading the U-Haul, had no greater effect, precisely because of that 'first' in her sentence.
"First, huh? And what do you think we'll do second?" I still held her in my arms, smirking at the implication.
Gail giggled, "You know exactly what we'll do second." I kissed her, tilting her barely resisting form up in one arm, our tongues dancing with each other. She wiggled against me again, but not to escape. The hands that had pushed me away now drew me in, one behind my head, fingers twining in my hair, and the other stroking my cheek.
I broke the kiss. "Yeah. Unpack."
"Okay," she panted, "unpack second." I took one more step, kicked the door closed with a slam, and laid my blushing bride on the pristine carpet. Her hands worked furiously at my belt; mine pulled at her t-shirt so hard I accidentally ripped it. I didn't notice at the time; if Abigail did, she didn't care.
Her sports bra came off next, flung across the living room that seemed so spacious to two just barely post-college adults. I loved her tits, perfect C-cup globes tipped with tiny coral nubs that sent her through the roof when I sucked and bit at them.
"Please!" Gail begged. I sucked harder, thinking I understood what she wanted, but she grabbed one of my hands and moved it to her waist, then to mine. My belt came loose easily enough, but she couldn't manage the button or zipper once my mouth distracted her. The chuckle that resonated through lips and teeth to hypersensitive nerves drove her to plaintively repeat, "Please! Please, Mace, I need you!"
Through some feminine magic, she pulled down her shorts and panties and kicked them away without injuring me, even though my body all but pinned hers to the floor. My hands were busy, too, finishing what she'd started with my pants and fishing my hard cock out, ready to claim my new bride in our new home for the first time. Another pleading whine from her, a small shifting of our bodies, and a sudden thrust was all it took.
"Oh God, Mace..." I loved the way her words trailed off when I first entered her each time, as though she'd lost the ability to form a coherent thought. I certainly did; from that point forward, we were all instinct and lust and need.
I grabbed her wrists and held them down. Gail wrapped her legs around my waist and fucked back up at me, wordlessly growling and moaning, the worn treads of her tennis shoes biting into my bare skin. Eventually, she came, and I did, too, adding a second load to the one I'd left before we'd started our drive up that morning.
Even at our gentlest, a raw hunger always lay at the core of our coupling, whether we made love for hours or engaged in quick, furtive fucks when one of us needed release. I'd never had a lover like her, and she said the same of me. Even near the end of our marriage, we still had incredible sex, although the last few times together were selfish, angry things, at least where I was concerned. She'd betrayed me, so I betrayed her in my own way, tainting one of the last few good things that existed between us.
Not that afternoon, though. Not the first time in our new house. Passionate and energetic our rutting might have been, but filled with love nonetheless. Afterwards, she laid in my arms, her head on my chest, each of us mostly naked, slightly rugburned, and thoroughly blissful. We cuddled and talked, planning our future together, just so, so in love.
When we eventually disentangled ourselves to return to packing, I couldn't help but laugh. She peered at me quizzically. "What?"
I picked a bit of carpet lint out of her hair, then another, and another, and another, like a dimestore magic trick, the two of us giggling louder with each bit of fuzz produced. "Oh, nothing."
Gail bent over and ran fingers through her hair, shaking her head in a vain attempt to dislodge the rest. "Did I get them?"
"No," I chortled. "No, not at all." My hand, though, moved to her still-bare flank. The way she moved, bent over and displaying herself to me without meaning to, had caused me to stir once more.
"No!" She half-laughed, half-shrieked, trying to dance away from me. "Stay back, mister! I know what you really want!" Instead, though, she lost her balance and landed in my lap, still giggling.
"Oh, do you? I'm not so sure." I pulled another bit of lint out of her hair and presented it to her. "You seem to be a bit... fuzzy on the matter."
"Oh my God! You cornball! I--" I kissed her, and any resistance she might have put up disappeared for the next hour or so. Afterward, she had a new pet name: Fuzzy. Every time someone asked why I called her that, we made up a new reason; its real origin remained our little secret, all the way to the end.

--
"Are you sure you don't want to keep it as a rental?" Don's voice broke through my reminisce.
"I'm sorry?"
"A rental." He gestured at his handiwork. "You could let a property management company handle it. Every month, they'd cut a check to each of you, and--"
I cut him off with just a little too vehemence. "No! No, I, ah, I don't want that. I just want to sell it and move on."
Gail's voice, full of poorly hidden hope, suggested, "Mason, that's not a bad--"
I glanced back at her. "I said, 'No.'" She frowned at my dismissive tone; the two of us used to at least try to talk things out. We had lawyers for that now, though.
Turning back to Don, I plastered on an affable smile and said, "Let's go take a look at the rest of the house."
"Ah, sure. I'll--" His phone rang. "Sorry, my wife. Give me a second?"
I nodded, making my way from the foyer into the living room to get a closer look at the work his crew had done. Truth be told, as long as it got the house in saleable shape and I didn't see any obvious flaws, I planned to sign off on it. I mostly wanted to see if I should hire him for any work I might have around my new place, once I'd moved out of my apartment and into wherever the hell I ended up.
"It's uncanny, isn't it?" Gail asked.
"Yeah. It really is. I wonder..." My voice trailed off as I moved to the door leading to our bedroom. "Oh wow. Wow, same thing in here. Come look."
Gail followed me into the room where we'd spent so much time; eight hours a night minimum, but averaging way, way more than that before the kids came along. As she moved close by, I smelled a whiff of my favorite perfume, drowned out in the next breath by the smell of off-gassing carpet and freshly dried paint. Her voice had a thoughtful, maybe slightly mournful tone. "I wonder if it's all like this?"
Then, though, she made a dissatisfied noise, took a few steps forward, past me and toward the far wall, holding up her phone to snap pictures. I didn't see why until she pointed it out: one section of baseboard, slightly loose due to a bent nail. It stuck out maybe a sixteenth of an inch at one end. Easily fixed--I could have done it myself if I'd had my tools with me--but worth finding nonetheless. I don't know that I would have noticed it at all if I'd been on my own.
For the first time in a long time, I found myself glad of her presence. Between the two of us, Gail had always been the more perceptive.

--
"We're going to be fine." I said it almost like I meant it. Almost.
The two of us lay together in our bed, spooned together, my hand stroking her belly almost absentmindedly. Almost, but not quite.
She saw right through my optimistic facade. "Mace..."
"We will," I insisted. "I know it's more than we expected, but we'll get through it. We're going to be fine."
"But Mace..." Abigail sighed, then continued in a voice suffused with worry. "Twins. Twins! We can't afford twins. It's just... it's too much."
We'd found out that morning at the first sonogram. The technician's joyful tone quickly faded in the face of our overwhelmed expressions. We hadn't planned for this pregnancy. We'd planned for a pregnancy, sure. Maybe multiple pregnancies, some day. Gail wanted a bunch of kids, enough to fill our eventual forever home, whereas I'd have been perfectly happy with one or two. Not now, though, regardless of what we eventually decided. Not yet. And certainly not two at a time.
We hadn't even been married two years, and I was just getting established in my career. Between the dotcom bust and the general panic after 9/11, Gail almost lost her job, and she was still holding on there by the skin of her teeth. "A few years," we'd told ourselves, "and then we can start our family."
We were young, though, and we'd either never learned or had forgotten that some antibiotics interfere with birth control. Most of them don't, but a select handful do; Gail's allergy to penicillin, combined with a persistent stomach bug, meant her doctor had prescribed one. A few days later, she was right as rain, and the two of us made up for lost time.
The pregnancy test had caused a bit of low-level anxiety, but I'd managed to keep my calm and keep her calm, too. "Hey, we've got each other," I said. "We'll make a few adjustments, tighten our belts, and be right as rain." She believed me then. I did, too, which made it easier to sell.
Now, though, her perceptive nature meant she'd caught me in a lie. The only thing to do was fess up. "Gail... Look, I'm not saying it won't be hard. It will. We're going to have to cut things right to the bone. Maybe I'll have to hustle harder, try for a promotion, something. Get a loan from my folks if I have to.
"But hon, we will get through it. I love you so much, and I know you love me. It's not what we intended, but it can still be great. As long as we face it together, it will be great. I promise."



I snuggled closer, not meaning it as anything more than a small reassurance. "Mace..." The mother of my children turned her head towards mine. Turned reassurance into affection as she nuzzled against my cheek. "I love you. You really promise?"
"Of course. You and me, Fuzzy. Always."
She smiled, really smiled, for the first time since that morning, and kissed me. "And our babies."
"And our babies," I agreed.
Gail laid her head on my arm again, facing away. "Twins," she whispered with loving awe. Her hand went over mine, both of us touching her belly together. "You're right. We're going to be fine. We are."

--
"Gail? Mason?" Don appeared in the doorway behind us, more frazzled than I'd ever seen him. "It's- Her water broke. My wife's, I mean." Gail stifled a chuckle. Who else would he have been speaking of? Sheepishly, he added, "It's- it's our first."
"Then what are you still doing here?" she asked.
"But--"
"Go," I ordered. "We'll take a look around. If there's anything wrong, I can send you pictures."
His relief was palpable. "Thank you. Thank you so much. If anything needs to be fixed, I'll--"
"Go!" Gail echoed my command more forcefully. "Go be with your wife. And congratulations!"
He left us without another word, not quite running to the door and not quite slamming it behind him. The mother of my children looked at me, a knowing grin on her face. I couldn't help but mirror it until both our smiles eventually slipped away into something more wistful.
"God, to be that young again," she finally said. "He's nice. I'm glad..." Her gaze trailed back to the room. "I wish we weren't doing this at all, but I'm glad you picked someone like him." I responded with a noncommittal, vaguely affirmative noise; she could take that how she wanted. Looking away from my former wife and wishing once more she'd left this task to me, I headed into the master bath.
Almost immediately, I wished I hadn't. Gail trailed in behind me, already going through the place with a fine-toothed comb and picking at all the attendant nits. The narrow space between the counter and the outer wall didn't give me much room to maneuver around her, so I had to listen to her "hrms" and "huhs" and various assorted other noises. That is, if I hadn't tuned her out.

--
"I'm fine!"
Gail had said that plenty of times, but I'd never believed it. Now, with her sobbing it at me while hiding in the small nook that passed for our linen closet, I especially didn't.
"Fuzz--"
"Please! Please, just... I'll be fine. I will."
Another lie she'd said for months. She'd always been the more observant of us, but also the less honest. I don't know if she believed what she'd said or if she simply didn't want to face the truth that she was not, and, without help, would not be okay. That didn't matter, though. All that mattered was that the woman I loved hurt, so I took her in my arms and held her while she cried it out.
After the twins were born, our fortunes improved more quickly than I could have ever hoped for. The downturn in the economy didn't quite reverse itself, but it did ease up enough that her job became more secure. Then, a new manager came in, an older woman who saw Gail's potential, and moved her to a new role where she thrived. I got a promotion and a raise. Between the two of us, we'd gone from barely hanging on to socking money away into savings and college funds.
The twins remained a handful, even three years later, but we'd mostly put the sleepless nights behind us. Because we didn't want too much of a gap in ages between the twins and their next sibling, we sat down, ran the numbers, and found that we could afford a bigger house and another mouth or two without any real strain.
So we tried for another little one.
And tried.
And tried.
At first, it was fun; we snuck in quickies while Hailey and Ethan napped, made love most nights, and even splurged on a weekend away while my parents watched the twins. Those were great times.
Except, of course, that each month her period came again.
After six months, we started to worry, so Gail got us a referral to a fertility specialist. My results came back fine. Hers didn't. The doctor didn't quite say, "It's a miracle you had kids at all," but he might as well have.
I was disappointed, but Gail? Gail was devastated. She didn't bother to hide it at first, taking to our bedroom to cry into her pillow while I watched the kids. I tried to find a way to console her, but nothing worked.
And then, one day, it was like a switch flipped. Copious tears turned into "I'm fine" and a brave smile. It all seemed a little sudden to me; I wanted to believe, though, so I did. Every once in a while, she'd get gloomy, but so did I; grief for a possible future is still grief, after all. The difference, however, was that if she asked if I was okay, or if I wanted to talk about it, I opened up to her, while she'd throw on her mask and get about the day.
It wasn't healthy. She knew it, and I knew it, but if you can't admit that anything's wrong in the first place, how is anyone supposed to help you? Since she wouldn't let me help--hell, she wouldn't even admit she had a problem--all I could do was hope that time would help her heal. We moved on with our lives, or at least we tried to.
Then it all came to a head with that stupid bitch, Sharon.
Gail wanted to throw a party. She'd made a couple of small updates to the house and wanted to show off. Nothing huge, just a little paint and some new drapes. When she'd suggested them, I figured, hey, if sprucing up the place makes her happy, let's do it. I've never been a huge fan of socializing just to socialize, but Gail was, so, again, if a party would make her happy, a party we'd have.
We decided to go with a barbecue and, at first, everything went great. The house had never looked better, and Gail played the perfect hostess. I spent the afternoon grilling meat and shooting the shit with the guys out back, while the kids ran around like little maniacs and the wives gossipped and subtly one-upped each other.
Which, of course, is how I ended up holding my wife in a tiny nook in our bathroom as she finally broke down.
Gail's face pressed into my chest, muffling her words. "She knew! She knew how hard we'd been trying and how- how much it hurt that we... that I can't have any more kids. Why did she have to say that?"
"What did she say?"
"That... That at least we wouldn't have to move now, since our house was plenty big for two kids!" The last word came out in a long, tortured wail.
All I could say, over and over again, was, "I'm sorry, Gail. I'm so sorry. It's going to be okay. I love you." She, in turn, could only hug me tighter and cry louder.
Things changed after that. They seemed to get better at first. Sharon didn't get invited back to our house before she moved a few years later; that caused a little bit of a rift in the neighborhood wives, but not much of one. They all knew she'd stepped over the line. Hell, even she knew she'd stepped over the line.
After a while, though, Gail's "occasional" updates to the house got more frequent. More elaborate, too. Like the frog in the proverbial boiling pot, I didn't notice until too late; I was just happy to have my wife back.
For a while, at least.

--
"It looks good. His crew did a nice job."
"Hrm?" Gail's voice, now that it actually relayed information instead of vaguely thoughtful sounds, brought me back to the present. "Yeah. Seems like." Since she'd squeezed past me to look at the linen closet, peering inside with the flashlight on her smartphone, I took the opportunity to move towards the door back to our bedroom. "You ready?"
Without waiting for an answer, I stepped through and out. Away, in truth. Away from her, and from the past, at least for the moment. If she was happy with the work, she was, and if she wasn't, she wasn't. She could catch up either way. Apparently, though, the workmanship met with her satisfaction, and her footsteps followed behind as I returned to the living room.
"Kitchen and dining room or kids' rooms next?" I asked.
Gail unfastened her coat as she answered, "Your call." The bulky fabric fell open, revealing a well-fitted white silk blouse and slightly too-tight black pencil skirt. She looked fantastic, having clearly sprung back from her malnourished state at the divorce hearing. Hell, she probably looked the best she had in years.
After she slid her arms out of the sleeves, Gail looked around the empty room and laughed quietly to herself, then more openly at my curious glance, holding the folded coat up as if in answer.
"Ah, nowhere to hang it?" I guessed. "Whatever, just put it on the floor. Or the kitchen counter, if you're worried about getting it dirty."
"After I spent years telling the twins to stop leaving their hoodies everywhere?" She casually tossed her coat down with a snort. "What a hypocrite am I."
"Don't worry, I won't tell them."
My ex-wife looked at me for a few seconds, then opened her mouth for another few, only to close it once more. Finally, with a shake of her head, she looked out the window.
"What?" I asked.
"I..." She glanced at me, then back away. "I know you wouldn't. You didn't when... Well, you know. When it actually mattered."
"No, because I didn't want them to..." I paused, unwilling to lie, at least on this. A big part of me had wanted the kids to think badly of her. But, "You're their mother. They shouldn't have had to square the way they loved you with what you did. I kept quiet for them, not for you."
Gail reluctantly nodded. "I know that. Still, 'we drifted apart' is much kinder than I deserved, even if you didn't do it for my sake."
"So why..."
I knew that asking the question was a bad idea, which is why I stopped. If we just finished evaluating the house, got in our cars, and went our separate ways, I'd be happier. But since I'd made the mistake of uttering the first two words, she completed the sentence. "... did I tell them?"
"... Yeah."
"Because you didn't deserve it, either. 'We drifted apart' is something men having their mid-life crises say, and since you were... less obviously broken up about everything, I guess... when we told them, they figured that you were the reason for the divorce." She exhaled, something between a laugh and a sigh. "Which is true in its own way, but I know you don't see it that way.
"Anyways, while they were consoling me a few months later, Tyler brought up the possibility that maybe you'd cheated on me, and Hailey got in his face about it, and you didn't deserve that. They didn't either. So, I came clean about my... mistakes to them."
That fit with what I'd heard when Hailey--and later, much more sheepishly, Tyler--called me to commiserate. It was good to hear it in Gail's own words, though. Even better to hear it from her now, after the divorce, when she wasn't angling to keep us together. Before, I would have suspected her motives.
Suspected them more, rather. I still didn't understand why she'd come here today. She knew I was competent enough to handle this, since I'd handled most of the renovations myself that she'd asked for over the years. Maybe she was still angling for us to get back together; she'd certainly picked one of my favorite looks for her, the conservative-but-sexy office worker outfit. That didn't make much more sense, though, for a host of reasons.
Instead of trying to reason out her motives, I decided the best course of action was to push on through. "Let's hit the kitchen and dining room next. Leave the kids' rooms for last."
"Lead on."
Don had barely touched the kitchen; no matter how much potential buyers might have wanted a blank slate, they'd be nuts to turn down granite countertops and brand new stainless steel finish appliances. Even the paint remained the same; his crew had only laid on a fresh coat of the existing color.
"Hah!" Gail's laugh drew my gaze, which then followed to where she looked. "He switched out the can lights. Remember, we were always trying to get to that--"
"Yeah," I growled. "I know. 'Next time.'"

--
"Look, I told you I'd get to it when I'm able."
Gail sighed with irritation. "Just like you were going to get to it the last time. And the time before that. And the time before--"
"Well, maybe if you didn't want to update the whole damned--"
"Dad said a bad word!" Hailey chimed in from the living room, her ears as sharp as any twelve-year-old when it came to their parents' slip-ups.
"Yes," I grumbled over one shoulder, "Dad said a bad word. Sorry, kiddo." Turning back to Gail, I lowered my voice. "If you didn't have me updating something almost every... darn weekend, maybe I would get to it."
Truth be told, I probably wouldn't. There was nothing wrong with the lights; they fit the space fine. Beyond that, I tended to avoid working on projects that required me to turn off the breaker or the main water to the house. Anything that might start a fire or a flood, in other words. A man needs to know his limitations.
More to the point, I was sick of the constant reworking of our home. She hadn't quite reached Sarah Winchester levels yet--no corridors leading to doors that wouldn't open or random cupolas added to the roof--but then, she only had one carpenter working for her. Except for the matter of scale, my wife and Mrs. Winchester had both spent years trying to outrun their ghosts the same way.
"Then let's get someone else in to do the work! If we're not moving--"
There it was. If we're not moving, we can spend the money. Followed by my always-ready counterargument, "We don't need to do the work right now! Our house is lovely, and we're here for the long haul. We'll get to it eventually, but I'm frankly tired of running myself ragged updating sh... stuff that doesn't need to be updated."
"Running yourself ragged?" The sneer hadn't fully entered her voice by this point in our marriage, but it had its foot in the door. "Is that what you call going hunting every other weekend?"
"I can only hunt during the hunting season. And this one's a big deal! You know that. Hailey and Ethan are getting out there with me now, and--"
She crossed her arms. "Yeah, which I'm still not happy about."
Gail had never enjoyed camping, hunting, or fishing. She'd accompanied me a few times early in our marriage, trying to spend more time together, but she spent almost the whole trip complaining or poking fun. Eventually, I put her out of both our misery, telling her to stay home.
However, the kids loved camping, especially Hailey. Partly, they loved nature, but it also was a time when the three of us could relax and enjoy ourselves together. Mom kept them busy with a dizzying array of afterschool activities, but Dad let them go out and explore. I think Gail resented that the twins took to my outdoor hobbies without any prodding, whereas only Ethan engaged with most of the ones she planned out for them.
"I don't want to argue about that again, okay?" I gestured at the recessed housings above us. "Or this, either. It's on the list. If you want it to reach the front of the list, stop adding things to it."
She never did, though, or at least not until everything blew up. After that, I couldn't give one-tenth of one fuck about what she wanted.

--
Gail at least had the decency to look embarrassed. Part of me enjoyed that, but the voice in the back of my head could only mutter, 'Too little, too late.'
"Mace, I didn't mean..."
I held a hand up. "You know what? It's getting dark, I'm tired, and I don't want to spend another fucking minute in this house that I don't have to. So, let's split up. I'm gonna go check out the backyard and make sure the landscaping looks good. Why don't you finish here, then go take a look at the dining room? I'm sure you can find something to complain about in there."
"Please, Mason, don't--" but I was already past her and out the sliding glass door.
For the first couple of minutes in the backyard, I looked around without really looking. Irritation, both at her for... well, for being her, and at me for so easily showing my irritation this close to the finish line. A few lungfuls of cold air later--interspersed with assorted muttered curses--I could finally focus on the yard.
Not that I needed to; I'd come out here purely to get away from my ex-wife. There was nothing to check, since I'd taken Don's suggestion to leave the landscaping as-is. Even in the dead of winter, it still looked great. This was always Gail's domain; while I loved the great outdoors, they didn't love me back, at least as far as tending to gardens went. Even though she favored perennials and hardy local strains, I'd still managed to kill off a couple seasons' worth of plants before she playfully banned me from "helping" in her horticultural efforts.
Except for the tree. That died all on its own.

--
Ethan grinned at me. "Too tired to keep up, old man?"
"Yes." I sat down on the lush, green grass of our backyard. "You go on ahead."
My son laughed, returning to the task Gail had set for both of us. There was a hint of mockery in his manner, but I couldn't fault him for that; a seventeen-year-old boy is almost required to give his father a little gentle ribbing about his age and fitness.
I watched him work for a time, proud of the young man Ethan had grown into. Tall and lean like me, he'd stripped off his shirt to work in the early fall sun. To keep the blisters away, he'd borrowed an old pair of my work gloves for the afternoon. It didn't entirely work, much to his later chagrin, but hey: he could have taken a break alongside me. Maybe don't talk smack next time, kiddo.
Besides, I'd earned my rest. Long before he'd come out to help me dig, I'd spent the morning hard at work with a chainsaw.
When construction began on the house back in the late 90s, Bradford pears were all the rage in landscaping. Fast growing and drought tolerant, they shot up into tall, round trees, the kind a first-grade kid might add to a drawing of his house. In the spring, they burst into bloom with white blossoms that released a unique smell, sweet to some and unpleasant to others.
I'd always liked the old tree and the plentiful shade it provided, but it had to go. The fast growth came at a cost: a short life and weak branches. There's a reason they were no longer all the rage. When the last storm came through, a big chunk of the tree gave way, just barely missing the house. The old girl might have had a few more years left in her, but we weren't going to take the risk.
It had taken most of the morning to cut down the tree and section it, after which the entire family had pitched in to carry the pieces to a rented trailer. The whole affair had a strangely somber tone to it; it almost felt like putting down a beloved family pet, especially early on when we removed the kids' old tire swing from it.
Hailey and her mom left after lunch to haul it all away to the city's yard waste disposal center, then return the trailer to the hardware store. While they did that, Ethan and I grabbed a couple of shovels and got to work digging up the roots, which we'd later mulch for Gail's compost pile. The girls had been gone a suspiciously long time, but I couldn't really blame them; I'd have skipped out on this part, too, if I could have. Luckily, I had a mini-me to unwittingly do my bidding.
"My boys!" Gail announced her presence not long after I sat, carrying a pitcher of lemonade and a pair of glasses. "Take a break, and..." A broad smile appeared on her face, playful, but lacking any of the poorly concealed disdain that had snuck in so often over the past few years. "Ah, I see one of you already is." She was in a good mood. Why shouldn't she be? I'd done the heavy lifting.



I took the proffered drink and kiss on the cheek. "Thanks, Fuzzy." She grinned and gave me another quick peck.
Ethan groaned, "Groooosssss," drawing it out and adding some gagging noises as his mom planted a much more affectionate kiss on my lips.
That had been a good day, one of the last few so late in our marriage. A good night, too, when my wife rewarded her husband's hard work with gusto after the twins went to bed.

--
I still missed the good days every once in a while. I'd missed them for a long time, since not long after the kids left for school and left us to our own devices. Missing the good days rarely hurt the way it used to.
A Japanese maple now stood where the old tree had, not even a quarter the height of its predecessor. Gail had picked the new tree for its longevity and gorgeous autumn foliage. "We can watch it grow old alongside us," she'd half-joked, before adding, "and our grandkids can play in the leaves at Thanksgiving."
Maybe someone's grandkids would, but not ours.
"Why are you letting her get to you?" I mumbled to myself. That wasn't the right question, though, so I followed it up with, "Why are you assuming she's trying to get under your skin in the first place?"
Gail was just being Gail. Once upon a time, the teasing wouldn't have bothered me. I thought I'd gotten back to that point, but being back here, in the old house, had gotten us... me... back into old patterns, the same ones that ultimately contributed to the end of our marriage.
"Man up," I admonished myself, before adding, "And stop talking to yourself. You sound like a lunatic."
Once back inside, I couldn't see Gail, nor did I hear her. I'd spent enough time brooding in the backyard that she could probably already have finished inspecting the entire house, had she been so inclined. She hadn't seemed to be, though, so I headed back into the kitchen to catch up.
A brief montage of the two of us cooking through the years flashed into my head. Always together at the beginning of our marriage, then, once the twins were born, more often taking turns. She preferred healthy Italian and Asian dishes, prepared to the sounds of classical music; I made hearty American and Mexican fare, real artery-clogging offerings of joy, rocking out to classic rock or alternative. After the kids moved out, we slowly moved from taking turns to cooking for ourselves and eating alone.
I didn't have long to dwell on that, though. Gail clearly wasn't there, so I moved on to search for her in the dining room.
Crossing through the doorway, I understood why I'd gotten tetchier and tetchier as we moved this way.

--
Gail had cooked a lavish dinner that Friday night, a decided shift from the months before. Years before, even. The empty nest era hadn't been kind to us or to our marriage. By the time the kids returned the second Christmas after they'd left for college, even they could see the cracks.
Sure, we tried to find things to do together at first, hoping to rekindle the flame that burned so bright when we were young, but that went nowhere fast. Untethered by our children, we hadn't so much drifted apart as motored away at speed. I swam to stay fit; she bicycled. I spent the weekends hunting and fishing; she joined a book club. I reconnected with old friends that had fallen by the wayside during the years we'd all been raising our kids; she made new friends.
One new friend, in particular.
"So. Who is he?"
Gail's voice trembled just the tiniest bit, putting the lie to her smile. "Mason, I don't--"
I slammed one hand down on the table to silence her. "For God's sake, Gail! I'm not blind. Not stupid, either. You've been dressing sexier when you go into work, started locking your phone and carrying it everywhere with you, and working late when you never had before."
"Mace, I told you that--"
With a snarl, I bulled on through her feeble attempts at denial. "And even if I were blind, I have friends who aren't, friends who work in the same area as you. Friends who have lunch--" It's amazing how much menace I could imbue a single word with. "--at the same places the two of you did.
"And now, this." My hand gestured wide to encompass this Potemkin village of a romantic evening she'd laid out for me. "Why? Because you were grateful to me for being such a sucker? Just trying to keep me sweet? Make sure your idiot husband doesn't suspect you spreading your whore legs for--"
"Stop!" my wife screamed at me, then half-sobbed, "It's because I love you!"
"Clearly."
She swallowed, looking away from the man she'd pledged her life to, unshed tears shimmering in her eyes. "Liam. His name's Liam. I... I'm sorry. I never meant to..." Unable to continue, she instead bowed her head.
"Want to try finishing that sentence? Here, I'll help. To 'fuck another guy?' To 'cuckold your husband?' To 'shit all over... all over...'" The anger I'd stored up for weeks deserted me when I needed it most, replaced with a cold, unfeeling contempt. "Whatever. Go fuck yourself, 'Fuzzy.'"
The way her sorrow turned to anguish when I spoke that pet name with such contempt, the in-joke between two loving newlyweds whose origins we'd kept as a sweetly naughty secret for so long, should have destroyed me. Ten years ago, it would have.
With nothing else to say and no wish to hear any words that might come from her lips, I stood, threw my napkin onto my plate, and stalked off to pack an overnight bag.

--
I didn't find Gail there, in the room where our marriage had ended. Oh, it limped along for a little while after that--her desperate pleas to reconcile and the various legal nonsense kept it on life support for months--but there was no marriage there anymore. For a time, we lived as two roommates, albeit roommates who occasionally shared a bed for a quick hatefuck, but that's not a marriage, is it?
I took a quick peek inside the laundry room and garage, just off the kitchen, but she wasn't there, either. That only left three possibilities, so I headed toward them.
The house had a bit of an odd layout, like the architect couldn't decide if they wanted a spacious open floor plan or a cozy, homey space. To reach the kids' rooms and the guest bathroom, I had to backtrack to the living room before entering a narrow hallway, as if this little chunk needed to be segregated from everything else.
It went maybe five feet, then turned at a forty-five degree angle, out of sight of the public rooms. There, I was presented with three doors, leading to what had been Hailey's room on our right, the guest bathroom on the left, and Tyler's former room at the end of the hall.
From our daughter's room, I heard the sound of soft weeping through a door left slightly ajar. Inside, I saw my ex-wife, one hand placed on the leftmost wall inside the room, palm flat against it. Gail's head hung low, her shoulders rising and falling with barely suppressed sobs. Standing there, touching the blank wall with reverence and sorrow, she looked like nothing so much as a visitor to a memorial for the victims of some terrible act of human cruelty.
Perhaps, in a way, she was.
"Gail?" I asked, pushing it open.
Her head turned towards me, and I finally felt some measure of the pain I perhaps should have that night I'd confronted her over her infidelity. "It's gone," she gasped out. "Why is it gone? It can't be gone!"

--
"Stop," Fuzzy giggled, dancing away from my paintbrush.
I jabbed at my wife, scoring a slash of yellow down her arm. "You started it."
"I give! I give!" Her hands went up in surrender, but I wasn't done yet. A single splash of paint on the tip of her nose elicited something between a peal of laughter and a screech of anger, finishing closer to the former than the latter. "You dick!"
She looked so beautiful then. Some women have miserable pregnancies, but not Gail. She'd suffered almost no morning sickness, and her energy levels went up. Her sex drive, too; I thought she might kill me a few times through sheer overexertion.
"Guilty as charged." I dropped the paintbrush in the tray, then pulled her into my arms; she welcomed my embrace with a long, sweet kiss.
Gail turned around to face the opposite wall, leaning her head back to rest it on my chest. "It looks so good. Thank you."
This room, the nursery, was the first that we'd changed up in a way that went beyond merely adding furniture and pictures. We'd discussed what colors to paint it before learning of our unexpected twins, but with both a boy and a girl on the way, blue or pink didn't really work. Instead, we settled on a pale yellow; it didn't clash with any of the furniture or bedding, nor did it present a jarring contrast when compared to the rest of the eggshell walls throughout the house. In the back of our heads, too, we knew that when it was time to leave this house behind, we could easily paint over it again, unlike a darker or much brighter color.
Still, Gail had wanted to make the room ours in a more meaningful way. After looking at a few options online, reading mommy magazines, and talking with various family and friends, she settled on her favorite choice: a stylized mural of three trees, two saplings sheltered by a full-grown one.
We went over the yellow once it dried with a stencil I'd cut for the trunks and limbs, then she painted the detail work of leaves and carved initials freehand. The smaller trees bore "EK" and "HK," while the larger had "MK + AK" inside a heart. We'd left more room for additional trees, but... Well, those never grew.
If the living room had been the physical center of our home, the mural had been its heart. Even after all the updates we made to the house, that one wall remained unchanged, outside of occasional touch-ups to preserve it. Even once the room became Hailey's alone, even after she'd gone through her pink phase into purple and later to more subdued lavender, we never changed the mural we'd painted that day. None of us, the kids included, had wanted to.
It was us, all of us.
And now it was gone.

--
"Why?" she rasped again, angrier this time.
We hadn't actually had this talk, and now I regretted leaving it so late. "Because it wasn't meant to last."
"Bullshit. Bullshit! I touched it up every year!"
"Not the mural, Gail. Us. Our marriage. We weren't meant to last."
That caught her up short, but she quickly rallied, self-righteous venom lacing her voice. "Oh, fuck you, Mason. I made a mistake, but I was ready to put in the work to make it right. If you hadn't been a coward and bailed on therapy, we could have made it work."
"I bailed because it was a waste of time."
Her brows shot up, then down; surprise, then fury. "Why, because I'd been soiled? Because--"
"Jesus, Gail. Just stop. Fucking stop. I bailed because I didn't want to be married to you anymore, and you didn't want to be married to me, either."
Suddenly, I felt so tired. We should have had this conversation months ago. Unfortunately, by the time I'd figured everything out, Gail and I were only communicating through the lawyers, and then the divorce was done. Maybe I could have talked to her afterwards, but the way she looked at the final hearing, I couldn't imagine she'd take it well. She probably wouldn't today, either, but it still needed to be said.
My ex-wife stared at me, slack-jawed, as I sat against the opposite wall, before finding her voice. "That's not true. I'm the one that tried to fix things."
I couldn't help but laugh. "Ooooh yes, that is true. You did love trying to fix things."
"What's that supposed to mean?"
"That some things don't need to be fixed. That they are what they are. That..."
She wasn't getting it--I could see it on her face--so I changed tack. "Do you remember when I walked out? Like, the specific thing we were talking about?"
For whatever faults she had, Gail wasn't a bad person. A weak one, maybe--it takes one to know one--but not a bad person. A flicker of shame crossed her features. "Liam." She slid down the wall where the heart of our family no longer beat, wiping mascara from her cheeks. "We were talking about Liam."
"Right. Do you remember specifically, though?" She hesitated, then shook her head. Hesitation because she knew and didn't want to admit it, or hesitation because she really didn't remember? I decided to be charitable and assume the latter. "It was about how you fell for him."
"I didn't fall for him, Mace. I fell for his line. We talked about that." I wondered if she really believed that or if she just wanted to. Gail had always been the more perceptive of us, but I'd always been the more honest, and I'd come to realize that included our internal lives, too. She sniffled. "I loved you, even if I made a mistake. I still do."
"I love you, too, Gail." Her face brightened, but only until I spoke again. "But that doesn't mean I want to be married to you. And it doesn't mean you want to be married to me. Please. Please, don't interrupt. Just let me talk, okay? You wanted us to talk before, so just let me talk." She signaled her agreement with a sullen nod.
I ran one hand through my hair, trying to buy time while I willed the story to my lips. I'd avoided this conversation for a reason... A lot of reasons, truth be told. And that's the exact issue: I'd have to tell her the truth, and while I could soften the blow, I couldn't take all the pain away. Regardless of how we'd ended, I didn't want to be cruel, but that's how this would go.
"It... hurt... a lot, when you cheated on me. Physically, I mean. But it didn't hurt as much as I thought it would. That was my first inkling. It bothered me, that you'd go around behind my back and fuck someone else, that you'd share..." A mirthless chuckle slipped out. "That you'd share the only thing I still enjoyed about my time with you. But it didn't bother me like it should have." Gail didn't like that, but she kept her peace, at least for the moment.
"It was just so... so goddamned selfish. If you wanted out, that would have been one thing. Like, if you'd just asked for a divorce. I would have understood that. Accepted it. Probably not without some anger and some tears, and I'm sure I'd have suggested counseling--" Ah, the irony. "-- but ultimately I'd have stepped aside. Things hadn't been great between us for years, even since before the kids left, and we both know it.
"But that's not what you did. Instead, you met someone else, you let him seduce you, fucked him, and hid it from me. Even all of that, though, didn't make me as angry as the details I learned that day in Dr. Tolliver's office.
"I tried to get past it until then. I really did. You and I don't have a lot in common anymore, but we're both stubborn. You wanted to stay married for... whatever reason you had. Love, or... whatever. I wasn't ready to give up just because I was unhappy in our marriage. I wasn't even ready to give up just because you'd cheated."
I leaned forward for a slightly snide dig. I didn't want to be cruel, but there's cruel and there's brutally honest, and the line can be oh-so-fine. "Not, to be clear, because I really wanted to be married to you, but for the kids, and because I didn't want them to have to deal with our divorce while they were finishing out college." Her frown deepened. Still, to her credit, she stayed silent.
"To do that, though, I figured I needed to know... how. How you fell so easily. How you could just throw aside your vows like that. How I could maybe duct tape our marriage together for at least another few years. But then, once I found out, I just couldn't stomach the sight of you anymore."
The sun had set outside, leaving only the soft glow of an LED bulb in the fixture overhead to illuminate us. That left it for me to illuminate her. "Because the truth is that it didn't take much for him to seduce you. All he had to do was be someone you liked."
Gail imbued a single "What?" with all the disbelief she could muster. "That's... that's not true. I loved- I love you!"
"And? That's loving me. It's not liking me. It's like... I love my brother, but he's an asshole. If his house burned down, or his wife left him, would I be there for him? Sure, in a heartbeat. But I don't want to spend any more time around him than I have to, and outside of emergencies, Christmas and Thanksgiving are all I can manage.
"I'm not saying you disliked me, or that I disliked you, but we didn't really like each other, either. We haven't for a while. Oh, we had our moments, but that's what they were: moments. We'd argue, and I'd give, or you'd give, and we'd fuck our way back to a happy life for a little while. But..."
The memory forced a grimace onto my face. "We were there in therapy, and you were telling Tolliver about how you met the asshole. How he and you talked about gardening, and theater, and... Rostakovitch?"
Her gaze wouldn't meet mine. "Rachmaninoff."
"Right. Well, at least I got the first letter right. Anyways. I watched you and listened to you, and, while I believe your distaste for the asshole was real, you also... You lit up when you talked about those early meetings, even through that. You lit up in a way I haven't seen in years. I can't remember the last time I saw you like that, much less the last time it was because of me.
"And I got... God, just- just so fucking mad. I couldn't even talk, remember? Just got up, walked out, drove to a hotel, and called a lawyer. The funny thing is, even if I could have talked, I couldn't have articulated why I was so mad. I mean, yeah, some of it was seeing you like that when you talked about it, but it was... more. Deeper.
"It wasn't until later that I understood why I was so angry. Why I really was, I mean. It's because of this: we didn't belong together anymore, and we hadn't for a long time. You figured it out first, and you kept it from me. You didn't talk to me, or try to muddle through it like I did; instead, you went out and had your romance with that asshole, leaving me stuck with someone who it seemed like didn't give a shit about me anymore."
Gail's head snapped up, a look of pained outrage on her face. Before she could object, I leaned forward to ask, "Why the fuck did you come here today, Gail?"
That put her on the backfoot. "I... What does that have to do with--"
"You didn't have to be here. I could have done the last walkthrough; anything you've found that I haven't spotted is so trivial as to not matter. And you know that. If all you wanted to do was take a look at the place before it sold, you still have a key. You could have done it any time. So don't give me that, either."
She glowered, unwilling to answer. "I think you came here because you knew I'd be here at this specific time. And I think you came dressed..." I gestured vaguely at her. "Like that for me."
Eyes darting to one side, she snapped, "Like what?"
"Come the fuck on, Gail. You know I always loved when you wore something like that. Sexy office worker? Lady in the streets, freak in the sheets? You didn't dress like that just to go to the office."
My ex-wife sniffed, "Well, maybe I have a date later. And maybe--" I started to stand. "Wait. Where are you going?"
"I'm trying to tell you the truth, Gail, and you're still lying to me. I had enough of that when we were married. So now, I'm just gonna go check the rest of the rooms out and--"
"Please, don't." I paused, looking down on her with disdain. "Don't go, Mace. I'm- I'm sorry. I just..." She patted the carpet next to her. "Please, stay. I want to... You're right. We should be honest. Sit with me, just for a little while longer."
I could have walked out the door and left; it would have been the easiest thing in the world. But doing the easy thing isn't usually doing the right thing; I'd learned that to my detriment in the not-too-distant past. Instead, I slid down the blank wall to sit beside her.



She smiled gratefully, but the words came out more mournful than anything else. "I never thought... I didn't want to believe that we'd end this way. I loved you so much. I still do, I mean, but...
"You're right. I did come here to..." Gail's words faded out for a moment, then she shook her head. "I thought maybe if we were back in the house, we could reconnect. Walk through the house, take a trip down memory lane, maybe go out and have some dinner afterwards and... just talk. Or more, if you wanted. I miss you, Mace, and I want you back."
"Why?"
She seemed confused by the question. "Because I love you? We've been together for over half our lives, and I don't want us to end like this. I don't want us to end at all."
I sighed deeply. "Again, why? What is it about me that makes you want to be with me? And don't say 'our shared past' or 'because I love you.'"
"Then.. I don't..." Frustration evident in her tone and voice, she almost snapped, "What, then? What do you want me to say? I want to be with you because I want to be with you."
"That's my point exactly. You want to be with me because you want to be with me. And, before all this happened, I wanted to be with you because I wanted to be with you. We were stable, even when it sucked. But I don't want to be with you anymore, and you shouldn't want to be with me, either."
Before she could object, I pressed the point. "I want you to answer a question, Gail. Take your time and really think about it. I'm not going to rush you, and I promise this isn't a trick. Will you do that for me?" She nodded, dubious.
"Okay, here goes: Can you name five things that you and I have in common that aren't either our kids or this house?"
Gail's mouth opened half-way, then closed. Her brows knitted together, eyes flickering as she considered and discarded options. I'd had longer to think about it--a lot longer--so I knew where this train of thought would go, assuming she was honest in her response. Still, sometimes it's about the journey, not the destination.
We had literally nothing in common anymore except for a good sex life, our shared past, and maybe one or two relatively unimportant interests. We both still liked horror movies, for example, and shared a love of college football, but that was it. On everything else? On politics, hobbies, tastes, spirituality, or any of the other aspects of our lives, big or small, we shared no common ground.
My ex-wife tried, as I had, to slip around this disconnect, answering the question without answering it. "Lots of people love each other, spend their whole lives together, with people that they don't have a lot in common with."
"That's true, but most of them end up like roommates instead of husband and wife. Sometimes..." Here came the painful bit, the one I'd wanted to save her from. "Sometimes, if they have a reason to stay together, something that binds them together, like a large family..."
I held my hands up in appeasement before she could tear my head off. "Please, don't. I'm not blaming you for that, or trying to make you guilty, or anything like that. I'm saying that, when you have that procession of children to grandchildren with little space in between, there are more opportunities to grow together. Maybe find something the kids like that you both do, too. Failing that, the simple joy of sharing that experience with each other.
"We didn't get that. It sucks, and it's not fair, and it's nobody's fault, but we didn't. There was this gap that was just too long for us, between our kids and, maybe, if they choose to have them, grandkids. It's pure empty nest stuff, I know, but even empty nesters usually have something that keeps them together, some little thing or things that they like or can do together. And we just don't have any of that."
I looked in her eyes and saw the war going on there, between knowing this was all true--knowing, for that matter, that she already knew it was true--and accepting it. Accepting that I knew, too, that I'd figured out what she already had: that there was no coming back to us, because there was no 'us' to come back to.
Gail's lip trembled; God, even now, she still looked so beautiful. I put my hand on her cheek, and the tears we'd temporarily dammed with conversation burst forth again. "I love you, Gail. You're the mother of my children, and you were my best friend for a long time. But it's the truth: we weren't built to last." She choked back a sob, her eyes dipping down to avoid mine.
"When I saw you light up in therapy, it hurt terribly, but I couldn't figure out why," I continued, using a soothing tone not unlike the one I'd used when comforting her after the thoughtless cruelty of our neighbor all those years ago. "I thought it was jealousy at first, and some of it was. Some of it was anger, too, that you'd... I guess, gotten the jump on me. Let me be unhappy and loyal while you were happy and disloyal. That you hadn't been honest enough to say, 'This isn't working anymore.'"
My thumb stroked away the tears from one cheek; I'd meant it as a kindness, but it only made her sob once more. "But the longer I sat with it, the more it realised what hurt the most: that I was never going to be the person who could do that for you again, and that you would never be that person for me.
"I'm sorry we didn't have this talk sooner; I've been trying to work through it, and I'll be honest: some of the anger and pain is still there, just below the surface. But mostly, I just wanted to get out of your life and get you out of mine so we could both move on and have a clean break. I was trying, in my own clumsy way, to still honor our vows. Because the only way we can really love or cherish each other now is by moving on."
Gail's weeping turned to a howl as she collapsed against me, clutching me like a child. I just held her and patted her for a while, letting her grieve the last illusions she had about us, about there ever being an 'us' again, except in the most casual of ways: weddings, the birth of our grandchildren, and all the other milestones that draw together, for the briefest of moments, those once inseparable but now perpetually apart.
I'd cried over us before, and for a long time, so I could hold this space for her without being drawn into it. I wonder, looking back, if that hurt Gail more or less than if I'd mourned alongside her; shared sorrow is lessened, but my boundaries mattered more to me now than alleviating her suffering. Even if I still loved my ex-wife, there were limits to that love, and I refused to let myself range past them. What had been unconditional was no longer.
The night had grown dark by the time she'd finished her lamentations. Gail pulled away, eyes puffy and red, before laughing. "God, I must look like hell." She swiped angrily at her tears, embarrassment clearly showing through in her manner, mascara leaving dark smudges on the sleeves of her white shirt. "I'm sorry. I'm sorry, you're right. I kept trying to tell myself that... that we could still make it, but you're right. I shouldn't have.... Shouldn't have..."
She swallowed hard. "You're right that I could have come here any time to look around, but I didn't after the divorce. I just couldn't. Up until that, until I moved out, I spent so much time here by myself, and every room I walked through... It was like being surrounded by ghosts. All the good memories just turned... bitter. Spoiled. I thought--hoped--that if you were here, maybe they'd come back, but..." Gail shook her head. "But it's not our home anymore. It never will be again. And seeing the mural gone..."
"I know." I leaned over and kissed the top of her head, a small gesture of comfort that had become almost reflexive over the years. "It was hard for me, too. It was hard for me to even give the order back when Don asked about repainting in here. I had time to be ready for it, though, and I should have warned you. I just..."
I shrugged, unwilling to admit how much both being back in the house and seeing her had affected me, for good and for ill. Instead, I said the final thing I needed to say to her. "Gail, for what it's worth: I forgive you. For all of it. For the asshole and hiding it and for my part in us falling away from each other. I--"
She surprised me with a kiss then, quickly darting in close to me before framing my face in her hands. Her lips mashed against mine, parting slightly to probe with her tongue before I could pull back. "Gail!"
"Mace, please. I mean, I mean, thank you. Thank you for forgiving me. I forgive you, too, for anything that- that might require it. But, please, I want one more thing from you. I want it for both of us."
"What?"
"One more good memory for us. About us, here. I've loved you for so long, and I know--I know!--that you're right. I've known for a long time, even if I couldn't admit it to myself. But I want, or, or maybe need, to have one last happy time with you." Her eyes dipped and came back up, bringing with them a mischievous smile. "And, like you said, this is one of the few things we have in common." The humor fell away from her expression, leaving only a yearning, pleading look in her eyes. "Please. Let's be good together one last time?"
I searched her face, looking for any hint of agenda or foolish hope, but found neither. Instead, I saw the beautiful young woman I'd fallen in love with, back when we believed our love could conquer everything. Maybe it hadn't--hell, maybe it never could have--but it had made us both so happy for a time. It could make us happy one last time, too.
Gail saw my assent before I could voice it, and accepted with a crooked, lascivious grin and a long, open-mouthed kiss. There was no urgency to it, not like our frantic first coupling in the living room decades before. We took our time to savor each other. I tasted the salt of tears on her lips, tears that would have always made their way there eventually; she ran her fingers through my hair, its dark black now faded to salt and pepper.
She broke the kiss, murmuring, "Lay down," and tugging at my sleeve to show her where she wanted me. I moved toward the middle of the room as she knelt next to me. Deft hands unfastened my belt, unbuttoned and unzipped my pants. She didn't move them down much, just enough to get access to the hardness tenting my underwear, but that was all either of us required.
My ex-wife, the only woman I'd ever truly loved, stroked my shaft, bringing a bead of precum to its tip before leaning low to lick it away. Her tongue flicked at the slit, then she opened wide to take my glans into her mouth, sucking at it softly, sweetly, while looking up my body. I loved when she maintained eye contact, especially when she dipped her head further down and swallowed me into her throat. My gasp elicited a slight withdrawal and chuckle from my former wife, then an enthusiastic return to her task.
We stayed like that for a long time, her bobbing, swallowing, and occasionally choking on my cock, my hand tangling in her hair to tug and pull and sometimes force as I groaned her name. Words like "cocksucker" and "slut," once used to excoriate her, were instead turned towards playful affection. A little bit of dirty talk here and there had always been part of our foreplay; while we'd never be a couple again, reclaiming them seemed right in this moment.
Gail switched to a hands-free blowjob somewhere in there, her hands instead moving down to undo her shirt, then to pull her skirt up around her hips. Before they moved back up to cup my balls, those same slender fingers slipped her panties down enough to let a little bit of that feminine magic she'd christened our house with do their work. Then, all necessary tasks completed, Gail released me from her mouth, planting one more playful kiss on my crown before moving up to straddle me.
My hands moved to her bra, unfastening the clasp at the front; she knew that I'd always loved removing this last piece of fabric, as if unwrapping a present from her to me. Her breasts fell free, larger and heavier than they'd been in the decades before, with a bit more sag to them. I caught them with both hands, cradling and squeezing them.
She smiled down at me, teasing, "Still the best pair of tits you've ever seen?"
In answer, I took the swollen nipples between finger and thumb, pinching and rolling them to draw a joyful sigh from her throat. "Best pair of tits on the planet."
Her eyes half-lidded with pleasure, Gail reached behind herself to grasp me in her hand, then slid the head of my cock up and down her slit. She paused for just a moment, holding it steady, before lowering herself onto it.
As she half-impaled herself on my erection, the words I knew I'd hear, her breathless, "Oh God, Mace..." spurred me to action. One hand moved from her breast to her hip, gripping it tightly before ramming myself home. A noise that might have been my name repeated once more, half-pained and half-ecstatic, erupted from her; that was the last word she said until much later.
Gail's head hung down as we found our rhythm, her blonde tresses forming a sort of dark halo, backlit by the overhead light. I became rougher and so did she, clawing at my shirt before tearing the buttons off and digging her nails into my chest, body bucking wildly as she rode me bareback both figuratively and literally. I hissed at the sudden pain but didn't stop; we'd hurt each other too much in the past for this trifling sensation to do more than drive me onwards.
My ex-wife's first orgasm approached, her staccato, ever-more-frequent grunts like a locomotive picking up steam. When it came--when she came--her throaty howl would have put the loudest of trainwhistles to shame. She ground against me, begging for me to keep going, to keep her going, but unable to form coherent thoughts, just a string of "More more, please, more, God Mace, more!"
I obliged. In my own way.
My lover's post-orgasmic paralysis made her body easy to manipulate into position. I picked her up, or at least guided her descent, and onto her knees. Even amidst her blissed-out, fuck-drunk state, she understood what I wanted; we'd been together too long, known each other too intimately for her to not. She obliged, weakened though she was, by moving onto wobbly hands and knees.
Gail managed a little chuckle when I knelt behind her, looking over her shoulder at me. Then, though, I saw fear and hesitation; our last time before I'd left had been like this but not like this: me behind her, brutally taking what I wanted in the most hurtful way I could.
I felt my face soften from the lustful grimace I wore, then leaned over to kiss her shoulder and whisper, "Good memories only, Fuzzy. We're only going to make good memories today."
The woman who'd loved me and wronged me, who'd given me my moments of greatest joy and deepest sorrow, nodded, sapphire eyes shining with gratitude. Her body twisted, arm coming behind my head to pull me into a loving, sensuous kiss. My hand found her breast once more and cupped it, kneading gently. I felt her ass nudge backwards against me, seeking that which had given her so much pleasure over the years.
Breaking the kiss, Gail looked into my eyes and repeated, "Good memories," just as what she'd sought found her. Her brow furrowed in concentration as my cock slid into her waiting center, lips parted both above and below. Finally, she groaned as though I'd expelled all the air from her lungs and turned forward to fall onto her elbows. "Good- ahh!- good fucking memories," she gasped. "The best fucking memories." I withdrew and thrust into her again, neither fast nor slow, hard nor gentle. "Mmm, Mason. Do it. Show me-" her tone and volume pitched up as my tempo did. "God! Show me why I fell in love with you. Fuck me, babe. Fuck me!"
I couldn't help but grin. After her first orgasm, Gail usually got more talkative, something I enjoyed almost as much as her inability to speak at the beginning. More, in some ways; her dirty mouth always amped me up, especially when she tried to play coy after she'd already let slip what she really felt.
My hips slammed into hers. "Fuck you like what, Gail?"
She shook her head, blonde hair dancing across the new carpet, and giggled, "No."
With my right hand, I gripped her flank, keeping her in place for another deep thrust. When that failed to get the reaction I sought, I raised my left and brought it down on her shapely ass with a loud thwack. She jumped and laughed even harder, then mumbled something under her breath.
I taunted, "Say that again?"
Resolutely, Gail shook her head once more, at least until she felt my left hand move from the red handprint I'd left; that made her a lot more cooperative. "Wait!" But it was too late. Another loud slap, another shriek of laughter, another rough plunge into her welcoming heat, and my wife finally purred, "Like a slut."
"Like a slut?"
Abigail glanced over her shoulder, all but her eyes veiled by golden tresses. The eyes were enough to read her mood: playful, bashful, needful. "Like your slut." Then, turning away and facing the ground, she bored down and pushed back against me. "Your slut. Your-" I pulled out and drove home again. "--slut! Fuck, Mason, fuck I've missed you!"
Viewed by an impartial observer, what came next--the rough, lust-filled merging of our bodies; her loud, curse-laden moans; the slap of my hand against her ass and filthy goading--might have looked no different than the last time we'd come together like this, in this same house. An impartial observer, though, wouldn't have heard recognized the subtle differences of tone in our voices or the nuances of how one body responded to the other. The hatefuck I'd subjected her to at the twilight of our marriage, one which she silently endured in hopes of reconnecting, bore little resemblance to this playful bit of kink between two people who knew each other's body as if it were their own.
Gail came a second time, falling forward even further, forehead pressed against the carpet even while still trying to push back at me. Eventually, exhausted, she slid down further, arms stretched out in front of her, and I pulled her up into my lap. My lover wrapped her legs behind my back; we could have been the illustration for "concubine pose" in the Kama Sutra.
My strength started to flag, but she urged me on, mumbling, "Again, again, so close. Please- p- please cum with me. I can feel you, Mace. I can feel it baby, you're so close, too. I love you Mason, I love you, please- oh, God... Oh, please-- Yes!" With that word, I finally drove the words from her lips again, going from short, uneven strokes to my own stillness before filling her with spurt after spurt of heat.
The room fell silent except for our panting and the beating of blood in our ears. Eventually, though, Gail managed, "Fuck, Mace."
"Very articulate."
Gail laughed into her arm. "Oh, fuck you. Don't say 'too late,' asshole." She really did know me. Instead of my planned retort, I instead kissed her shoulder and lay on the carpet next to her to snuggle. She stayed facedown on the floor, turning her head to look at me. "Thank you."
"Anytime." Then, realizing what I'd said, I stammered, "Uh, I mean..."
My ex-wife gave me a melancholic smile. "I know. One last time only." The smile flickered to a frown for just a moment, then into a grin. "Still, it was nice to go out with a bang. It... it hurts to let go, but you're right. We're not what we were before, and I don't think we can ever get back there again. I wish it weren't so, but..."
She let out a sigh. "You said I lit up when talking about all that stuff in therapy; maybe you were right. It wasn't about Liam, 'cause he was an asshole. It was about... about sharing that part of myself with someone. Sharing what I couldn't with you."
It was my turn to frown now; Gail picked up on it, immediately changing tone to soothe me. "Hey, no. That's not..." She reached out to cup my cheek. "What I'm saying is that I want that for you, too. I want to... I can't believe I'm saying this, but when you show up at Hailey's wedding, I want to see you with someone who makes you light up the way I used to. Someone who's better for you than I was." Then, with a little eyeroll, she admitted, "But until then, if you, you know, want someone to warm your bed..."



"I'll keep that in mind." We both knew I wouldn't take Gail up on her offer; too many chances at making bad choices, for both of us, if we went down that path. But I would almost certainly keep it in mind, if only to warm me on cold nights.
"Fair enough. Now, I think--" Her eyes went wide. "Oh. Oh, shit." Gail thrust a hand downwards, between her stomach and the floor. "Oh shit, I'm starting to drip. Don't laugh, Mace! I'm going to ruin the carpet!" That did not have the intended effect, as I started laughing even harder, which made her laugh, too. "Stop, asshole! Go get me some wet wipes from my purse!"
Once I'd retrieved the carpet-saving wipes from the voluminous depths of her handbag, we cleaned up and dressed, joking and snarking and picking carpet lint from each other all the while. It felt almost like the best times of our marriage; only almost, though. Eventually, a lull in the conversation came, one which grew increasingly uncomfortable the longer it lasted.
Gail broke first. "Mace, I... Thank you. I don't just mean for... well, you know--"
"Oh, I do."
She rolled her eyes. "Pig. But I don't just mean for that. For... For everything. For taking the lead on the sale of the house, for talking with me today..." A small hesitation as Gail chewed on her lip. "... for having the strength to do what I couldn't. Leaving, I mean. I loved you, and that's part of why I wanted to stay together, but you're right. It was as much fear of the unknown as anything else. And greed, if I'm honest; I couldn't stand the thought of you finding the next person who... who made you feel whole like I used to. I'm sorry that I was too weak to let go. Let go the right way, I mean."
Instead of saying anything, I opened my arms wide. She rushed into them, crushing me in a bearhug as though she never wanted to let go. However, we both knew that wasn't true. "Mace, if you ever need anything..."
"I know." Much like her earlier offer, I wouldn't take her up on it, but also much like that one, I believed it. Like I said, Gail wasn't a bad person, just a weak one. Weak like me. I could have let go, too, but I mistook stubbornness and pride for fidelity and love. It's a mistake all too many of us make.
"And, Gail, if you ever..."
She silenced me with a kiss and a mumbled acknowledgement. We stayed there for another minute before she broke away from me for the last time. My former wife held on to my hand for a few moments longer, then, with a wistful smile, let it fall away. "C'mon. We should check the rest of the house."
The last handful of rooms took longer than the earlier ones had, but the time flew by much more quickly. In each room, we'd swap memories: the time she found me sleeping on the floor next to Ethan's bed when he had the flu; the ridiculous hoops we'd had to jump through while remodeling the guest bathroom; a naughty quickie we'd once managed in the laundry room while our toddlers napped. We laughed harder and talked more than we probably had on any given night in the final three years of our marriage; that only reaffirmed my belief that this was right for both of us.
We did a sweep of the garage last. Don hadn't done any work in there that I knew of, but it didn't hurt to be thorough. It was clean, with minimal dust, as I expected, but we also found something I didn't expect.
"Hey, Mace. Look." Gail was standing before the corkboard that sat on the far wall from where we'd entered. The board, which formerly resided above my workbench, had seen its better days; I used to pin notes to its surface and remove them constantly, wanting a neat place to work on the projects my wife asked for while still having all the info I needed at hand.
I'd abandoned the board when I'd left the house; I had no idea if I'd ever do that kind of work again, and if I did, I could get a new one easily enough. That wasn't the only thing I'd left behind, though.

--
It was a cheap thing, the palm tree tchotchke. A few inches long and painted with vibrant colors covered in cheap lacquer, we'd bought it in Cancún on our honeymoon; like many things there, it managed to be somehow both tacky and beautiful at the same time. I didn't want to buy the thing; it screamed "tourist crap" to me. I'd rather have spent the money on a couple more cervezas than something that would end up on our fridge for a couple of years, then shuffled to a junk drawer. Gail loved it, though, and I loved Gail.
Somehow, it made its way to our new home, surviving the junk purge that we'd gone through when packing up our apartment. That first day, after we'd made love on the floor of our--my God, our! We owned a house!--living room, we did manage to get some unpacking done. A lot of it, actually; the futon remained unassembled, but only because we both knew that once we had a comfortable surface to recline on, we'd be done for the day.
Giddy from home ownership, accomplishment, and our usual mindblowing sex, we decided to make our first foray out into the wilds of suburbia to seek out dinner together. On the way out the door, Gail spied the corkboard with its metal strip for hanging magnets on. With a laugh, my bride darted back into the house, and I followed.
"Gail?"
"Hang on." She was rummaging through the box labeled KITCHEN, clearly looking for something.
"C'mon, babe. It can wait until we get back. I'm hung--"
A triumphant cry cut me off. "A-ha!" Gail held up the fridge magnet like she'd discovered the cure for cancer in amongst our junk. Dancing toward me, then around me--pausing only to plant a kiss on my cheek--she headed back out through the laundry room and into the garage. I found her there, beaming with delight at the first and thus far only decoration on the board.
"Any particular reason you needed to do that now?"
"Of course there was!" She looped her arm around my waist when I came to stand beside her. "Now, every time you get in the car or get out of it, you'll have a reminder."
"A reminder? Pretty sure I'll always remember that vacation. It's not every day that your wife gives up her ass so eager--"
Gail laughed in mock outrage, slapping my chest. "No, you jerk! Of me. A reminder that you're home now, and that someone who loves you is waiting inside." She leaned up to nip at my neck. "And, if you play your cards right... Well, it might not be every day that your wife gives up her ass, buuuuut..." She kissed me again, then darted away, rounding to the passenger side of the car. "But for now, food!"

--
I'd left the magnet behind without a second thought. Like the corkboard, it had outlived its usefulness; I'd long since stopped thinking of the warm sands of Cancun, its wonderful nights, or the loving gesture Gail had made that first day in the house. Early in our marriage, it had acted exactly as she'd hoped; by the end, it was just one more annoyance she'd littered my life with, another unasked for intrusion.
I took the souvenir from the board and turned it over in my hands, regarding the cracked lacquer and faded paint. Time and neglect had damaged it beyond repair; it was never meant to be in a place like this, soaking up gasoline fumes and the occasional nick from an errant fragment of worn-down saw blade. No longer beautiful, but it still held memories of something that once was. Never meant to be repaired, either, no matter how much it once meant to its owner.
I offered it to Gail, but she shook her head. "Keep it. If- if you want it, I mean. I'm not saying..."
"Thanks." I pocketed the magnet. "It's good to... I know I left most of our wedding stuff behind when we split, so it'll be good to have something to remind me of the good times."
"We had a lot of them, didn't we?"
Nodding to myself, I answered, "We did." I glanced around the garage. "I think we're done. With the house, I mean."
Gail stared at me for a moment. Then, with a melancholic smile, she agreed, "Yeah. Yeah, I think so, too."
Once back in the foyer, she said, "You know, you should think about what Don said. About renting the place out, I mean. If you don't want to have to deal with me, we could come up with some sort of deal where you buy me out. I'll sell cheap, too; it's the least I can do."
"Thanks, but no. It's not..." I chuckled. "Okay, it's not entirely that I don't want to deal with all of that. But I want someone to have the chance we did. I want a family to move in and make it theirs, not leave it as just a sterile 'property' when it should be a 'home.' It was meant to be loved, even if only for a while."
"You were always such a romantic, Mace." Gail leaned in and kissed my cheek. "Always loved that about you. See you around, Mr. Kincaid."
"Until next time, Ms., ah..."
She stopped, halfway out the door, and turned to look back at me. "Martin. Ms. Martin. It's time, I think." And with that, Abigail Martin was gone.
I stayed for a few more minutes, checking that we'd turned off all the lights, that no taps were dripping or entrances left ajar. Soon, the house would be filled with noise and light once more, be a home once more, but for now it lay dormant.
Its emptiness disquieted me, even as I knew it to be for the best; to have loved something for so long and see it in this state felt almost intolerable. Was this how Gail felt when she'd stayed here after I left, haunted by the 'ghosts' that she'd spoken of? If so, I felt pity for her and wished once again that I'd spoken with her sooner. But I had my own ghosts to wrestle with back then, and we'd have been no good for each other. Not even for saying goodbye. No, this last meeting between us was the best either of us could have hoped for, and I was glad for it.
Shaking my head, I returned to the entrance. Then, with one last look over my shoulder, I closed the door, locked it, and left us behind.
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"Why, Dylan?"
I'd known this was coming, but that didn't make it any easier.
"Because she cheated on me, Dad." Mitch wasn't my actual father, but he might as well have been. I might as well have been his son, too.
His face went through all the expected expressions--surprise, disbelief, anger--before settling on "serious," all furrowed brows and narrowed eyes. "Bullshit. Christine loves you."
"Let's not do this out here." I moved aside to let him into my hotel room, then sat on the bed while he took the couch.
"What did she tell you?"
"That you accused her of sleeping around and stormed out of the apartment." He leaned forward, indignation in his voice. "And then you had her served? Barely a day later? I thought better of you."
That hurt; I won't lie. "She left some things out, then. I know she cheated on me, and... Look, I know because..."
How to say this? That I knew because his daughter suddenly fucked wrong? That she seemed like an alien in Christine's skin? Delicately, I guess. "I've only ever been with Chrissie. Since we were kids, she's been the one for me." He nodded. "But something's been wrong for a few months, something I couldn't quite put my finger on. When we were... together the last time, I knew why: because she'd cheated."
Mitch blanched; no father wants to think about their daughter like that. Still, he rallied quickly. "How can you be sure?"
"I just am. It wasn't anything that she did exactly. But she was wrong. It was wrong."
My father-in-law scoffed, "'It was wrong?' What the hell does that mean?"
"Just... Just wrong. Like she was guilty. Trying too hard. But..." Words failed me; a rare occurrence, but that lack gave me an idea. The only thing I'd ever loved as much as Chrissie was writing. "Being with her that night was like reading a passage of text where the phrasing was off."
He settled back, dubious. "Explain."
"A while back, this video about adjectives and their order was going around. The example I remember was 'fun little red rubber ball.' If I say that, you can easily visualize what I'm talking about, right? It's descriptive.
"Almost as important, though, it sounds right. If I instead say 'rubber red little fun ball,' it's... wrong. You can still visualize it, and I'm not breaking any hard grammar rules like putting the noun first, but it feels weird. It's the kind of mistake a non-native speaker might make, someone who knows the rules they teach in school, but not the smaller quirks.
"That's what I mean. Before, Chrissie and I had always been in sync, and then we weren't. And it wasn't... I've seen her in her ups and downs, good moods and bad, sickness and in health, all of it. This wasn't that."
"That's..." He still didn't seem convinced. "You're willing to throw twelve years away for that? A guess?"
I sighed, uncertain how to get it across. Then, a memory came to me. "Do you remember my first date with Chrissie? Fourteen years old, scared out of my mind because her dad insisted on driving us?"
He laughed warmly; I'd miss that. "Yeah. I was scared, too. My little girl growing up."
"After the date, while driving me home, you got this look on your face. When you pulled over and told me to get out, I thought you were going to leave me in a ditch somewhere. Instead, you popped the hood and had me hold the flashlight."
I had no idea what I was looking at back then; that came later, when Mitch took me under his wing. My dad had never really been around, and he certainly hadn't taught me anything about cars. I still didn't know cars, though, not like Mitch did, especially not the '68 Mustang GT he'd inherited from his father.
Mitch's eyes slipped away from mine as he finally understood. "The spark plug."
"Yeah. The engine hadn't started misfiring yet, but it was going to. You couldn't tell me how you knew that. You just did."
He sat for a moment, head bowed, then rose to leave. "I'm sorry, son."
"Me too." I walked him to the door, where he shook my hand and pulled me into a bear hug one last time. His eyes glistened in the harsh exterior light as he turned; mine did too. I'd lost a father, and he a son. Who wouldn't mourn that?



        

  
    Hall Past
  
  Hall Past

        A promise from years before rears its ugly head.

        
Url: https://www.literotica.com/s/hall-past

Title: Hall Past

Author: NoTalentHack

Category: Loving Wives

Description: A promise from years before rears its ugly head.

Tags: hall pass, forgiveness, geek pride 2025, drama, geek pride, anger, movies, cheating, roleplaying




Geek Pride time again! For this one, I decided to go for "movie geek," albeit with a sprinkling of general geek culture. And, given the origin of the term, what better archetype to play with than the hall pass? I hope you enjoy it. And now, on with the show!

--

The silence struck me first. No sounds of arguing children reached my ears, a rarity in a house with two tweens. A heavenly scent came next; Courtney had prepared my favorite meal, a pan-roasted chicken and mushroom recipe she'd stumbled across while we were still dating.
My wife of nearly fifteen years poked her head out of the kitchen entryway, her chestnut hair freshly styled in a long bob, and her heart-shaped face made up for a night on the town. The form-fitting black dress completed the effect, showing off her modest but pleasant curves. They might have grown softer and ever-so-slightly more generous since we'd met almost two decades before, but I still enjoyed exploring them. Given the way she'd dolled herself up, I expected to be planting the flag once more later that night.
"Dinner's almost done, handsome."
I dropped my laptop bag on the foyer floor, then moved in for a kiss. She returned it happily before pulling back to giggle and run a thumb across my lips. "I think this color looks better on me." When I tried for another, she ducked backwards with a playful admonishment. "Gregory Taylor! Unless you want that chicken to burn, you--"
I silenced her protestations with a kiss, albeit a shorter one than I would have preferred. When I'd finished--for the moment, at least--I chuckled, "Go on, you," waiting until her back was turned to lightly slap her pert little butt. That elicited a cry of fake outrage from my wife, followed by a wiggle of said derriere.
I went to set the table, but she'd beaten me to it. Courtney had laid out two place settings of the good china on our kitchen table. A small, intimate dinner, then, complete with a lit taper as the centerpiece. That explained the absence of the children. "Where are Tyler and Zoe?"
"My folks have them." She looked over one shoulder, a coquettish set to her features. "For the weekend."
"For the weekend?" Court had gone to a lot of effort. I found that strange, given that we'd gone out just the week before to the theater; strange, but certainly not unwelcome. Perhaps a little concerning, though. Had I forgotten an important date? No, that didn't make any sense. It wasn't her birthday or mine, and our anniversary had passed only a few months before.
For a moment, I thought about guessing, but that had never been the way in our relationship. We didn't play those silly games, instead choosing to honestly admit when one or the other of us might have screwed up. "Did I, ah, forget something? I mean, this is great, but..."
Courtney half-turned towards me, and I saw something disquieting flicker across her face. Not anger or irritation, something more like... Sadness? Regret, maybe? I couldn't quite define it. Not a happy emotion, and one she quickly abandoned, only to replace it with a too-bright smile that didn't quite match her tone. "No, no, not at all. I just... I wanted to do something nice tonight for you. For, uh, for us."
For the first time that evening, I felt truly unsettled. This wasn't like her. Don't misunderstand; I could easily see Courtney whipping up a special meal or even planning a surprise adults-only weekend at home, at least every once in a while. She did her best to show her love for me with gestures like these when time and energy permitted.
No, it wasn't the surprise itself that concerned me. It was the expression that had flickered across her face, or rather my belated recognition of its nature: guilt.
"Court..."
My wife turned away and opened the oven. "I need to get the chicken out. Can you pour the wine? Please?" The last word came out differently from the rest. Quiet. Afraid. As if, had I answered "no," her life might fall apart.
I did as Courtney bade, noting that she'd gotten the perfect bottle of wine as well, a sauvignon blanc that should pair well with our meal. My brow furrowed when I read the label. She'd made an extravagant selection; the vintage was too old, the brand too premium for a simple candlelit dinner for two, even one meant to kick off a weekend alone together. It wasn't a "just because" purchase; it was a "because" one.
At first, I thought the "because" must be one not of her making: an illness, or a layoff, or some other tragedy that might harm our family. Perhaps the guilt she displayed wasn't for something she'd done, but because of what was being done to us, and for her role as bearer of bad news.
That didn't make sense, though. Courtney had given me unwelcome news in the past, and I'd never shot the messenger then. She didn't go through this kind of rigamarole, either, always preferring to rip the band-aid off.
Then, I thought perhaps she wanted to do something that would require forgiveness or permission. That didn't make much more sense, either. I couldn't remember the last time she'd buttered me up. I don't mean that in a "it had been so long" sense; I literally couldn't remember her ever buttering me up for something. As I've already stated, our relationship had always been more honest than that.
Or so I thought.
Courtney served as I sat, plating my meal first, then hers, the pained smile still plastered on her face. This hadn't gone as she'd planned; any fool, even I, could see that. She put the pan in the sink and sat, then raised her glass. "To us."
Frowning, I raised mine and clinked it against hers. "To us."
She drank far too deeply and far too fast, emptying half the glass in one go, before taking a deep breath to enthuse, "Let's dig in!"
"No," I said, but Court had already taken up fork and knife, carving into her chicken breast with laser-like focus. "Courtney, I said, 'No.' Stop ignoring me and tell me what's going on."
The tightness in her voice could easily be either anger or fear. Funny how close those sometimes are. "Please. Please, can we eat and- and go to bed? I wanted to talk about it tomorrow, to-"
My tone softened. "Honey, just tell me. I love you. Whatever it is, it'll be okay." I was so certain of that. So foolishly, foolishly certain.
Courtney looked down at the table for the span of several heartbeats before nodding once, as if half to herself and half in answer. Then she stood, her gaze remaining firmly fixed away from me as she left the room without a word.
I listened, but her stockinged footfalls gave no sound to indicate which direction she'd headed. When my wife returned a minute later, one hand behind her back, her face bore an expression that I can only describe as "stoic." It was the face of a woman staring into the eyes of her executioner; or, perhaps, of the executioner staring into the eyes of the condemned.
As Courtney sat once more, she took the item which her body had concealed from my view and placed it on the table, her hand still covering most of it. What I could see, the edges of a laminated piece of cardboard a bit larger than a playing card, stirred a distant memory, one almost forgotten. She slid the index card across the table to me, her palm atop it the whole time. It must have taken no more than a couple of seconds to reach me, but the slow, dawning realization of what it was and what it meant turned those seconds to hours in my head.
"No," I mouthed, willing it to be anything other than the document I remembered. Courtney nodded, unhappiness coloring the stoicism she'd affected, then removed her hand from the table. I recoiled from the card as if from a venomous serpent. In truth, I would have preferred the snake; a cobra's venom can still your heart, but it can't kill your soul. What this damned thing represented could do both.
I remembered that the opposite side held drunken scrawl instead of my wife's normally immaculate penmanship, arranged in lines upon lines of rules and clarifications. The obverse bore my signature as well, similarly impaired by my inebriation that evening thirteen--hah, thirteen! How appropriate--years ago. However, the text on the front of the card, written in large, bold, block letters with a red sharpie, said everything that really needed to be said:
HALL PASS
"Courtney..." I searched for more words, so lost in what its presence there meant. Nothing came, though, just a strangled noise cut short by confusion and horror. My brain tried to run through all the things I could say, desperately searching for a way out of the nightmare it had stumbled into.
'Is this a joke?' Obviously not; everything she'd done that evening, every emotion she displayed or tried to hide, attested to the deadly seriousness of the matter.
'Why?' came to the fore, but I couldn't imagine what answer might satisfy me. It was closer to what I needed, though.
'When?' Yes. Yes! That was the right question, or at least it led to the right statement. Combine 'when' and 'why' to create 'wait.' I could find a way to forestall this foolishness, buy myself time to walk us back from the brink of oblivion.
I cleared my throat. "Courtney, we can talk about this. You don't need to- whatever you're not happy with, or, or, whatever you think you're missing, whatever's going on, we can talk about it. You don't have to do this, hon. Whatever it is, we can--"
The look of pity on her face almost killed me. Her words, spoken softly, as if to a beloved pet being put down, might as well have. "I already did, Greg. Months ago."
The world became white noise. She said my name again; I know that much. Over and over, actually, her expression and body language moving from sadness to worry to near-panic.
It's funny, the way a person's mind works. Even as the love of my life tried to reach me, I could only think of movies we'd seen in our youth, and of silly, sexy games we'd played back then.

--

Watchmen bubbled up to the surface first. Courtney and I had seen it together not long before we married. The two of us both loved movies, and almost every one of our dates back then revolved around them. We saw everything that came out, regardless of genre. Hell, regardless of quality, too, good, bad, or indifferent.
We usually agreed on which movies fell into each of those categories, at least in the broad strokes. Watchmen was one of the few we didn't. I'd read the landmark graphic novel it was based on and saw a pale imitation, one which aped the book's imagery without understanding its themes. She hadn't and instead saw a beautifully shot spectacle that could stand well enough on its own.
That difference of opinion isn't why I thought of it, though.
In both versions, the heroes beard the villainous Ozymandias in his lair near the end of the story. He fights them to a standstill while explaining his diabolical plan, one which will see the deaths of millions to avert a nuclear war that would kill billions. When one of the heroes says that they can't let him do that, he responds, "'Do that?' I did it thirty-five minutes ago."
I knew it was coming before he said it. Courtney didn't; I heard her audible gasp at the revelation. The villain had won. The heroes had lost. Everything they'd done over the previous two hours was for naught. Worse, Ozymandias had made them complicit in his scheme; if they tried to bring him to justice, the sacrifice of millions would mean nothing, and they'd likely spark the very genocide he'd averted.
When Courtney told me she'd already used her pass, my brain unwillingly recalled the scene. "'Do it,' Greg? I already destroyed our marriage months ago." Only this time, she knew it was coming, and I didn't. I couldn't even gasp at the revelation, merely shrink into myself.
Somewhere in the hazy present, I registered Courtney's attempts to snap me out of my fugue state. Unfortunately for her, I wasn't done with my internal sojourn.
My head slowly swiveled towards the strip of plastic-filmed paper she'd given me. I think I laughed at it, or at least giggled. She'd given it to me, but I'd given it to her first, over a decade before. Made myself complicit, like the doomed, flawed protagonists of Watchmen.
Hall Pass came next. Such a mediocre film to have left the cultural impact it did. According to the internet, the term "hall pass" in the context of a one-time extra-marital sexual liaison, typically with a celebrity, didn't show up until 2011, about the time the Farelly brothers' comedy hit theaters. But who knows? The internet is full of shit anyways.
What I do know is that, drunk, high, and lazing around our one-bedroom apartment shortly after our first anniversary, my young bride and I got into a discussion about the idea.
We initially approached the conversation like two knife fighters at the beginning of a duel, circling and feinting, always looking for an opening. Neither of us wanted to be the first to admit that we, a pair of oversexed twentysomethings, might maybe, kind of, sort of, want to fuck some of the most beautiful people in the world, so long as we avoided any kind of consequences afterwards.
She copped to it first, saying that, if I okayed it, sure, she'd reluctantly consider banging Zac Efron. That let me admit that, oh, I dunno, maybe I might not kick Margot Robbie out of bed. Things went from there.
It was all a lark; we knew that it would never happen. I love Courtney, but she was maybe a 7, and I barely qualified as a 6. The notion that a supermodel or rock star might pick either of us out of a crowd for a night of meaningless sex was laughable.
From that starting point, though, we talked about exes and about crushes that had never quite managed to become smashes. Neither of us had many one-night stands, since we both much preferred sex with people we cared about, but we discussed those as well.
Sharing these thoughts felt strangely intimate, the honesty we'd always valued in each other taken to a level that might have inspired jealousy in other circumstances. However, there and then, it had the opposite effect; we both knew we were talking about our pasts and our fantasies, not the very real future we'd promised to spend together. To a pair of irresponsible children, it all felt awfully mature.
High on both THC and the euphoria of the moment, we started talking about deeper concepts like monogamy, then when and where we each might be able to forgive infidelity. We'd talked about these things before getting married, too, but only in the most perfunctory, "Cheating's bad, right? You don't cheat on me and I won't cheat on you" way. The default setting of the modern American marriage, if you will.
This time, though, the emotional intimacy of the moment allowed her to say, "As long as it happened once, I think I could forgive you. No, no, I know I could. I love you too much not to."
I thought about it for a while, then slowly nodded. "Yeah. Yeah, I... I think I could, too. I mean, I'd like to think I could. People make mistakes. They're human. I'm not saying.... Like, this absolutely isn't me encouraging you to go out and--"
"No, of course not!"
"But if it happened once, with no emotional investment, and..." I laughed. "Shit, I don't know. It feels weird to think about it, but I love you, Court. I can't imagine my life without you in it, at least not over one night."
My wife leaned in and brushed her lips against mine, then went further into a deep, soulful kiss that seemed to go on for hours. When she broke away, Courtney breathed, "I love you, Greg. I can't imagine losing you, either. Not over something like that.
"In fact," she grinned, "I'll prove it."
"What?"
Court hopped out of bed and grabbed some index cards and a pen off her "desk," a rickety card table that her laptop perched upon. On one, she wrote HALL PASS, then handed it to me. "There. One bonafide 'get out of jail free' card. Break glass only in case of emergency." My bride waggled her eyebrows. "Or extreme, irresistible fuckability."
I laughed, "If you say so."
"No, babe, I'm serious! If, sometime down the road, a supermodel comes up to you in a club and says she wants to suck your dick, go for it! Or..." She smiled a little sadly. "... if, you know, years from now, you get drunk and make a mistake, I'll forgive that, too." Then the million-watt grin I'd fallen in love with returned. "I'd prefer it if you dicked down ScarJo, though. That sounds way hotter."
"Huh." I tilted my head to one side. "Like, what exactly do you mean by 'get out of jail free?'"
We were both gamers, which meant that we both knew from long experience that rules could be misinterpreted to the benefit of one side or the other. I had no intention of ever using my hall pass, but the part of my brain that looked at weaknesses in systems took over, the same one that had made my dungeon master in high school angrily stomp out after my barbarian killed the big bad of his meticulously planned year-long campaign before the villain could even speak.
Courtney had always been the more freeform of the two of us. After I'd convinced her to join me in my hobby, she'd been the roleplayer, more concerned with the improvisational theater aspect of the game. I, on the other hand, was a roll-player, the guy there to fight monsters, roll dice, and show off his tactical acumen. Still, she'd spent enough time with me for my inclination toward rules-lawyering to rub off on her, and thus began a spirited, playful discussion of what exactly a "hall pass" would entail.
I didn't go as hard as I might have in other circumstances; I was under the influence, for one, which meant even if I'd been at my most pedantic, I doubt I'd have succeeded in creating some ironclad devil's bargain. Beyond that, I still looked at the whole thing as more of a thought experiment than anything else.
Most importantly, the woman I adored more than life itself was giving me this pass, so I didn't see the need to make its stipulations incredibly arduous. I was never, ever going to use it in a million years. Expending the effort to perfect its language seemed pointless. "Good enough" was more than fine.
Still, it was fun to argue about it, for both of us, and we went through a dozen index cards that evening. The specifics eluded present-day Greg, going through his crisis of faith in a fugue state, but I remembered the broad strokes:
The giver of the hall pass would absolve the bearer of any infidelities that took place within one 24-hour period, with no recriminations or guilt trips. The giver of the hall pass could ask questions about the specifics of said 24-hour period, but the bearer had sole discretion as to what they would and would not disclose. The bearer would use condoms and undergo testing for STDs before resuming sexual intimacy with the giver. The giver would stay married to the bearer, and the two would continue to love each other to the end of their days.
Simple. Easy. Unbelievably naïve.
After Courtney had filled out the final version of the card, signed it, and presented it to me, I felt self-conscious. I'd promised her the same thing, hadn't I? To forgive her if she strayed once? She smiled at me, but not expectantly; this was a gift she'd freely given to me, not a transaction between the two of us.
Which, of course, made me feel like an asshole.
After staring between my wife and the pass she'd given to me a couple of times, I put my own smile on--it felt honest at the time--and said, "Why don't you fill out another one so I can sign it?"
The night we exchanged the passes marked the best lovemaking of our relationship to that point. Not the best sex or the best fucking; when we got going, we really got going, and we knew how to press each other's buttons better than anyone else ever had. That night, though, and well into the morning, we took things slow, with some of the most vanilla sex possible yielding an experience we've only occasionally replicated in the years since.



The next day I felt weird about the whole thing. Yes, what I'd said about forgiveness was true. I felt certain about that. While "cheaters cheat" is generally solid advice, I've never completely subscribed to the notion that everyone who cheats is a cheater.
I'd played a couple hands of blackjack in Vegas, then got bored and wandered off; did that make me a gambler? No. I'd gone hunting with a buddy once and found it not to my liking; did that miserable experience of sitting out in the cold for hours while waiting to ambush an unsuspecting deer make me a hunter? No.
If Courtney cheated once but confessed it to me immediately, would that make her a cheater? I didn't think so. Sure, it would hurt, and it might take some time for me to get over it. We'd probably have to go to counseling, and I'd need assurances that it would never happen again, but I loved her with all my heart.
Our commitment to forgive a one-time dalliance didn't bother me; the physical hall passes did, especially the faux-legalese written on them. They felt so crass, like their existence diminished what we'd shared, turning our deep conversation and connection into a tacky souvenir. "Come on down and see the terrifying Marital Landmine! Free stickers for the kids!"
I didn't say anything about it, though. We were still buzzing from the night before, still united in our connection and the resultant sexual bliss. Why rock the boat? Even later that week, when she presented my hall pass to me once more, now encased in plastic through surreptitious usage of the laminating machine at her office, I simply accepted it with a smile and a shrug.
And that was that, for the most part. It became a joke in our relationship here and there over the next couple of years. She'd see a particularly gorgeous girl out dancing and say, "Want to trade in your hall pass?" with a waggle of her eyebrows. I'd feign outrage about her messiness around the apartment and threaten, "Woman, don't make me use my hall pass!" which typically led to an eyeroll and a makeout session as she "convinced" me to not cash it in.
It showed up in the bedroom a few times, too, although always with her as the initiator. She'd ask me what I'd do to the starlet of whatever movie we'd seen most recently; then, later that night, we'd pretend that I'd cashed in my pass while Courtney imitated the actress in question. Afterwards, she'd revert to herself, "forgiving" me as I detailed what I'd done with my imaginary ingenue, before engaging in another round of explosive "makeup" sex.
The memory of my wife on Halloween the year we exchanged passes pushed itself to the fore. Court, dressed as Black Widow, dragged me into an unused bedroom at a party, unzipped my pants, and gave me an incredible blowjob before begging me to finish on her face. Looking up at me after, she affected a terrible Russian accent to deadpan, "Do not fret, comrade. This will not count as your hall pass."
Something inside me went wild when she did that; I pulled Courtney roughly to her feet, then flipped her around and pressed her against the wall. Rough sex had never been her thing, and she started to protest; once I managed to pull her pants down and slip my cock inside her gushing pussy, those feeble complaints ceased. Hell, I had to cover her mouth to hide her ecstatic moans and screams as we fucked in time to the thumping bass of the music downstairs.
I couldn't believe I'd forgotten that. I hadn't entirely, of course, but it had been over a decade. We fucked like rabbits in the early years of our marriage, and individual memories, even ones as exciting as that, had to jockey for position in my brain.
After a while, the novelty of the joke wore off. I couldn't remember the last time we referenced the hall passes, anymore than I could think of the last time I imitated the "whazzup" guys from that old beer commercial. That type of humor only has so much mileage.
Hell, I couldn't even remember the last time I'd seen her pass. Mine, either, for that matter. Years, certainly; some time before Tyler was born. It seemed like the type of childish thing we'd have tossed out when moving from our tiny apartment to the home we now lived in, the one we'd bought in preparation for our first child.
We were becoming responsible adults, after all. Legally, we might have counted as "adults" when we first married, but certainly not "responsible," instead just two kids faking it 'til we made it. But children? Home ownership? That had to mean we'd made it, right? Responsible adults don't do stupid things like give out hall passes. Responsible adults sure as hell don't try to cash them in. Responsible adults know when a joke's gone too far.
Turns out maybe we hadn't made it after all.

--

"A joke." The words came out in a whisper.
Courtney's face softened. Her body relaxed ever-so-slightly as she discarded panic in favor of concern. Soothingly, almost guiltily, she said, "No, Greg. I'm not joking. I wouldn't joke about this."
She didn't understand. The whole thing was a joke.
The whole thing except the fact that she'd fucked someone else.
"Right." A short, sharp noise escaped my lungs. Not quite a laugh, but the beginning of one, cut short.
I picked up the card and looked at it. The eight letters on the front stared back at me, mocking me, so I flipped it over to look at the other side. My eyes skipped across lines and lines of rules without really seeing them, but they caught the first few words of each sentence. 'I promise,' began one. 'I vow,' read another.
'I hurt,' screamed my heart.
The pain, edging past the numbness, drove the first questions I asked. I needed to understand this. I needed her to help me understand it. "Why? When?" Quietly, more fearfully, "Who?"
Courtney bit her lip, worrying at it. "I... I don't want to talk about it. I'm sorry. I don't think it will help to give details. And- and the rules, well... they say I'm allowed to not answer."
She tried on a sad smile, speaking earnestly in a transparent attempt to reassure me. "I know this might hurt, but I also know how much you love me. Please, please, understand that I love you and only you. I want to spend this weekend showing you how much I do, however I can."
I'd lived my life by rules, and I spent a lot of time thinking about them as a result. It's part of why I could be such a frustratingly difficult player in roleplaying games when I was younger, turning something that should be a fun and collaborative experience into a chance to egotistically display my intellect, at least until Courtney came into my life. She'd smoothed a good chunk of those rough edges off, making me a better man and a better friend on the way to becoming her husband.
Now, rules I'd written had come back to bite me. My trust in her, that softening that made me write the "contract" on our hall passes in a way more open-ended than the younger me would have, meant I could find no solace in rules at a time when I could have most used it.
Dully, I replied, "Okay." I lived my life by rules, even ones I never should have signed onto. I'd agreed to this, no matter how foolish that agreement might have been. "The rules do say that."
"So... you forgive me?"
My shoulders rose and fell in a noncommittal shrug. "That's what the rules say."
"That's..." She picked at her next few words, hesitant. So far, I hadn't blown up, but I also hadn't said what she wanted to hear. Needed to hear, given the fear in her voice that she tried in vain to hide. "Yes. That's what they say. But do you forgive me?"
"I'm a man of my word," I snapped, speaking louder and faster than I'd meant to. Courtney started to object to my non-answer, but I stepped on whatever complaint she might have. "So, yeah, I guess I have to. I guess I will."
She wanted to press for more; even in my near-dissociative state, I could see that. She also saw how counterproductive it would be. My wife had hurt me. Regardless of what any piece of paper said, and regardless of the fact that I'd long ago promised to forgive, pushing would only make forgiveness more unattainable.
Instead, Courtney whispered, "Thank you." She opened her mouth as if to say something else but seemed to think better of it. Instead, she returned to her chair and picked up her utensils once more.
We didn't talk, not even to pass the salt. Courtney had cooked the chicken perfectly, and the wine she'd chosen paired exquisitely with the meal. Didn't matter; it all tasted like ash in my mouth.
When we finished, she offered to clear the table, but I just grunted and did my half of the work. Once all the dishes and glasses were gone, only one item remained: that damned hall pass. It had lain there, on my side of the table, throughout the meal. What did she expect me to do with it? Hold onto it as proof that she'd slept with someone else? Fucking frame it?
I picked it up and looked at it again, really looked at it this time, flipping it over and over in my hands. I'd correctly remembered the substance of the rules written on the back, but not their exact phrasing. In other circumstances, I might have laughed at the tweeness of some of the language she'd used. Even as hurt as I was--or perhaps precisely because of how hurt--the core sentence of the document provoked a snort of derision.
I promise to forgive any series of marital misdeeds lasting no more than 24 hours.
"'Marital misdeeds,'" I muttered under my breath. "Marital fucking misdeeds."
"What?" Courtney had been just out of earshot. I glanced up at her, first seeing the curiosity in her eyes, then the dread when she saw me holding the pass.
I shook my head and walked to the garbage can. "Nothing," I lied, staring down into the trash as I threw my promise away.
"Would you, um, would you like some dessert?" she lamely suggested.
More ash didn't sound appealing. My gaze shifted from the now-soiled pass to my now-soiled wife. "I think I'm just gonna go to bed."
"Oh!" She tried to give me her best bedroom smile. I wondered if she gave it to him, too. "That sounds nice, actually. Maybe we can--"
Dead-voiced, I interrupted, "Did you use condoms?"
Her smile dissolved. "Yes, of course I did."
"Get tested afterwards?"
"Yes. I did everything I was supposed to."
Except not fuck someone else. "Do you have the results?"
Courtney's brow furrowed. "They were clean. I wouldn't--"
"Can I see them?" I cut my unfaithful spouse off, unwilling to listen to claims of what she wouldn't do. I thought I'd known that before, so her reassurances meant little to me now.
"I threw them out. It was months--"
"Months ago. Right. Right." I took a deep breath and let it out slowly, trying my hardest to keep myself together. "Well, let me know when you get another set of tests run. Make sure you keep the results this time so I can look at them."
"Greg, please. You know that I wouldn't- that I- that..." My impassive face derailed that train of thought, and Courtney's eyes misted with tears. "We've been together since then, Greg. There's no reason to-" Her tone turned from the pleading towards the accusatory. "You said you'd forgive me."
"Yeah, I did. I will. I just... I'm going to need some time, and I need..." I need to not feel completely out of control. I need to not feel utterly lost. "I need to know you followed the rules, too. You won't answer the questions I have about who or when or why; that's your prerogative, I suppose. I don't know why you won't tell me, but it hurts. It hurts a lot." And I want to hurt you, too. "So if I can't have those answers, I want this, at least. Prove to me... Prove..."
What? That she loved me? How could she possibly do that now? Hell, from her point of view, why should she? I was the idiot that was supposed to prove that I loved her by moving past this. All I could do now was hurt her back, pushing me even further from the promise I'd made all those years ago.
Instead of saying anything more, I shook my head and turned away to walk down the hall, past our bedroom. I opened the door to my son's room, entered, then closed and locked it behind me with a loud click. Court quietly wept somewhere on the other side; if she listened close, maybe she heard me doing the same.

--

I couldn't sleep. By midnight, I started to wonder why I'd even tried. The oppressive silence in the house left only my thoughts to occupy me, and occupy me they did. I live by rules, but I live in rules, too: puzzles, games, software development. In almost every aspect of my life, other than my love for my wife and family, I'm most comfortable when I can eliminate ambiguity through logic.
'How can I improve this algorithm?'
''What is the best strategy to utilize in this combat?'
'Where, when, and why did my wife fuck someone else? Who, for that matter?'
The first two I had likely answers to pretty quickly. "Months ago," she'd said. That was specific; not "years ago" or "weeks ago." Thinking back and looking for times when her behavior changed, I hit upon the probable location and timeframe almost immediately: the trade show she'd attended five months before.
Courtney had fucked me into the mattress the night before she flew to Denver, but that wasn't too out of the ordinary; neither of us traveled often, but when we did, we made sure to leave the other with a smile on their face before we left.
However, she didn't fuck me into the mattress when she got back, or at least not for a couple of weeks, and that was entirely out of the ordinary. In the same way we wanted to leave the other person smiling, we wanted to put a big ol' grin on their face when we got back.
This time, however, my wife complained of headaches, or that she was tired, or that she had her period. Admittedly, that last one was a good excuse, but the first two were out of character.
Two weeks would have left plenty of room to get tested for STDs and get the results back.
After those two weeks, she more than made up for the lack of homecoming sex, and that continued all the way until the night before her revelation. I'd chalked the increased affection up to a bunch of different stuff: our youngest, Zoe, getting older, and therefore unlikely to climb into bed with us if she had a nightmare; less stress at work for both of us; a new exercise regimen she'd started not long after the trade show.
A suddenly guilty conscience had never even crossed my mind, but the signs were all there, like how she'd become much more focused on my pleasure. It's not like Courtney had been a slouch in that category before, but she'd gone from "not slouching" to "standing at attention like she had a drill sergeant screaming in her face." Instead of blowjobs to completion maybe once every couple weeks, I came in her mouth or painted her face almost every session. She'd even said yes to anal the couple of times I'd asked, a sexual favor normally reserved for special occasions.
So. That knocked "when" out. "Where," too; she'd posted pictures of her at her company's booth during the trade show throughout the trip, so it's not like she could have used it as a way to hide a cruise or something. We'd talked most nights, too. All nights but the last, actually, which meant... Yeah, that nailed down "where" and "when" pretty well, didn't it?
Nothing I could think of pointed to "who," though. Someone from her office? An old ex? A friend of ours that had made the trip specifically? Just some rando? That last seemed unlikely, given her sexual history, but that was the whole point of a hall pass, wasn't it? A new experience.
Endless possibilities presented themselves, each with varying levels of humiliation and embarrassment attached. Different levels of potential danger going forward, too; would she see the guy every day? Would he try to talk her into it again?
Would he succeed?
"Who" took up center stage for far too long, and it added "how" to the mix in ways that made me want to vomit up Courtney's perfectly prepared meal. New movies filled my mind, but not the kind filmed in Hollywood, or at least not the kind that win Oscars. Maybe an AVN in the MILF category, though.
Snippets of action, take after take mixed and remixed together into different narratives with a panoply of leading men, played on a seemingly endless loop in my head, like a Mad Libs of depravity with only one constant proper noun: Courtney.
My own personal imp of the perverse, dressed as Cecille B. Demille, sat on my shoulder asking, "Pick a person. Now, pick a sexual act. Great, now an orifice. A position. And, lastly, a verb. Right, I think we've got enough to get started!
"Let's see, this time we'll go with 'Courtney's BOSS FUCKS her ASS in DOGGY while she FORGETS you.' Hrm, how about another? 'Courtney's HIGH SCHOOL BOYFRIEND EATS her CUNT in FACESITTING while she MOCKS you.' Close, but not quite. Wait, wait! 'Courtney's FAVORITE FOOTBALL TEAM RUNS A TRAIN ON her HOLES in EVERY POSITION IMAGINABLE while she LAUGHS AT you.' Oh, that's it, baby! Cut! Print!"
Yeah, it took a long while to get past that "how." I didn't really get past it at all, truth be told, just tried to ignore the dark thoughts it evoked. However, I eventually recognized a problem I couldn't solve with the clues I had. I also knew that, while the "how" troubled me, it wasn't inherently the biggest issue.
Ignoring the hall pass bullshit, I'd meant every word I'd said about forgiving a single assignation with someone to whom she had no emotional attachment. Thinking of her with a faceless stranger hurt, but I could get past that particular "who." But if it was a stranger, why not tell me at least that much?
A co-worker, then? A friend? God forbid, a relative of mine? That brought me to a much worse set of "how" questions. How the fuck would I deal with that? How could she do that to me? How could I ever forgive her if she did?
That left "why," which kept me up until nearly dawn. I had absolutely no clue what had inspired this betrayal. Worse, in the absence of any direction, I spiraled. Was it me? Was it something I did or didn't do? I knew that I'd let myself get a little out of shape, but I didn't look bad. At least, I didn't think I did. Was it something with her hormones, and, if it was, would it get better? Would it get worse? Was this the only time or just the first time? Hell, was it even the first time? Was she still cheating and about to get caught? Did she only use her hall pass to throw me off the scent?
My mind drifted back to the facts I almost certainly knew, the "when" and "where." The longer I sat with them, the angrier I got.
Five months.
Five months!
Five fucking months!
My wife had been gaslighting me--another term inherited from an eponymous movie--that whole time. If Courtney was playing this straight, why the hell did she decide to sit on her infidelity for that long? Telling me ahead of time--or failing that, immediately afterward--might not have been required by the letter of the rules, but it sure as hell was in the spirit of them. I'd given her this gift, and she'd chosen to play fast and loose with it.
That absolutely enraged me.
Fine. You wanna try to rules lawyer me, bitch? Two can play that game, and I can play it a whole fuck of a lot better than you.
I should have realized, when my thinking reached that level of rancor, that I needed to cool off; in my defense, I'd only managed to get about fifteen minutes of sleep. I was in emotional anguish, sore from laying on an uncomfortably small bed, and so keyed up from mentally running in circles all night that all I could think about was getting "who," how," and "why" from her, no matter what the cost. In my rage and singlemindedness, I couldn't manage even the slightest sliver of empathy.



And that's when I rolled out of bed and wrenched the door open, only to almost run over Courtney as I exited.

--

My wife looked like I felt, eyes bloodshot and with dark circles underneath. Exhausted, too, just like me. Not angry, though; that was just me, so angry that I was almost vibrating. Courtney tried a feeble smile to defuse the situation. Instead, it only served to infuriate me.
"Good morning," she said a bit too cheerily.
"So, five fucking months?" Her tired eyes shot open. "Yeah, turns out I'm not so goddamned stupid after all."
"Greg, I've never thought--"
"Bullshit. Bull! Shit! You lied to me for months--"
"I never lied!"
"-- fucking LIED TO ME!" I shouted, making her jump. Barely able to get my voice back under control, I continued, "And now you won't even tell me what the fuck you did! Who the fuck you did! Who, Courtney? Someone you work with? One of our friends? My brother?"
Now she got angry, nostrils flaring and eyes narrowing. "How dare you! I would never do something so- so awful!"
"Nah, you'd just fuck someone else and lie to me about it for months. But hey, at least I've got one candidate marked off the list. Do I have to keep guessing who, or are you going to tell me?"
Courtney snarled, "I don't want to talk about it! The rules say--"
No Country for Old Men. We'd rewatched it a few weeks before, after the kids went to bed. As she tried to use those goddamned rules to shield herself, the devil on my shoulder transformed into Anton Chirugh, Javier Bardem's dead-eyed psychopath, taunting, "If the rule you followed brought you to this, of what use was the rule?"
And.
I.
Saw.
Red.
I don't clearly remember what I said next, or even for the next five minutes. What started as a rant by an angry husband quickly turned into a bellowing fusillade of rage from a wounded beast. I know that I called her just about every name I could think of, accused her of gaslighting me, called the hall passes a joke gone too far, and even suggested the possibility that Tyler and Zoe might not be mine. I tore into the goddamned rules, into her cowardice in trying to hide behind them, and into the audacious cruelty of telling me in the way she did: namely by only telling me enough to hurt me more.
Eventually, the red drained away, and I truly saw Courtney again, instead of a mere target for my anger. The love of my life cowered away from me, away from my clenched fists and the corded muscle in my neck, away from the venom that poured off my tongue and the hate in my eyes. Somewhere over the course of my verbal assault, she'd slowly slid down the wall and hid her face in her hands, sobbing incoherently, terrified of the monster that wore her husband's face.
In that moment, I felt more shame than I ever had in my life. I'd never made my wife cry before. Never frightened her before, either. I hated the idea that I could be that person; I'd certainly never believed myself capable of it. The last twelve hours had disabused me of a lot of notions, though.
I knew I should apologize, but I couldn't. I still hurt too much, and that mix of guilt and pain stilled my tongue. Instead, without another word, I stalked away, heading into the living room, then through the sliding glass door into the backyard.
There, I sat on our deck, legs dangling over the side. I stared off into the distance, simultaneously not really thinking about anything and unable to stop thinking about everything, stuck in that jumbled state where lack of sleep and emotional overload collide. The anger still swirled around in my head, but it felt more distant. Less real. Sadness welled up in its place, both at what Courtney had done and how I'd torn into her that morning. Disappointment, too. I'd gotten no answers, and I didn't see any way that I would. Hell, I didn't know if we'd even be on speaking terms by the time the kids came back on Sunday.
Some time later--at least half an hour, but probably more--I heard the door slide closed with a thunk, jarring me awake. I must have dozed off while sitting up, not quite leaning far enough to tumble off the deck or onto my side. I didn't look back; it had to be Courtney, and I didn't want to see her, both because of my hurt and for fear of how she might look at me now.
When her hand appeared to place a steaming mug of coffee on the deck next to me, I couldn't help but be surprised. She compounded that surprise by sitting next to me and running her hand over my back in small circles while murmuring, "I'm sorry."
I wanted to say the same, but I still hurt too much. Instead, I picked up the mug and took a sip; she'd made it just the way I liked it. "Thanks," I mumbled, the extent of my gratitude opaque both to her and to me. For the caffeine, sure. For her apology? Hard to say.
We sat there for a few minutes, Courtney drinking her coffee and me drinking mine. I wasn't sure where to even begin, and she seemed to be in the same boat. Finally, her voice softly asked, "Did you mean what you said?"
Yes. No. I don't know. "Some of it, yeah." Almost inaudibly, "A lot of it."
Courtney sighed, clearly frustrated but trying to not let it show. "What does that mean? You... you don't..." Her voice, already hoarse from crying, creaked with barely suppressed emotion. "You can't believe that I'd... that Tyler and Zoe aren't yours?" A statement, but with the rising, trembling intonation of a question she feared the answer to.
"No," I admitted, staring into my cup. "But... But I wondered for a while last night. I really did."
"Oh." A single syllable, infused with as much despair as any Dogme 95 miseryfest.
Neither of us said anything again until I heard a tiny intake of breath and glanced over to see my wife's shoulders rising and falling in silent sobs, her face wet with tears. She noticed me looking over and turned away; when I reached out to touch her, the quiet gasps became hiccuping pleas. "I- sorry- so- sorry- ruined- everything- hate- myself - love- you- please- please- don't- hate- me!" The final word broke into a long, tortured wail.
I pulled her in for a hug. "I don't hate you. I just... I'm hurting so bad right now, Court." Finally, I could say what I'd wanted to before. "I'm sorry for this morning. For scaring you."
I don't know if it was the reminder of what I'd done or of what had brought me to that state, but she wept even louder. I did, too, then realized I'd been crying since she'd put her hand on my back to comfort me as she had so many times before: a wife's gentle touch, meant to show that she loved me regardless of what either of us had done. I loved her, too. None of this would have hurt nearly as much if I didn't.
When she'd eased back from sobbing to gentle weeping, Court reluctantly pulled away. We each dried our eyes. She used a tissue secreted in her robe, while I resorted to the sleeve of my button-down shirt. I noticed then that I had never actually changed out of my clothes the night before, even wearing my shoes to bed. Strange what shock will do to a person.
"You were right about some of it," Courtney almost whispered. My gaze snapped back to her, and she put a hand up to placate me. "Not... not about... This is the only time I ever did it. Ever. Please, I need you to believe that."
I willed away the angry grimace that tried to sneak onto my face. "I want to, Courtney. I really do. But..." My voice cracked, but force of will kept it from breaking. "You lied to me. You lied to me for... God, for like half a year."
"I know. I tried not to think of it that way, but you're right. I'm sorry." A rueful chuckle escaped her lips. "I feel like I'm going to be saying 'sorry' a lot. It's true, though. I didn't mean to... That wasn't what I'd intended, with any of this. I never meant to... to keep it from you for so long. I just..." Her words faded away.
"Just what?"
Courtney fished about in the pockets of her robe and pulled out the hall pass, then tried to hand it to me. I regarded it with a cool affect, trying to fight the fire rising inside. "Get that fucking thing away from me. I threw it in the trash for a reason."
She shook her head. "No, it's not mine. It's the one I gave you. Gave you years ago, I mean."
"I still don't want it."
My wife's head tilted to one side. "Did you ever?"
"Not really."
"Then why--"
"I meant what I said the night we exchanged them, that I'd forgive you for a one-time thing, but... No, I've never liked the passes themselves. I appreciated the gesture when you gave it to me, but that was never what I wanted. A 'get out of jail free' card, I mean."
"But we were talking about hall passes that whole night!"
"No, we started the night talking about them, and then we stopped! We started talking about... about our pasts and our fantasies, and forgiveness, and about just so much other stuff! I didn't give a damn about some celebrity hall pass bullshit by then. I cared about... about us. About how strong our marriage was, that we could forgive each other for being... human, I guess. Flawed."
"Oh," she said again, but tears didn't follow this time.
"Where did you even find them? I thought we threw them out when we moved."
Disappointment--in me or in herself, or maybe just in us--radiated from Courtney as she quietly answered. "I've always known where they were. I put them in my jewelry box, both of them, when we were packing up our apartment, so we didn't lose them. So... So that I could see them every day. As a little reminder of how strong our marriage is. I loved them. The one from you to me, especially."
"Why?"
She sniffled, wiping her eyes and nose with the tissue once more. "Everyone takes vows, but they're always about best-case scenarios, you know? 'I'll always be faithful, and I'll never falter, no matter what happens.'
"But how many people tell each other, 'Even if you're imperfect, I'll forgive you?' How many people can point to a gift that says, 'The person I married loves me so much that he's promised to forgive me even if I screw up in the worst way?' Not many, I'd bet. But I did. I had proof that if I failed to be the person I'd promised to be, you'd still love me. I looked at them almost every day and thought, 'How wonderful to be so loved.'"
Her head turned towards me, and tear-filled eyes found mine. "Maybe they were silly to you. A joke, like you said; I know we joked about them after that night, but I never thought of the passes themselves as a joke."
She raised the scrap of cardboard and plastic. "To me, the pass you gave me was the sweetest, most romantic, most loving gift I've ever received. Which is why I didn't tell you when I used it. Because I was ashamed."
"Ashamed?"
Courtney nodded, looking away again. "Yeah. It's why I didn't want to tell you about... about what I'd done when you asked last night, either. What I'd specifically done, I mean. I still don't, really. But... I dunno, maybe it doesn't matter. If it never meant to you what it did to me, maybe... maybe none of it matters."
I flashed back to our friendly argument after the first time we saw Watchmen, the one about spectacle versus meaning. "Court... It's not..." I reached out, took her hand, and started again. "Hon." She stole a glance at me. "The passes... they're like our marriage certificate. Our marriage certificate is a thing that says 'these people are married.' But it's not our marriage. Our rings aren't our marriage. Even our vows aren't our marriage.
"The hall pass I gave you... it's just a symbol. A souvenir. I treated it as a joke because it made me uncomfortable to reduce what we'd shared that night to a bunch of silly rules that two drunks wrote on a piece of paper. To... to sully that, I guess."
"I loved that about them. That we'd written them together, I mean."
Shaking my head, I replied, "I loved that we talked about everything we did that night, how honest and open we were. But the hall passes, and the rules on them... No. Not at all.
"It's like our vows. We used the standard ones, and there's a reason for that: they say what they mean, with no... dissembling. 'In sickness or in health,' not 'in sickness, except' or 'in health, unless.' I was happy to leave it at 'I'll do my best to forgive you if you stray once,' because that was all that needed to be said.
"And, yeah, I'm the one that said 'What are the rules?' but I meant that as... like, as a game for us to play that night. We were laughing the whole time we argued about them, remember? I didn't take them seriously, because I didn't think they were a thing to take seriously. And then I woke up the next morning, and I'd signed my name to them.
"I treated the hall passes like a joke because I wanted them to be a joke. If I treated them that way, maybe you would, too, because I regretted making them. I resented them not because I didn't mean what I said that night, but because of how the 'rules' limited my ability to follow through. And I'm only understanding that now because... because of the way you've used those rules against me.
"You say that the pass means so much to you, and yet you basically did everything you could to only follow the letter of the rules, not the spirit. I want to forgive you. I want to try to find a way to, but you hid behind those stupid rules instead of talking to me. It felt like... No, it feels like you're taking advantage of me. Of my love for you and that gift that you claim to cherish."
"That's not what I was trying to do," she protested.
"Then what were you trying to do? Because I want to get past this, Courtney, but I don't know how, because I don't know what I'm trying to get past, other than the fact that you cheated on me and then lied to me for months. And that... I'll be honest. I don't know if I can. The cheating all by itself hurts a lot, but, like I said, I promised to forgive. The lying, though? That's a whole different thing. It makes me wonder what else you've been hiding from me."
"I'm not! I haven't!" Her other hand grabbed mine, as if she were trying to keep me from leaving. Desperation colored her voice. "I've never lied to you before about anything! Not even little things! I didn't mean to lie to you about this, but... but I..."
Courtney all but launched herself at me, hands climbing up my arm and across my body, pulling me against her. If she'd been trying to keep me from leaving before, now she clung to me like a life preserver. "Please, Greg. I can't- I don't know what I'd do if you left me. I'm sorry, I'm so, so sorry, and I'll do anything to prove it."
I wrapped an arm around her, albeit somewhat reluctantly, and tried to strike a balance between comforting and insistent as I spoke. "Then start by telling me the truth. Everything. Who, what, when, where, why, all of it."
"Okay." She squeezed me once, tightly, then pulled away. "Okay."
Staring out across our yard, Courtney took a sip of her now-lukewarm coffee, and began with, "More than anything, I want you to know that it wasn't because of anything you did or didn't do. It was... selfish. Foolish. When I say that I'm ashamed, I mean it. I had you, and... and I still did it.
"I was feeling old. I still don't entirely know why I did it, but I do know that was part of it. Feeling less attractive. Wait, stop. I know what you're going to say. You've always told me you think I'm beautiful. You always have. I love that you do. But it's... I'm not saying you're doing that just because you're my husband, but be honest: some of it was. If I was a random woman out on the street, and you saw a twenty-five-year-old hardbody and me, who'd get the second glance?"
"I'm getting older, too," I protested.
"It's different for guys, though. If they take care of themselves, guys get more attractive as they age. I know you've always said that you punched up when we got together and... well, I didn't agree with it then, but I definitely don't agree with it now."
She waved a hand to forestall further argument over this point. "Anyways. Anyways. That's not the point. I'm not talking about what's true and what's not, I'm talking about how I felt. And I felt... old. Invisible. Please don't misunderstand, I love being your wife, and I love that you tell me I'm beautiful, but there's a point where women reach a certain age, and a certain shape, and the insecurities start to really dig in.
Courtney swallowed, struggling to move to the next part. "I didn't intend to do anything at all that night. I certainly didn't intend to use my hall pass. We'd finished up the last night of the trade show, and I was feeling down about things. I'd planned to just go up to my room, but then I thought, 'Maybe I'll get a drink at the bar.'
"It was crowded, though, and kind of sleazy looking, with lots of folks from the trade show there trying to hook up, so I decided to head down the street to another place. Still a little sleazy, but less crowded. A younger crowd, too, which I thought might cheer me up a little. Like reminiscing about the old days? Didn't work, though. Just left me feeling even older and more invisible, as all the pretty young things soaked up the attention.
"I was going to have a drink or two, then head back up to the room, order room service, and call you." She smiled sadly, staring down into her cup. "I wish I had. I wish I'd done everything differently.
"I'd almost finished my second drink when a third appeared. When I told the bartender I hadn't ordered it, he indicated the man who'd just come to sit on the stool next to me. I recognized him as one of the guys that stopped by our booth earlier in the week. His name was Jared, but I don't remember his last name. He'd been pleasant back at the show, a little flirtatious, but nothing too far beyond the pale.
"The conversation wasn't particularly interesting at first. I was still looking at him as a business contact, so I accepted the drink with thanks. He flirted a little more, and... I don't know. Like I said, I'm pushing forty, I was feeling invisible, and this young man, who probably could have sat down with any woman there and at least gotten her number, was doing his best to charm the, ah, the pants off me." She grimaced as she began that last statement, but pushed her way through. The bastard had already managed it, so why mince words?
"Three drinks became four, and I felt comfortable. Very buzzed, but not quite drunk. He got more... open in what he wanted, and I was flattered. And... I'm sorry, turned on, too. My mind kept drifting back to the hall pass, and I started spinning up all sorts of sexy scenarios in my mind."
"'Sexy scenarios?'"
Courtney had the good grace to look ashamed as she spoke. "That... I don't know. That I'd use my hall pass with this guy, tell you about it when I got home, tease you until the tests came back and then blow your mind when we could be together again."
I looked at her like she'd grown horns; ironic, given that she'd hung a set on me. "What on earth would make you think I'd even vaguely be into that? At all? I've never- there's never been a single time, in all the years we've been together, where I've even hinted at wanting to think about you with another man!"
"I know! I know. It was dumb. I was convincing myself. I know that now. That wasn't the only one, though. Next I thought, 'Well, maybe he'll get mad and use his hall pass, go bang some gym bunny or something and tell me about it,' and that... did something to me. Like, got me super charged up. I was fantasizing about you fucking this one blonde college girl sitting a few stools down, and that's right when he asked me to go up to his room.
"The whole way there, I tried to think of it like that, like this was a thing that you and I were doing together, even if you weren't there. We both had hall passes, and I was going to use mine, and you could use yours."



Getting the details of what she was thinking should have made me feel... not necessarily better, but at least more able to understand. Everything she said just seemed to push me further from that, though. "Again, have I ever given you the idea I wanted to use mine?"
"No." Quietly, almost afraid. "No, but it's what I told myself in the elevator. It's what I told myself all the way through to- to when..." Her furtive expression told me we'd reached the moment of truth.
"Just... tell me. I don't need a ton of detail, but--"
"Why? Why do you need to know this part?"
The anger rose again. "Because I've been laying awake in our son's bed all night with all these horrible movies of you fucking other people playing in my head! Because if I don't hear it from you, I'm just going to keep imagining you doing any and every goddamned thing you could for some fucking sex god with a twelve inch dick and endless stamina, and I don't want that! At least if you tell me, I can..." I sighed, too tired to let the rage ride me for long. "Maybe I can live with- with knowing that I only have to imagine one set of scenes, instead of a whole edit bay's worth. For fuck's sake, I don't even know what the guy looks like."
Courtney's gaze flitted to me. For a moment, it seemed as if she were weighing her words, fearful for some reason. I wondered, as the seconds stretched, what she might still be hiding, but then she shook her head and answered. "Young, like I said. Mid-twenties. Handsome. Dark hair, dark eyes. Tall and broad-shouldered, but with a runner's build."
"And later?"
"Later?" She tilted her head, confused, so I stared until she understood my meaning. "Oh! Um, he was... fine. Not small, but not as, um, nice as you."
I peered at her, my eyes narrowing with suspicion. "What is it you're not saying? Was he an incredible fuck? Did he get you off all night? Did you do shit with him you don't with me? What?" Meanness spilled into my voice, and I didn't quite know where it had come from. Frustration at her renewed evasion, sure, but something else, too. Something in the back of my sleep-deprived head that I should know but couldn't quite put my finger on.
"It wasn't... Like I said, I was ashamed, and part of that is down to what happened in his room. Mechanically, the sex was... fine. Good, even. I went down on him, and he went down on me; I had a little orgasm from that, but nothing special. Then we did it missionary, and that was all.
"But there was no spark there, at least not like you and I have. Some excitement at the beginning, an illicit thrill, but it didn't last. The longer it went on, and the more I sobered up, the worse I felt.
"By the end, I laid there, waiting for him to get off, trying not to cry, thinking about the hall pass again. Thinking about... about how I'd squandered the most beautiful gift anyone had ever given me on... this. This empty fuck with a selfish, rutting boy, when I had a man that I loved at home, one who loved me, too. Who loved me enough to forgive me for... for this. This stupid, stupid choice I'd made."
The tears started up once more. "By the time he rolled off me, maybe half an hour after we got to the room, I wanted to curl up in a ball and die. What I'd hoped would be a fun adventure had turned out gross and tawdry instead. I felt so guilty afterwards, and... cheap. I felt cheap.
"And then, when I imagined trying to tell you that I'd wasted the gift you'd given me, it made me want to throw up, especially when he tried to get me to... to clean him so we could 'go again,' as he put it.
"I pushed him away, got up, and dressed as quickly as I could, then ran back to my room and showered. I didn't even take my clothes off before I got in, just turned the water on and stripped in there, because I needed so badly to feel clean again. I wished I'd never done it. And as I thought about it and thought about it, I realized I'd do just about anything to never tell you about what I'd done with the gift you'd given me."
Wiping her cheeks, she sighed a deep, long sigh, as though the act of confession had exhausted her. "So, as I laid in bed that night, that's exactly what I decided to do. Talked myself into doing, really. Looking at the pass had always been a comfort to me, so I knew the rules we'd written by heart, and nowhere in them did it say when the pass had to be turned in.
"I already knew that I'd never, ever do anything like that again, and telling you how poorly I'd used the gift would only upset you, so why put you through that? Instead, I decided to live with the shame of what I'd done. If you somehow found out about it later, I'd turn the pass in then, and you'd forgive me, because it had been just one night. Like... like the pass said. Like we agreed.
"Then I came home, feigned illness for a couple of weeks--although maybe not as much as you're thinking, because I felt physically ill more than once at the thought of that night--and did everything I could to make it up to you, even if you didn't know why.
"I started working out so I could get in better shape for you, tried to catch any of your household chores before you had to, and did my best to show you how much I desire you in bed. I love you, Greg. I made a terrible, terrible mistake, and I'm so sorry for it, but I love you, and I will until the day I die."
When she finished speaking, I felt so tired. Disgusted, too. I didn't try to disguise either when I asked, "So, why the fuck did you tell me now? If you wanted to keep from hurting me, why tell me at all? And why do it in the bullshit way you did last night?"
Dejected, Courtney replied, "The guilt became too much. Every time I'd open my jewelry box, I'd see our passes there, and a little voice whispered, 'You're a liar and a whore and a coward, and you don't deserve this. You never deserved it. And you never deserved him, if you just keep smiling and pretending you didn't use your pass. His belongs in here. Yours doesn't. Not anymore.' I tried to ignore it, kept telling myself that all of that may be true, but keeping it from you and dealing with the guilt was something I could bear to protect you.
"Then, we went to the theater last weekend, and just for a second, I thought I saw him. Jared. It wasn't him, but I got scared that somehow--I don't know how--you'd find out from someone other than me. And when I thought about that, I knew that, no matter what I told myself, I hadn't hidden it for you; I'd hidden it for me. You deserved better than that. So, I planned the rest of the week for what I should do, cooked up last night, and then..."
She breathed in deep again, let it out slowly again, hid her face in shame again. "I thought you'd be... not happy, necessarily. Maybe excited, or even jealous and wanting to use your pass. Even angry, maybe, but not... numb. I hoped you were just processing, but once you asked about the STD tests, and then when you went to Tyler's room, I knew--I thought I knew--how badly I'd misjudged.
"Please believe me. I thought by keeping within the lines of the rules, I could protect you. Split the difference. I'd still feel guilty about wasting your gift, but I could keep my stupidity from hurting you. But if I let you think that I'd used it on some amazing experience, then maybe we could... I don't know. Like I said, maybe have you use your pass and then tell me all about it, or, if you chose, keep the specifics from me. We could be even then, at least in your mind, even if I knew we weren't."
I scoffed, "So, still lying to me."
"No!" Then she sighed and admitted, "Yes, I guess. I wouldn't... If you'd pressed, if you'd told me you needed to know, I would have told you all of it. I didn't want to lie; other than by omission, I mean. Which, I know, I know, is still a lie. Talking it out now, rather than just letting it run around in my head, I can see how dumb the idea was. But please..."
My wife's tortured countenance turned once more towards me. "Please, believe that I didn't do anything out of malice. I was frazzled and guilt-ridden and afraid. I screwed up, a lot, but I didn't do any of this to hurt you, and everything after... after that night was done out of a hope of preventing harm."
My head hurt. Spun, too, for that matter. A scant few minutes of sleep and a belly full of caffeine didn't do much to counterbalance the exhaustion I felt. Courtney's revelations made sense--a twisted sort of sense, admittedly--but something still nagged at me. She watched me, looking for some sort of reaction, but I couldn't offer much. The night before, I'd been numb with shock. Now, I was just numb from weariness. All I could offer was, "I need some time to think."
"Take as much as you need. Just... just know that I love you, and I'll be here, ready to do anything to make it up to you."
I wanted to snap at her with some cutting retort, but I couldn't even think of one to make. Beyond that, I knew, even in my fatigued, wrung-out state, that lashing out could only hurt, not help. Setting her spiraling would mean more tears, maybe from both of us, and I didn't have anything left in the tank to deal with that. Instead, I just mumbled, "I'm gonna go take a shower."
Courtney looked perplexed at that, but she simply nodded before offering, "If you need to talk..." Her words fell away when I waved my hand in annoyance. We'd talked enough, at least for now.
I don't remember stripping my clothes off or getting in the shower. I stepped in while the water was still cold, hoping it would wake me up; instead, I ended up cold and exhausted instead of simply exhausted. Eventually, the shower warmed up, and I stood under the spray, trying to think but mostly failing.
After I exited the shower, though, I had an epiphany. Not immediately, but once I looked at myself in the mirror. As the fog faded away from my reflection, so too did it fade from my brain. I had sudden clarity of thought regarding at least one aspect of my wife's confession: my odd annoyance at her description of Jared. I mean, I'd have been pissed whether she'd fucked Quasimodo, Adonis, or anywhere in between, but I realized, looking at myself, that my wife had done something both oddly complimentary and uniquely emasculating.
A tall man with dark hair and eyes and a runner's build stared back at me. Handsome--at least for a certain value of "handsome"--and broad-shouldered. A little bit of a paunch these days, the first flecks of gray showing, and a few wrinkles here and there. But when you got right down to it, Courtney's description of the guy that picked her up in the bar matched the man she'd fallen in love with almost two decades before.
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I stood there, stunned at the revelation. My wife had cheated on me with a younger version of the idiot gawping at himself in the mirror.
That assumed, of course, that she'd told the truth at all. My brain wasn't firing on all cylinders but it was at least up to evaluating that likelihood. Probably.
I worked through the possibilities as I dripped on the tile of our bathroom, but it ultimately came down to a variation of those "w" questions I'd asked myself the night before. One in particular, actually.
Why?
Why lie? And why lie in this specific way? If she wasn't telling the truth, what did she gain by telling me anything at all? What else could she possibly hide with this lie that both would be worse than what she'd told me and wouldn't be exposed when I started picking at threads like she knew I would?
Nothing. Nothing could.
A series of flings? If she could hide any of them, she could probably hide all of them, so confessing to this one made no sense. A long affair? I'd find it out, especially if I went to the trouble of hiring a PI and scrutinizing everything she'd ever done. The kids? Nah. I was pissed at her, but I couldn't believe she'd possibly do that. It didn't scan either logically or logistically.
I was shivering by the time I'd meandered through all the options I could think of, and none of them fit. I planned to do some light snooping later, but I already had about 99% certainty I wouldn't find anything there. Every path I followed led me back to those damned hall passes.
Once I came to that conclusion, I couldn't help but take another look at myself in the mirror. A different "why" came up then: why wasn't I enough? Yeah, yeah, she said it had nothing to do with me and that I hadn't done anything wrong, but if that was the case, why go fuck a younger, presumably fitter version of me?
I poked at my midsection. Not as firm as it used to be. Less muscle tone. I'd never had the six-pack, but I had at least six in all the other places women are supposed to want: feet, figures, and inches. Why the fuck wasn't any of it--any of me--enough to keep her from straying?
Courtney lightly knocked at the door. "Greg? Are you alright in there? I've made breakfast."
"I'm fine," I lied. I wasn't alright, nor fine. What, then? Certainly not good. Apparently not good enough for her, either. Not in the way that mattered. Not when it really counted.
My reflection and I stared at each other for a long time, and the longer I looked, the less I liked. I was every protagonist in every middling mid-budget midlife crisis dramedy, gazing into the mirror and wondering what had happened to the promise of my youth, pathetic in my mediocrity.
That's something I think folks who've never been cheated on can't really understand, the way it shakes you to your very core. Logically, I knew I was still a catch, that anything wrong in this equation had to be with her. Hell, she even admitted as much.
However, seeing myself there and knowing she'd chosen a fling with a younger doppelgänger over her fidelity to me triggered a primal urge to reclaim... something. Not her. Not really. She'd come back to me, right? Tried to show me how much she loved me by lying, and then later by fessing up?
But she didn't. Not really. She lied once to hide her infidelity, then tried to hide behind the pass to conceal most of the details, and then glossed over the most damning element of those details. Her reluctance in describing her boytoy meant... what? Probably that she knew me and knew I'd react like this, filled with doubt even as she insisted how much better I was.
Which, of course, could be another lie.
That's the problem with breaking trust: there are so many jagged edges to cut yourself on.
Breakfast tasted like ash, too, but eggs, bacon, toast, and more coffee at least gave me energy. Courtney remained quiet throughout, silently but enthusiastically serving me like a maid in some 18th century baron's mansion. Her obsequiousness grated on my nerves, as if the idea that bowing and scraping might speed me towards forgiveness instead of reminding me of why she needed to be forgiven. To be honest, anything she did would likely have angered me. It was a no-win situation for her. But hey, fair's fair: she'd put me in one, too.
Courtney tried to bus my dishes, but I waved her off and handled them myself, then went back to the bedroom. I'd changed into shorts and a t-shirt after the shower, but now added running shoes to the mix. My fitness had fallen off over the last decade; in my youth, I'd managed a full marathon once, but now I'd be hard-pressed to make a decent time in a 5K, and my body showed it. That needed to change. A lot of things needed to change.
Without a word to my wife, I left the house and broke into a jog. Running gives you ample time to think, even if you're trying to focus on your form like I was.
As I tried to pick up speed, two things happened. First, my body promptly chastised me for running on a full stomach, slowing my progress to something only slightly north of a walk for the first half of my course. Second, I began to see one of the problems inherent in my vague plan of "reclaiming myself," namely that any physical improvements I made benefitted her, too.
I didn't want to get in better shape to compete with the young asshole that had picked Courtney up in a bar--not consciously, at least--but that would happen regardless. She'd allowed herself to be bedded by a younger, more physically impressive version of myself; since I imagined we'd eventually get around to having sex again, even if the thought of touching her made my skin crawl right then, anything I did to increase my fitness level would perversely benefit her, too. While I'd promised to forgive, there's "forgiving" and there's "incentivizing," and I sure as hell didn't want to do the latter. I needed some distance from Courtney, not specifically as a punishment to her, but as a way back to myself without rewarding what she'd done.
Toward that end, I thought about hobbies that had fallen by the wayside since the kids came along. I hadn't played Magic: the Gathering or Dungeons & Dragons in over a decade, and while I didn't miss the expense sometimes involved, I did miss the social aspect. My life centered around my family, as it should, but with the kids getting a little older and this new... wrinkle... in my marriage, being a little more selfish with my time seemed more than reasonable. And if it wasn't? Courtney could fucking deal.
Still, I realized I'd missed running as well, really running instead of the occasional half-assed jogs I'd grown accustomed to. There was no sense in cutting off my nose to spite my face, so I resolved to keep that up. If it had some knock-on bonus effects for her, so be it. It still gave me a reason to put some distance between us, space I already knew that I'd need before I could let her cheating go. Yes, yes, forgiveness rewarded her, too, but I'd already foolishly signed up for that years before.
For the first time since she'd slapped that index card down on the table, thinking about the passes brought a grin to my face. Now that I'd reacquainted myself with their rules, I realized they gave me as much latitude as they had her; maybe more. I'd stay married to her, I'd forgive her, and I wouldn't guilt trip her. Fine. But, just as we hadn't specified a timeline for when she'd reveal her infidelity to me, the amount of time I took to forgive was left up in the air, too. With a little more malice than I'm proud to admit, I took comfort in that fact. She'd get her forgiveness, but I'd decide when.
Once I returned home, much later than I liked given the distance I'd run, I rinsed off, changed into jeans and a polo, and again headed out the door with nary a word. I did grab the sandwich she'd made for me off the plate on the way out, though; I imagined that her fawning attempts to work her way back into my good graces would peter out eventually, so why not make hay while the sun shone?
I'd only been into my local game store a handful of times in the past decade, mostly to purchase the odd gift, but that was going to change. The clientele at The Android's Dungeon that morning didn't surprise me, although I think it would many people whose only exposure to nerd culture came from The Big Bang Theory.
Yes, one could find smelly teenaged misanthropes amongst the crowd browsing the comic racks on one wall or hunched over a table arguing about trivia, but no more than in any other hobby. Instead, the culture had blossomed to include younger and older folks, along with families; the clientele of The Android's Dungeon was no different.
Judging by the sample in my local game store, nerdery had drawn in a surprisingly high number of attractive single women in the last decade, too. I won't say that I'd stopped looking at women during my married years; I wasn't dead, after all. But now, with the revelation that not only had my wife taken the hall passes we'd made seriously but had cashed hers in, my gaze took on a more distinctly interested aspect. What's good for the goose and all, even if the goose claimed it hadn't been particularly good for her.



After taking a gander about, I started my trip down the nostalgia hole with Magic. If you're unfamiliar with the game, imagine a cross between trading cards and poker, except that you spend all your money before you even start playing, trying to chase down specific cards to build the strongest deck you can. Like poker, it's a game that combines skill and luck, but the old joke that the most powerful card in the game is a credit card isn't too far off the mark.
After grabbing a pre-built Commander deck, made for the most casual of the game's formats, I settled in at a table of four: Dan, a fellow middle-aged-dad type; his teenaged son, Blake; and a cute girl in her early twenties named Jess.
Within minutes, they thoroughly stomped my ass.
They were all good sports about it, though, with Dan even letting me play one of his way, way more refined decks in the second match. It didn't help much, although I didn't completely embarrass myself that time.
Blake couldn't help but openly stare at Jess, which she kindly ignored. I couldn't blame the kid; at his age, I'd have done the same. At my age, though? I felt like a creepy old man, regardless of my newly roving eye. No, if I did go down the road of using my pass, I'd follow the conventional advice of half my age plus seven. That meant... let's see, twenty-six at a minimum. Twenty-seven after my next birthday, the big 4-0.
Even with that filtering, I still saw numerous possibilities around the room while I waited in between my turns and after I'd been knocked out of the game. Those possibilities, I'll admit, did take a little bit of the sting out. Not much, but some. Especially since, well...
Look, something many folks don't realize: nerd girls are, on average, way kinkier than the general population. Like, just super freaky in bed. Turns out that having a hefty dose of imagination, an eagerness to do what's fun for themselves instead of going along with what's conventionally acceptable, and an improvisational mindset born of collaborative storytelling makes for a helluva good time. My wilder years had shown that over and over again.
This nonconformist streak often translates into their outward appearance, with visible tattoos, piercings, and dyed hair not too uncommon. However, even if your aesthetic tastes don't run in that direction, you'd be surprised how often you can find a girl next door with a hunger for both slaying demons and, say, being tied up or indulging in risky public sex.
Luckily for me, I have broad tastes, and by the end of the second game the room looked like a smorgasbord. If I ever chose to cash in my pass, I felt like my odds were good, especially since my appreciative glances garnered a surprising number in return.
When the rest of the folks at the table got to talking about how much their decks cost, dream builds for future decks, individual card prices, and all the rest, I decided this particular hobby had gotten too rich for my blood. While I did grab a few more Commander decks before I left in order to introduce Tyler and Zoe to the game, this was one hobby I'd happily leave as an occasional, unserious indulgence. If I was going to waste money during my particular midlife crisis, it wouldn't be on pieces of cardboard.
Thinking back, I can now find that grimly amusing; after all, a piece of cardboard had triggered it in the first place.
Dungeons and Dragons was a whole different story. It had been my first real geeky love, but the last time I'd played regularly, the much maligned fourth edition of the game had split the fandom. I understood the hate, although I didn't share it; however, given everything going on in my life at the time--marriage, a kid on the way, a new house--letting the game slip away was the easy choice. That whole "responsible grown-up" thing again.
Well, fuck that. I had my responsible grown-up bona fides now, and if I wanted to sit around a table, roll dice, and kill imaginary monsters, who the hell was going to tell me otherwise? Certainly not Courtney. She probably wouldn't have given me any grief anyways, but now? Hell no. Not after she'd chucked "responsible" out the window entirely.
The Android's Dungeon helpfully maintained a directory of players looking for gaming groups and vice versa, so I browsed through it looking for a likely match, took down contact info, then dropped a few hundred bucks on books, dice, and figures. Not exactly buying a cherry red Mustang convertible, but at least a similar impulse.
Look, you have your midlife crisis how you want to have yours, and I'll have mine how I want to have mine.
I had a lot of fun that afternoon, even if I knew I was only delaying the inevitable. Had I wrested back the reins of my fate? No. But getting my mind off of my troubles for a while helped me feel a little less despondent about the whole "my wife fucked another guy" thing. Not much, but a little, and certainly better than getting drunk or sitting on my porch staring off into space would have.
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Still, I had to head home eventually. I needed to tell her some things, and she needed to listen. That's how this was going to go, at least for a while, and she needed to get used to that now before the kids returned the next day.
Once I got there, I found that Courtney had laid out another meal--slow cooker pot roast with potatoes and carrots, another favorite of mine--albeit without the romantic set dressing of the previous evening.
"Hey," came her meek greeting when I entered the kitchen. I idly wondered how long she'd been sitting there waiting for me.
"Hey." Then, I begrudgingly added, "Smells good."
"Thanks. I wasn't sure if you were coming home or..."
"Yeah. I..." Sighing, I slumped into the chair opposite her. "Look. I'm not happy. I don't expect I'll be happy anytime soon." Courtney tried to talk, but I raised a hand to stop her. "Don't. Just... just don't. This isn't a ploy for sympathy. I'm telling you how it's going to be. I'll forgive you eventually, just like I promised. I don't know when, and I'm not entirely sure how, but like I said last night, I keep my word.
"That said, I am dead serious about getting yourself tested again, and about wanting to see the results. I'm going to do the same. I just can't believe..." I fought the anger back down before it could rise too high. "Not telling me was... God, Court, that was almost unforgivably reckless. Do you not remember sex ed? There's shit that might not show up for months. Yeah, yeah, it'll probably be fine, but still. Go get it done."
She'd paled during my rant. Maybe she really had forgotten the unit on STDs. "Okay. I will. I'm sorry--"
"Again, just don't. I don't want to hear how sorry you are. I'm not going to guilt trip you--another promise I plan to keep--but I'm not going to prop you up, either. You're sorry? Great. Show, don't tell."
"How?"
With a shrug, I picked up the serving spoon. "You're smart. Figure it out."
The meal that night passed as quietly as the one before had, but this time the silence was doleful rather than apprehensive. The bomb had already gone off; now all that remained was to pick up the pieces and mourn the dead.
Mostly.
After we cleared the plates, the exhaustion that I'd staved off for most of the day slammed down on me. "I'm going to head to bed."
"Do you... is it okay if I join you?"
"It's your bedroom, too." Then, almost as an afterthought, I added, "Oh, and I'd like my hall pass back. Who knows? Maybe I will find someone to use it with. You thought that would be fun when you were sitting at the bar with Jared, right? Might as well find out." Without waiting for a response, I turned my back on my wife and headed to our room. She didn't say anything. What could she, without sounding like a hypocrite?
Once in bed, she asked, "I know you want me to get tested, but... Well, we've already been intimate since then. Would you like--"
"No."
"It doesn't have to be... I'll do all the work. I'll ride you, blow you, whatever you want. I love you, Greg. I'm sor--" She stopped short, avoiding the "s" word just in time. "I want to do whatever I can to show you that I do love you."
"Then let me sleep."
A long pause, then a subdued, "Okay." Her acquiescent tone made me angry again. What I wanted, if I'm honest with myself, was for her to give me more reasons to be mad at her. I wanted her to act unreasonable and aggrieved, but she just... wouldn't. Instead, when I turned my back to her, she touched my shoulder gently and asked, "Do you want... Can I hug you?"
"Not tonight."
"Okay," again without anything even resembling reproach. "I love you. Thank you for... Well, just thank you for keeping your promise. I'm going to say it one more time, then I'll try not to anymore: I'm sorry. I hope you believe that, and also that I love you enough to wait as long as it takes for you to forgive me."
I didn't sleep well that night. I should have, as exhausted as I was. Instead, nightmares of my wife with another man tormented me.
Someone had strapped me to a chair with the sort of paper chains that children make at Christmas to hang on the tree, but with links forged from dozens of copies of Courtney's hall pass rather than brightly colored construction paper. No matter how I strained, I couldn't free myself, nor could I close my eyes. A younger version of me fucked my wife from behind, pulling her hair and laughing at my predicament as he made her beg and moan and tell him she'd never had better and never would.
I knew it was a nightmare, but no matter what I did, no matter how I shouted at my sleeping self, I couldn't wake up. The tableau repeated itself for what felt like hours, with only positions and sex acts changing. Just as the paper chains bound me to the chair, something bound me to my slumber.
And then I was awake, screaming and drenched in sweat. Courtney tried to soothe me--she'd been trying for a while, judging from her agitated state--but I instead pushed her away and fled the room. How the hell could she soothe me when she'd caused the harm in the first place? No, better to sleep elsewhere. She didn't follow me, so I camped out on the couch instead of returning to Tyler's short twin bed. I didn't sleep much more that night, but at least I could stretch my legs.
When I woke the next morning, I found she'd left my hall pass on my bedside table. I tucked it away, just out of sight, buried at the bottom of my sock drawer; I didn't want to be constantly reminded that its mate had been used.
That my mate had been used.
The chill between us remained throughout Sunday morning, albeit not from her lack of trying. Courtney asked about the hefty array of purchases from The Android's Dungeon, "Thinking about getting back into gaming?"
"Yeah."
"That'll be fun. Magic and D&D both, or?"
"Yeah. Well, D&D. The Magic decks are just for playing with the kids."
"Oh!" she replied brightly. "That'll be fun. Can I play, too? Help teach them?"
"Sure."
"Yay! What about D&D?"
"I might teach them that, too, if they're interested. That stuff's mostly for me, though. I'm going to look for a group."
"That sounds fun. Maybe I could join in!"
After a beat of staring at her, I firmly but evenly replied, "No."
"What?"
"No. That's something... I want that for myself." To put a finer point on it, I added, "Not with you."
"Oh. Oh, well. Um, that's... that's okay." It wasn't. It clearly wasn't.
Imagine the wife of a zealous sports fan, one who had spent years getting her to not just tolerate but to embrace his team with the same level of devotion, suddenly telling her he no longer wanted her to attend matches with him. That's essentially what I'd just done to her.
Courtney had probably expected me to push her away sexually, or at least she'd prepared herself for that eventuality. This was different, though, not directly related to the arena in which she'd betrayed me. It represented, in its way, an almost more personal rebuke: I didn't want to share something that had been a huge part of my life when I was younger, and which I wanted to re-engage with. I'd never intentionally segmented any portion of my life from hers before. Now I was, at least in this specific case. She had to wonder: what other ones might I extend that rebuff to?
Truth be told, so did I.
Court picked up the kids in the afternoon; I didn't come along. While I had the house to myself for a couple of hours, I did some of the cursory snooping I'd thought about the day before. We'd always had an open device policy in our house; I had no secrets to hide, and up until about twenty-four hours before, I didn't believe that she did either.
It turned out that belief still proved true, unless Courtney was much, much better at hiding things than I thought she was. I logged into her laptop and looked around, then her tablet, which she'd linked to her phone account. Nada. No encrypted messaging apps, secondary accounts, hidden folders, or any of the other stuff one would think to look for. She could have deleted any of these--she'd had time, after all--but I looked at her cloud backups and didn't find any evidence there, either. If she'd hidden anything else, she'd done it masterfully.
Next, I went looking for this "Jared" motherfucker to confirm my suspicions about his appearance. Her company had posted tons of pictures from the trade show, so all it took was scanning through their social media accounts to find what I was looking for: a picture of my wife talking with him in her company's booth. Thanks, whoever posted the images in such a high resolution that I could read the name on his badge.
Have you ever seen one of those listicles that shows how Hollywood keeps picking nearly indistinguishable leading men? It was like that. Yeah, if someone put present-day him and twenty-five-year-old me side-by-side, you could have told us apart, if just barely. But if Jared ever went on a crime spree and I got pulled into a lineup, the only thing saving me would be our age difference.
I slammed my laptop shut just as Courtney's car pulled in, plastered a big smile on my face--made easier by the fact that I'd really missed the kids--and went to greet my family. My ruminations could wait until later. Returning to the mantra of "don't cut off your nose to spite your face," I hung out with Tyler and Zoe as much as they'd allow that evening, watching movies and cooking dinner together. Mom looked on, perhaps feeling a little left out, but not complaining.
Over the coming weeks, I don't think the kids noticed any issues. Partly, that's because Courtney and I presented a united front when it came to them. Mostly, though, they'd reached that age where they'd started to have far less interest in their parents than whatever pastime tickled their fancy. Unless we went full-on Mr. & Mrs. Smith, trying to stab each other with butcher knives in the kitchen, I don't know they would have noticed anything was up.
However, that didn't change the fact that I still wanted to freeze her out in some places. I hadn't forgiven her yet, and I wanted her to know that. I also wanted some of my old self back without sharing it with her, maybe indefinitely. Starting on a couch-to-5K plan helped there, since the time running gave me about an hour every other day I could spend alone with my thoughts.
More importantly, though, Saturday night became Dad's game night.

--

Finding a good gaming group is like dating. It's best if a friend can set you up with folks they think you'll be compatible with, but if I had friends who still regularly rolled dice and slew imaginary dragons, I'd play with them. Instead, I reached out to contacts on The Android's Dungeon list. The first couple flaked, but it turned out the third time was quite the charm.
Younger groups often play at their local game store, but older folks usually get together at someone's house or apartment if possible; after all, drinking in public is generally frowned upon. However, people with the sense that god gave a goose typically want to vet strangers before inviting them to their homes--as do the people visiting said homes--so I met the contact for this particular group at the store.
She told me her height (about 5'10"), a basic description, and that she'd be wearing a biker jacket and jeans. I got there early both to make a good impression and to scope her out, just in case of any immediately visible red flags.
Good thing, too, since I needed the time to pick my jaw up off the floor.
I didn't drool; that would have probably knocked me out of the running entirely. Maybe not, though, because I got the feeling my contact was used to men drooling over her, and probably a not-insignificant number of women, too.
Black, curly hair framed a gorgeous, classically Hellenistic face: high cheekbones, Greek nose, deep brown eyes, and luscious, full lips. Her face could have launched a thousand ships, but combined with her long legs, ample breasts, and perfectly formed bubble butt? We'd be lucky to avoid Armageddon if men went to war over her.
Then she spoke, and I completely understood how the sirens could lure men to their deaths. "Greg? It's nice to meet you. I'm Briana."
Well, tie me to the mast and call me Odysseus.
I'd have put her age at about thirty, which wasn't far off. A twenty-nine-year-old single mother of one, Briana hosted the game at her apartment on Saturdays from around four in the afternoon to around eight in the evening. They'd lost one player when she'd moved away and were looking for a mature, responsible replacement who didn't take the game too seriously but also wouldn't miss sessions. Well, too many, at least. We were all parents, and family came first.
Even if their contact hadn't looked like Wonder Woman-as-young-MILF, I'd have been on board. Their general attitude sounded right up my alley, and, thankfully, Briana didn't seem to find me off-putting or creepy. After we exchanged numbers, she gave me her address and explained the power level of the campaign I'd be coming into, along with some general info on the other players' characters, all with a pleasant, if slightly aloof manner, as befitted a meeting where each person came into it worried the other might be an axe murderer.
I arrived promptly at her apartment the following Saturday afternoon, with character sheet, dice, and books in hand. While she hosted the game, Briana wasn't the dungeonmaster, which is a sort of combination referee and storyteller. Instead, that role fell to Gordon, a veteran DM around Briana's age. His wife, Miranda, also played at the table, as did an older married couple, Ben and Maria.
The group had a mascot, too, Briana's cat, a goofy orange tabby named Butterball that regularly flopped down on top of one of our rulebooks or batted a die off the table. Lastly, hovering around the edges was Layla, Briana's daughter; however, much like my own children, she avoided the grownups and did her own thing.
I had a blast that night. There's always a risk when joining a new group that, no matter how well a newcomer should mesh with them on paper, they simply don't. Instead, I experienced the opposite of that, and by the second hour it felt like I'd been playing with them for years. While I didn't necessarily get all the in-jokes, they did everything they could to make me feel welcome, and I, in turn, did everything I could to fit in with the group's vibe.
With Briana, I didn't even need to try; it felt like we were on the same wavelength from the get-go. Part of that I can ascribe to my choice of character, a dour, tanky paladin that complemented hers, a devil-may-care bard, in both tactics and personality.
I hadn't designed him toward that end; it was just a lucky coincidence. I've always liked playing the guy out front taking hits for the rest of the party. However, our characters' abilities meshed well in combat, and my stodgy holy knight proved to be the perfect straight man to her wisecracking former bar wench-cum-wannabe rock star.



That night, I began to understand firsthand how easily two actors in a film could fall for each other. While there's a certain amount of separation in professional acting, on-screen chemistry usually translates to off-screen chemistry. This is true even in platonic relationships; anyone who's seen Hugh Jackman and Ryan Reynolds on a publicity tour can see they genuinely both like each other and like taking the piss out of each other.
However, Briana's attitude towards my character and, by osmosis, me, read nothing at all like two buddies just hanging out. While the table we played at wasn't a group of hornballs--our party's adventures were about as sexless as a typical PG-13 action movie--Briana played the role of incorrigible flirt to my devout crusader so well that they might as well have been the two lead characters in a will they/won't they romantic comedy.
"It's time for bed. I must prepare for tomorrow," my character, Kerwyn, would say, heading up the tavern's stairs.
Jennala, her bard, would call out, "Need any help 'polishing your sword?'"
Or, when he complained about squeezing through a crevasse that hid the entrance to a dungeon, she'd taunt, "C'mon, this can't be the tightest gap you've been in. Or maybe this is your first time?"
I would have found it hard to leave that energy at the table even if my roleplaying partner wasn't an absolute knockout. More importantly, as we chatted about this and that in between our turns, I found that I genuinely liked her for her, and she seemed to feel the same about me. Other than Courtney, I don't think I've ever gelled with anyone so effortlessly.
After the game, I stayed to help clean up, and we talked about our everyday lives, albeit in shallow terms. With just the two of us, and away from the game, her flirtations mostly ceased, but the warmth remained.
Briana worked as a personal assistant at a software consultancy, so while not a technical person herself, she knew enough to understand the less esoteric aspects of what I did for a living. We talked about our kids, and she asked about Courtney; I was circumspect in my language regarding my wife, which Briana picked up on, but she didn't push. Similarly, I didn't ask about important but likely touchy aspects of her past, such as the whereabouts of Layla's father.
Looking back now, it felt a lot like a first date.

--

I came home from that first session in a great mood, which Courtney picked up on pretty quickly. "Good game?"
"Yeah, I had a fun time."
"Nice group?"
"Uh-huh. One married couple a little older than us, another married couple in their early thirties, and one other player a little younger." I didn't mention names or genders. She neither needed nor deserved more than vague generalities.
Courtney knew me; normally, if I really enjoyed something, I could and would go on for hours about it. Given the grin I'd been wearing when I walked through the door, I'd chosen to shut her out. I could see that it stung her and enjoyed that perhaps more than I should have.
Trying to camouflage her hurt, she brightly said, "Well, I'm glad you had fun." Then, with a wink, she asked, "Want to have some more?"
I paused for a moment to contemplate this. We'd gotten back our STD tests the week before. Each night since, she'd offered herself to me. That's how it seemed, too: an offer. She didn't push, at least not anymore than she had the first night we slept next to each other again. My wife was just letting me know she was available for the taking.
So that night, I did.
"Sure."
Courtney tried to make it good for me; I know that. I didn't concern myself too much with her pleasure, instead allowing my wife to show her contrition on her knees. Unfortunately, I wasn't feeling it. At first, thoughts of her time with Jared slipped into my head, but I closed my eyes and willed them away. When they left, however, something needed to fill the void.
Something did.
Someone did.
Briana.
As my wife's head bobbed up and down in my lap, I didn't think of the woman I'd loved for almost twenty years who was enthusiastically, almost desperately, fellating me in our marital bed. Instead, I imagined my new, sexy acquaintance, the one who in a few hours had already sped her way toward being my friend.
I tried to imagine what Bri would look like out of her jeans and t-shirt, how her lips would feel on mine, the way her breasts might fill my hands. Would she moan when she came? Or was she a talker instead, or maybe a foul-mouthed screamer who'd beg me to fill her full of cum while she clawed at my back?
For the first time since we'd left our small apartment behind, back when Courtney sometimes pretended to be a Hollywood starlet seducing me in our bed, I ejaculated in my wife's mouth while fantasizing about another woman, idly wondering--hoping, really--if Briana was perhaps thinking of me and getting herself off with her own fingers.
While the woman I'd married tried to show me she loved me, I climaxed to fantasies that I fervently wanted to turn into adulterous reality.
After Courtney got me hard again, I flipped her onto her stomach and fucked her. The coupling wasn't a cruel thing; she seemed to enjoy herself, having at least one small orgasm. Unless she faked it, that is. I'd never known her to, but she'd shaken my confidence in her so thoroughly--in myself, too, for that matter--that I wondered about the possibility for the first time. Instead of worrying about it, though, I kept my eyes closed, imagining she was someone else. When I finished, it took an effort of will to not moan out Briana's name.
Afterwards, Courtney's description of her tryst with Jared drifted back to me: "Mechanically, the sex was... fine. Good, even. But there was no spark." The fire in our bed that night came in spite of my wife's presence, not because of it. Even if she'd enjoyed it, she knew something was off; the look in her eyes once I'd rolled off of her told me that.
We lay together afterwards, neither speaking. Her head rested on my chest, and my arm was around her. If someone saw a picture of us, they'd say we were cuddling, but we weren't. Just as when we'd had sex, the physical was there, but the emotional wasn't, or at least not the right kind of emotion. Later, after we separated, and I'd turned my back to her, the almost imperceptible sound of my wife's gentle weeping followed me into my dreams. I wish that had bothered me more than it did.

--

The next few weeks were tense, but things didn't come to a head until maybe two months after that night. Courtney continued to play the role of the perfect wife to the hilt, but my performance as the loving husband wouldn't have won any awards. The kids didn't seem to notice, though. Sunday through Friday, I went to work and spent time with my family. I ran three days a week and even added some bodyweight exercises to the mix; already, I was probably in better shape than I'd been since Tyler was born.
Saturdays, though, were when I could take a break from one fantasy world and escape to another, one where my companions were always true and our bond unbreakable. My mood on those days was almost always better than during the week, and Courtney noticed. When I returned from my game nights, we coupled much like we had that first night, thankfully without the tears this time, but still with the notional other woman there, too.
At first, I think my good mood and sexual vigor on those nights buoyed her hopes; perhaps she believed that giving me this time alone to indulge in the fancies of my youth could heal us. I didn't disabuse her of this notion, and even bought into it myself. A little, anyways.
That's not how it worked out, though.
Within a month, Courtney and I were further apart than ever, while I grew closer and closer to Briana. I'd be lying if I said that the last happened by accident. I liked her, and while I can ascribe a certain amount of that to lust, that made up a smaller portion of my affection for her than one might expect; impressive, given how mightily I did lust after her.
Briana had a wicked sense of humor, a kind manner, and a sharp mind. She didn't gossip, either, even when Miranda and Maria got a little tipsy and started talking about drama in the local gaming scene. I appreciated that discretion, particularly given the likelihood I'd want to confide in her about the whole hall pass debacle at some point and perhaps gauge her willingness to help me indulge in some consequence-free infidelity.
In the meantime, I used my infatuation with her to fuel my libido. Each Saturday, I'd go spend time with my friends, then stay after with Briana to "help clean up." That usually meant fifteen minutes of labor, followed by an hour or two of hanging out, watching Netflix, and generally shooting the shit. Afterwards, I'd return to my home and fuck my wife while mentally making love to my crush.
As I got to know Bri, I realized that she, like many roleplayers, had made a character that was essentially an amplified version of herself. By then, our in-game, in-character flirtation had broken containment and stayed through to the post-game. It was milder--more playful goofing around than anything else--but it was there.
The warmth between us grew, as did my affection for her, even as it transformed into something somewhat less focused on sexual interest and more on the whole package. In that time, we learned how much we had in common even outside of our shared hobby. What had started as a crush on a hot geek girl became... well, I still had a crush on her; let's be honest here. But it deepened into something far more nuanced.
Something far more dangerous.
We started texting back and forth regularly. That took only ten or fifteen minutes out of my day, but it was enough to brighten my mood. Courtney noticed me using my phone more often but didn't say anything.
After all, it's not like I was trying to hide it from her. I didn't change my passcode or turn the screen away from her when she sat next to me. People having an affair would do that, and I wasn't having an affair. Right?
My wife frowned the first time she saw my crush's name on the screen as we lay in bed one night. "Who's that?"
"Huh?"
"Briana." She said the name with studied neutrality, pretending mere curiosity, but her expression didn't match her tone.
"Oh." I felt a momentary sting of guilt, quickly pushed aside. Why should I feel guilty? It's not like I was fucking her. And, hell, even if I did, I still had my hall pass. What could my wayward wife legitimately complain about? "She's in my D&D group."
"You didn't mention her."
"Yeah, I did. I told you I was playing with two married couples and one other person. She's the other person." The other woman. "We play at her place so she won't have to pay for a babysitter."
"She's a single mom?"
"Yes."
"I see." A beat later, "Why didn't you mention her before?"
"I just told you, I did."
"That she was a single woman, I mean."
My shrug was insouciant. Defiant, even. "Didn't come up. I told you that this time, my D&D time, is something I want for myself."
Courtney opened her mouth, closed it, opened it again. Then, seemingly certain she wanted to ask the question--or at least certain it needed to be asked--she said, "And is that all you want for yourself?"
"If you want to say something, say it."
I stared at her, feeling the anger starting to rise. She mirrored that mood. "Do you want to fuck her?"
I could have lied. I could have pretended that I hadn't thought about her damn near every time I'd gotten off with Courtney, that the fantasy of blowing my load inside my stupidly hot friend-currently-without-benefits didn't ever fail to get me hard, but why should I? "Yeah. Yeah, if the opportunity presented itself, I'd love to."
Maybe I should have stopped there; hell, maybe I should have stopped even before that. Unfortunately for both of us, my wife's hypocritical line of inquiry had brought the resentment simmering below the surface for months back up to a boil, and I wanted her to burn in it, too. "She's twenty-nine, single, gorgeous and, if I told her about my hall pass, I think she'd be down. We've gotten to know each other playing together. I like her, and she likes me. But I haven't done anything about it yet. She's just a friend." Then, one more scalding dig. "For now, anyways. Maybe I'll bring it up after our game this week."
That shut her up, if only for a moment. "That's not..." Courtney chewed her lip. "That's not what the hall pass is supposed to be for. It's... We said people without emotional attachments. If she's your friend, then--"
"Oh, fuck you." She tried to talk, but I wouldn't let her. "Are you telling me that you didn't feel some kind of connection to Jared? It's not like you picked up a male escort, Court. You let him flirt with you at the trade show without shutting him down, maybe all week, then sat there at the bar and flirted with him some more until you felt comfortable enough to drop your fucking panties for him. 'No emotional attachments,' my ass."
"That's not the same! I'm never going to see him again!"
"Oh, is that in the rules now, too? And, again, I call bullshit. You were at a damned trade show. Trade. Show. You know, the kind of show that people in and around a specific trade go to? The kind you go to a couple of times a year? Are you telling me it's not just the same folks over and over again?" She frowned, mouth tightly shut, unwilling or unable to respond; that, in itself, answered the question. "Yeah. Yeah, that's what I thought. You'll see him at the next one, or the one after that, and he'll start sniffing around. Hell, he'll probably tell his friends he got you to spread your legs, and they'll want to shoot their shot, too. Don't even try to pretend that won't happen."
Now, exasperated, she snapped, "For God's sake, Greg. Guys try to get in my pants all the time, and I always tell them no!"
"'Always,'" I scoffed, the sarcastic quotes audible in my tone. "'Always,' except for just this once. 'Always,' except for this one guy that looks exactly like me, except younger." She stiffened at the revelation that I knew. "Yeah, thought you might slip that past me?"
For a woman lying in bed, she sure did her best to backpedal. "I wasn't trying to--"
"To be fair, you did manage to slip it past me, but that's because I was still in shock after finding out my wife had fucked another man. Once I had my wits about me again, I looked him up." I snorted derisively, both at her and at myself. "Do you have any idea how fucking emasculating that is?"
Ignoring her string of objections--how it wasn't meant that way, how she didn't mean to hurt me like that, and a bunch of similar bullshit--I flipped through apps on my phone, then showed her a picture of Briana in a tight black graphic t-shirt. The image on the shirt, a pair of twenty-sided dice both showing their twenty faces, curved around her incredible tits, and the caption above them read, 'Yes, they're natural.' No other woman who'd ever worn it had more right to.
With a snarl, I said, "At least when I do fuck her, it's going to be because she looks like sex on a stick and makes me feel like the only guy in the room. It's not going to be because you aren't enough for me anymore. Sorry that I wasn't enough for you, I guess."
Courtney put her hand to her mouth, the anger that had welled up in her eyes now replaced with fat tears threatening to cascade downwards. "I didn't- it wasn't..."
"Just... Just spare me, Court. I'm not an idiot. Or, hell, maybe I am. Maybe I thought you loved me enough to..." I shook my head. "Whatever. 'No guilt trips, no recriminations,' right? Guess I'm not quite as good at following the rules as you. Something else you've got over me. Congratulations. Maybe we'll just count my little outbursts as my 'marital misdeeds,' huh?"
Then I put a finger to my chin, as if I'd just thought of something; in truth, my inner rules lawyer had been poring over those lines of text for months, looking for every possible angle it could find. "Wait, we didn't specify twenty-four consecutive hours of marital misdeeds, did we? How long did Jared take to get you into bed? Thirty minutes? An hour? Maybe the boys on the trade show circuit are in luck after all!"
She croaked out something else, but I didn't want to hear it anymore. I'd already said too much myself, and, while I didn't feel bad about any of it, I knew how short a distance lay between "too much" and "more than she could bear." With the way the conversation was going, I'd have hit that second marker and blasted right through if I kept talking for even another minute. Instead, I got out of bed, stalked to the closet, grabbed a blanket, and headed for the living room couch.
I tossed and turned for a while, angry both at her and at myself for lashing out again. I hadn't screamed at her until she'd cowered before me this time, though. So, you know, baby steps. I'd finally whipped the cloak of invisibility off the Jared-shaped elephant in the room, too, but none of that exchange had made me particularly happy. Just like her idiotic, half-assed plan for minimizing my pain when she revealed what she'd done, I could have handled the whole thing better.
I needed to handle... everything better. I knew that. If I didn't, there might not still be a marriage by the time I figured out how to forgive. The juvenile outburst might have been cathartic, but catharsis isn't always positive; sometimes it's just the prelude to an end.

--

Sleep didn't come easily, and when it did, new, dark films played out in the private theater of my dreams. Jared and Courtney's eternal fuckfest had haunted my nights twice since that first time, although I hadn't woken up screaming again. This night, however, the same stars played the same roles, just with a different plot.
We were outdoors, on a beach, under a blistering midday sun. I still found myself chained with paper, but the chains were now connected to manacles around my wrists and staked to a pin stuck in a cliff wall. Instead of Jared fucking a rapturous Courtney, he held her by the throat as she whimpered with fear, her pleading eyes locked on mine. Laughing like the villain in an old black and white film, he taunted, "I'm done with the slut now. If you want her, come and get her."
I cursed and strained against my bonds, trying to reach them, but in vain. Jared's lips curled into a sneer. "No? Well, I suppose if neither of us wants her..." He began to march into the sea, dragging her behind. I begged him to stop, to not do this to us, but he merely laughed again, not even looking back. Just as Courtney's head disappeared beneath the waves, I woke, drenched in sweat.
When I tried to wipe away the sleep from my eyes, I found tears there. The clock on my phone read 3:37 A.M. and, knowing I'd be unlikely to find any more rest, I decided to get an extra run in. I stole into the bedroom to grab my shorts and running shoes, but upon opening the dresser, I heard Courtney softly call, "Greg?"
"Sorry. Didn't mean to wake you."
She shifted in bed behind me. "Don't be sorry. I'm glad you're here. I missed you last night. I've missed... I've missed us. We're not right, and I know that, and I don't know what to do about it. Please, sit and talk with me?"
My eyes stayed focused on the half-opened drawer. "That didn't go so well last time."
"No, it didn't." She let out a long, slow sigh. "I'm sorry. You were right. I was being a hypocrite. I didn't mean to be, but I was. I just... I can't stand the thought of losing you to someone else, and I see you on your phone all the time, and..."
Courtney must have seen the change in my posture, the stiffening of my form or the way I squared my shoulders, and quickly added, "Please, I'm not trying to fight. You're right that I abused the rules. I did. I wasn't trying to... What I mean to say is that I didn't intend to do that. I didn't set out to do it, but I did anyways. Please, come and sit with me? If you want to get up and go in the middle of it, I'll understand, but let me explain?"



I bit back the obvious retort, 'Are you actually going to explain or just make shit up?' instead turning to face her, then crossing to sit on the corner of the bed, as far from her as I could. "I don't know what you could possibly say to make me feel better about... any of this."
Courtney nodded a few times, reluctantly admitting, "I don't, either. But let me start by saying that I don't think you're an idiot. I know that you're not. You're... brilliant. I don't just mean that you're smart, but you... sometimes you see things I don't. But that doesn't mean you always see them correctly.
"I told you that I don't know why I did what I did; feeling older and invisible, being a little tipsy, thinking about the hall pass... they all entered into it, but they weren't why. And it wasn't... I think it had something to do with him looking so much like you, but it wasn't why, either. Not in the way you said last night."
She reached forward to touch my hand, the sheets falling away to display her body to me. I didn't pull away. "I could never replace you. It didn't even enter into my mind, consciously, when I went with him, how much he looked like you. I mean, I knew that he did, but it wasn't... I didn't think that had anything to do with it. I have a type; you know that. And in the months after, I tried to forget about the whole thing as much as I could. I just didn't want to think about it.
"But since then, especially after your reaction, I've thought about it a lot more, both the night I went with him and why I did. Why him, too. I wasn't trying to hide that he looked so much like you; I really wasn't. I wanted to get past it, past all of it, and focusing on any one detail seemed like it would make that harder.
"I thought maybe you might react badly to the details, and I was worried about that, but you didn't, or at least you didn't say anything then, so I fig which is why I tried to avoid talking about them altogether, but you didn't even flinch at the fact that he looked like you, so I figured... like, why focus on it?
"I didn't know that it bothered you so much, and you wouldn't let me talk about it with you last night; you just kept interrupting me, and then you said all those..." She looked away from me. "... those hurtful things."
"Court--"
Her eyes snapped back to me. "Don't. I'm still angry, but I don't want to fight. I know I'm not as pretty or fit as I used to be. Or as sexy, either. I sure as hell don't match up to whatever her name is. Britney?"
"Briana."
She huffed. "Right, of course. She even sounds like a porn star." I felt an urge to defend Bri, but Courtney cut me off. "I'm not saying she is, or that she's some homewrecker or... I don't know her. That's part of the problem: I don't know her.
"But I do know you, even if I've made some big mistakes in that regard lately. I know you're doing some of the things that you're doing specifically to put distance between us. I don't know if it's meant to punish me, or if it's something you need to do for yourself. Do you?"
I thought about it for a few moments, then replied, "A bit of both, really. Mostly because I needed to feel..." The words didn't come as readily as I thought they might; I'd been so happy to throw Briana in Courtney's face the night before as a way to hurt her, but telling her the whole truth meant admitting, "... I need to feel like my happiness doesn't depend on you. That I have things that are mine, just mine, so that I'll have a refuge the next time you decide that your fun is worth hurting me for."
"Oh, Greg." She tried to cross the distance on hands and knees, but I pulled back. She'd been letting me do that for months, but not this time. Instead, she kept coming until her arms wrapped around me and one hand tilted my head to her chest. "Oh, my love. My love. I'm so, so sorry. I know you don't want to hear those words, but they're true. I will never hurt you like this again. If I live to be a hundred, I won't. I won't, I won't, I won't. I promise you that. Seeing you like this is killing me, too."
My words were muffled by her embrace. "I wish I could believe you."
"Let's start with this, then: why did I do it, why then, and why with him? And I think... I think some of it goes back to that night when we gave each other the hall passes and for a few years after."
I pulled back to look at her. "What's that supposed to mean?"
She searched my eyes for a few moments, then hesitantly asked, "Do you remember who gave the first one?"
"You did."
"Right. And I'm the one that got them laminated. I'm the one that talked about them first, usually, if they ever came up. If we joked about them, it was always about you using yours, not me. And when we roleplayed, it was always me forgiving you for using yours, never the reverse."
I thought about it, then admitted, "Yeah, that's probably true."
"I didn't... I found the idea of you using yours kind of exciting, like you'd be going off on this big adventure but still coming back to me. That last bit was what really mattered, that you'd be coming back to me. That no matter how hot or sexy the girl was, that you'd come back to me, and you'd still love me. I think I kind of romanticized that. Maybe told myself it would be the same for you. And it wasn't, but..." She shrugged.
"So, when I was alone in that bar, feeling old and invisible, and this guy that looked so much like you came up to me, choosing me over the other, prettier, younger girls... I think maybe that kind of triggered something in me. It felt... I won't say it didn't feel like cheating, but it felt less like cheating. Like a younger you still picking an older me.
"And I know, maybe that's not much comfort to you, but it's the truth. I didn't think..." She sighed and shook her head. "I didn't understand how much it would hurt you until I realized, for myself, that wasn't what it felt like at all. Hell, I didn't really understand it until I told you and you blew up at me and I had time to think about that, too, but in the back of my head I had that... inkling even that night when I ran back to my room afterwards."
The scowl on my face came out in my voice. "So you cheated on me with me, because it would feel like not cheating? Really?"
Courtney scoffed, answering with a self-deprecating tone. "After four drinks and a dozen years of building up the hall passes in my head? Yeah. It was dumb; I won't deny that. But it's how things felt. I should've known before that it wasn't real, but it's how I felt."
Her hand smoothed my hair. "I still feel so stupid. You're... God, Greg, you're everything to me. Everything I could want." She must have seen the disbelief in my eyes. Easy words to say, but her actions hadn't borne that out. "You are. I'm sorry I lost sight of that, however I did.
"And another thing. You're right that I've been hiding behind the rules. I didn't mean to, not really. But you're right that I obsessed over the rules instead of what they meant. And because of that--and because I do want to show you that I do love you and trust you, no matter what--I'm going to amend the rules on your pass."
"Amend?"
"Yeah. Or... What's the opposite? Excise? Whatever. The long and the short of it is this: if you want to use your pass, with your friend or- or whoever, feel free. Whenever, wherever, whoever, for twenty-four hours. I trust you to make a decision that won't hurt us." She looked away from me, shame written on her face. "A damn sight more than I trust myself, all things considered."
I weighed this offer in my mind, rolling it around before finally saying, "Okay. I want one other thing, though."
Her gaze returned to me, curious, but not defensive. "What?"
"Stop trying to be perfect. I appreciate that you're trying to make things up to me, but every time you go above and beyond, it just reminds me again that you're trying to make something up to me. I'm not saying it's disingenuous, but it's not helping me get past... it."
Courtney gave me a wan smile and stroked my cheek. "Alright. I will. I mean, it's not disingenuous; I really do want to be a better wife, because you do mean that much to me, even if I lost sight of it that night. But if it's bothering you, I'll tone it down."
"Thanks." I pulled away from her and stood. "I'm, ah, still gonna go for my run."
"Okay. I'm going to try to get back to sleep. Thank you for listening and... well, just for everything."
Once I'd laced up my shoes, I looked down at my wife as she lay in our bed watching me. I felt the urge to lean over and kiss Courtney's forehead. It was a trivial thing, a small tenderness not seen in our house since the night she confessed, but I realized then how much I'd missed it. And so, I didn't suppress it, instead brushing my lips against her brow.
Her small, hopeful smile became a broad grin; not the brittle thing she'd kept in place while waiting for the other shoe to fall, but something more honest and real. Unburdened. Truly loving, not the pantomime of the penitent, unworthy sinner she'd acted for months.
Courtney said, "I love you," as she told me every morning.
My mouth opened and closed a couple of times before I finally managed, "I love you, too." It was the first time I'd said it to her since that awful weekend months before. I meant the words, but saying them still made me uncomfortable, as if I'd given her more than I was ready to. Before she could respond--and hopefully before she could see the look on my face--I turned and fled our bedroom, then the house, running off and away down the street.

--

Over the course of the next few weeks, I came to some conclusions. First, that I needed to fully commit to forgiving Courtney and healing our marriage. We'd already established that she couldn't coax forgiveness from me; it had to be something I granted, and I would do my best. I committed to the role of the good husband, instead of phoning it in.
Courtney made that easier on me where she could. She started attending therapy as discussed, and while she gained no immediate insight into what had driven her to use her pass, knowing that she was working towards that goal made me feel more at ease. She backed off on trying to be perfect, too, downshifting to merely great. I could ask for more--or less, I suppose--but instead I chose to enjoy the happy medium: slightly more engaged and eager to please than she'd been before she strayed, but without the manic desperation.
Second, I needed to decide what to do about Briana. That answer came to me quickly: nothing. As pissed as I'd been at Courtney when she objected to my choice of Bri, she hadn't been entirely wrong. I'd already been toeing the line of an emotional affair there, maybe even stepping a foot over it. Having sex with her, even for just one night, would likely body me right into long-term-infidelity territory. Assuming she was even half as good as my fantasies, I wasn't sure I'd be able to give that particular drug up after one taste.
I'd never managed a real friendship with benefits. Every time I'd tried it, we ended up in at least a short-term relationship. I knew that I wasn't the kind of guy that usually enjoyed one-night stands, and I didn't see a clear way to maintain our friendship if I did choose to use my pass with Bri, assuming she even wanted to be the recipient of said pass. Given her flirtation and our connection, I thought she might, but I also possessed enough awareness to know I might insult her instead. Better to not risk it, or my marriage.
Which left me with my third decision, namely what to do with my hall pass. The answer there was pretty simple, even if I wrestled with it for a while: also nothing. For now, at least. After Courtney cheated on me, I'd been beyond pissed, and while I still got angry sometimes when I thought too long about it, I knew my drive to use the pass had been more about getting even than using it for a once-in-a-lifetime experience. Therefore, I decided to leave it where it lay, under my socks, until such an occasion came to pass.
Once I'd made these decisions--combined with Courtney's newer, less lovebomby demeanor--I was able to begin moving on with my life and my marriage. More and more often, I showed real affection to Courtney, both in front of our kids and when we were alone. Our fucking became lovemaking, eventually going from only one session a week after my game nights to two and then occasionally three times a week. I won't pretend that Briana didn't pop into my head from time to time during those sessions, but that became more of a rarity, and the dreams of Jared and my wife disappeared entirely.
Still, something still felt not quite right in our marriage. I couldn't put my finger on it, but it was there. I felt unaccountable anger at odd times; maybe I'd see the pass in my sock drawer, or we'd watch a movie that featured one of my theoretical hall pass recipients from that drunken discussion from a decade before, and I'd go into a funk. Once, in the middle of an argument about some bit of rules minutiae with Gordon, I got so mad I needed to leave the room, then apologize to everyone afterwards.
Anger, mixed with something else I couldn't readily define, weighed down my interactions with Courtney for a few days afterwards each time. It didn't put us back to square one, but the feelings just kept cropping up, and I couldn't find a way to make them stop.
I cast about blindly for a while, seeking for a solution. Sometimes I hid my attempts from Courtney, and sometimes I was open, but neither seemed to matter. I even tried pulling back from my friendship with Briana, thinking perhaps it represented an obstacle I was too close to see, but that did nothing; in fact, it probably made things worse for the week or two I tried it. Once I'd returned to regularly texting and occasionally phoning with her, things seemed to pick back up between Courtney and me, too. Ultimately, I tried to tell myself that time would resolve the issue, but I don't know that I ever really believed it.
The next few months blurred together. I went to work. I spent time with the kids. I ran. I gamed with my D&D group. All the while, I grew closer to Briana, even as the somewhat narrower but still extant rift between my wife and myself stubbornly refused to close.
Then, maybe half a year after Courtney dropped her bombshell, Bri dropped one of her own.

--

Layla was off at a sleepover, and the conversation turned to Briana's love life. That wasn't entirely atypical; once I'd decided she would be a friend and no more, I offered a couple of times to set her up with younger guys that I knew, thinking they might be a good fit for her. She'd always demurred, citing her need to focus on her daughter and her job.
This night, though, we'd both had a little too much to drink, and when I offered it once more, she looked me right in the eye and said, "There is no way in hell I'm ever going to let a man ruin my life again."
"What?" I knew from earlier chats that Layla's father was named Drew, and that he'd been a shitty husband, but not much more.
Under her breath, Briana muttered, "Fuck," then waved her hand dismissively. "Nothing. It's... Really, I appreciate it, Greg, but... Look, I'm fucked up. Like, really, really fucked up. I don't need to be inflicting myself on some poor guy."
"What are you talking about? You're great."
She chuckled, taking another sip before responding, "Oh, I know that. But I also know that I'm fucked up. Look, this is supposed to be my fun time, my night to let down my hair and just... pretend. Pretend to be someone awesome with no problems who gets to save lives and slay monsters. Pretend that..." She shook her head, a self-deprecating smile on her lips. "Pretend that I don't have a fucked up past that's left me equally fucked up."
"Bri, look... You don't have to tell me if you don't want to, but I'm here for the same thing. There was a reason I hadn't played in a decade before this, and I didn't get back to it just because my life suddenly got less hectic; it's because it got more fucked up. But it's... I won't say it's completely better, but I'm working through it, and one of the things that has really helped me through it is you."
Briana rolled her eyes. "Oh, come on."
"It's true. I needed... Look, I have literally told no one about any of this. At all. And if you don't want to know, or you don't want to tell me what's going on with you, that's fine. But it's one hundred percent the truth: if I hadn't met you and... figured some things out, I don't know that my marriage would have survived. I'm still not a hundred percent sure it will, but I'm trying. We both are."
She leaned forward, expression half-conspiratorial and half-concerned, and said, "Okay, now I have to know."
I took a deep breath, held it for a moment, then let it all out in a slow exhalation. "Courtney cheated on me." A tension in my shoulders and neck, one that I hadn't realized I'd been holding for months, released all at once.
"What? No way."
"Yeah. It's... There's a whole story there, but the short version is that she cheated on me, and I needed an escape from... from her. From our marriage, and from having to be around her and pretend everything was okay. I needed to just be some-fucking-where else at least one day a week.
"It turned out I needed more than that, though. You were a big part of how I got through that time, even from the beginning, and then you became... more. A friend, even if we don't get to hang out the rest of the week. If it were just the game, I don't think I'd have gotten as far as I have in putting myself back together. So, if I can help you, even if it's just to listen, I'd like to."
"Hang on, I'm still trying to get this through my head. Why the hell would Courtney cheat on you?"
Affecting a terrible Anthony Hopkins impression, I tutted, "Ah ah ah. Quid pro quo, Clarice. Thpthpthpthp."
After she got done snorting red wine out of her nose and cursing at me for that indignity, Briana began her story. "Drew was... He was a lot worse than just a bad husband, but this all goes further back than that. I made some bad choices after high school, and he was just the worst." Bri smirked at her own words. "I mean, he was just the worst, period, but he was also the worst choice I made.
She reclined, putting her feet up on the coffee table. "So, I was raised hyper religious. Like, 'Handmaid's Tale' religious. Hated every second of it, but knew better than to openly rebel. Once I managed a scholarship, I got the fuck away from my family, ending up at a state college about five hours away.
"I, ah, I kinda went nuts then. I mean, full-on stereotypical preacher's daughter gone wild: drinking, drugs--nothing too hard, just pot and molly--and, of course, tons of sex that... well, let's just say 'of many varieties.'"
Briana's expression turned contemplative and her tone nostalgic, if somewhat boozy, too. "I won't say that it was all bad. I had some great times, and I managed to keep my grades up. My regrets from that time... well, I have some, yeah, but mostly when things went beyond merely excessive and into Caligula territory. I learned a lot about myself and what I liked. Honestly, if that's all that had happened, I'd probably have a much rosier view of that time.
"But then I met Drew. He was... magnetic. I'd never met someone like him before: confident, seemingly successful, and laser focused on me. Also ten years older, which should have been a red flag. Like I said, though, I was raised in a very sheltered environment, and in the early days he made me feel like a cross between a Disney princess and some kind of pagan sex goddess. I couldn't get enough of him.
"A lot of the excess I mentioned sprung from that time, but even as he dragged me further and further out of my comfort zone, he was always this steady presence telling me I was still worthy of love, regardless of the kinky shit I enjoyed."



Bri took a sip from her glass, then quietly scoffed. "Worthy of love by him alone, of course. I didn't know what a narcissist looked like, or what lovebombing was, or how much he'd started separating me from my friends and the few family members I still talked with.
"He told me I should go off the pill, and that we could pull out or use Plan B, because it would make everything a lot more intense." She let out a little self-deprecating chuckle. "Admittedly, he was right. I knew it was a risk, but I trusted him. I trusted that, if things went wrong, he'd still take care of me.
"Things did go wrong. Or wrong for me, but right for him. He 'accidentally' didn't pull out at the right time of the month, after Plan B would have still worked, and knocked me up. I didn't realize he'd done it on purpose until he got drunk and gloated about it years after the fact. Drew wanted to have me under his thumb, and he got it. He proposed, and... well, like I said. Disney princess. I thought it was my fairytale come to life, even if I'd gotten there in a very non-Disney way.
"Then he said he had a new business opportunity out in California. I didn't want to drop out of school, but he told me I could transfer to a new school once we got there. And then..."
Brianna shook her head in disgust. "Eh, you can probably guess. He handled our finances, convinced me to put off my education, told me I'd have time to make friends later, and that I should be focused on him and Layla, in that order. Just went straight down the abusive husband checklist until we inevitably got to 'I wouldn't have hit you if you hadn't made me mad.' Even tried to convince me it wasn't a big deal because I liked it rough, and..." She blanched suddenly. "Oh my God, TMI! I'm sorry! I didn't--"
"It's okay, Bri." I raised my hands and spoke in a soothing tone. "It's... I'm so sorry you went through that, and I promise I won't tell a soul. Whatever you get up to is your business, and it sure as hell isn't an excuse for someone to..." My voice trailed off, leaving only an angry, disgusted expression on my face.
"Thank you," she quietly replied. "I know it's not, but some people... Well, you'd be surprised how often someone doesn't get the distinction, or how often they tried to play devil's advocate in the early days."
"They're assholes, then. Devil's got enough advocates already."
With a nod and a rueful grin, she continued. "Anyways, I took it for a year or so, squirreling away money here and there for an emergency. Even as naive as I was, part of me knew I was headed for one.
"Then, a little after Layla turned two, I woke up one night with him standing over her crib, drunkenly muttering, 'If I didn't have you to feed, I'd be fine.' The way he sounded... God, it scared the shit out of me. I led him away and, ah, distracted him that night. Then the next day, while he was out, I packed everything I could into a suitcase, took the cash I'd hidden, and bought a bus ticket back here, with her riding on my lap the entire way."
Briana downed the rest of her drink and put the glass to one side. "After that, I moved in with my brother for a while--the grey sheep of the family, since I was the black one--filed for divorce, finished my degree at nights and on weekends, and tried to put my life back together. Drew ended up getting popped by the cops a little while later for embezzlement; found that out when a couple FBI agents showed up at my door with some questions.
"So, yeah, that whole episode kinda left me with some trust issues. Therapy's helped some, but... I dunno. Every time I start to get serious now, the fear is still there, still holding me back, like maybe I'm just getting taken in by another abusive asshole and putting Layla in danger.
"So, for now, and maybe forever, I stick to, uh, solo stuff. I tried Tinder a couple of times, but... Hah, what's the saying? 'The odds are good, but the goods are odd.'
"And, I mean, it's not like I'm lonely. I have my friends, my brother, and some co-workers I enjoy spending time with. Plenty of good male influences for Layla, too, so she's not suffering there, either. I just... I know I'm kind of damaged, and I don't want to inflict that on anyone else, because I know I'm probably never going to be ready to take that final step with them."
She leaned forward with a lazy, self-assured grin. "Honestly? You've helped me, too. I haven't really had an outlet for flirting that was, well, safe. Just guys trying to get into my pants or, worse, into a relationship." Her smile widened at my own guilty frown. "Or was it not safe, and I just thought it was?"
With a sigh, I said, "It probably was, but I didn't want to think that at the time. I was so mad at Courtney, and so hurt, and I just... I wanted to hurt her back. I still do, occasionally, but not as much now. I dunno. Maybe... Honestly, if you'd offered early on, it wouldn't have been all that safe. I just... Being 'safe' had bit me pretty hard in the ass, so being something else sounded pretty good, you know?"
"Maybe." The grin softened to something more comforting. "Want to talk about it?"
"Well, since you've told me about the lambs, I guess it's only fair."
I let her in on basically everything. It took over an hour; she asked occasional questions to clarify, but mostly just let me ramble. By the end, Briana knew just about the whole damned mess: the hall passes, the gulf of difference in my and Courtney's attitudes toward them, Court using hers, the confession and showdown, the details about Jared, everything, all the way up to the conversation we were holding at that moment.
I only skimped on a few details, things like the extent of my unbridled lust for Bri in the early days of our friendship--now more or less bridled--and the way I'd fantasized about her while in bed with Courtney. There's being honest and then there's being creepy, after all. However, I did tell her how much having a beautiful woman flirt with me, even filtered sometimes through our game and the characters we played, helped me feel a bit more hopeful about things. It let me know that the notion of me finding someone to use my pass with who was actually worth cashing it in for--not necessarily her, but someone--didn't fall outside the realm of possibility.
When I finished, she sat back in her chair. "Wow. Just wow."
"Yeah. It's funny, I have told literally no one else about this. Court has her therapist, but I've had no one. I mean, I've had her, but..."
Briana nodded sagely, and a bit more soberly, too. "I get it. Hard to talk reasonably with the person who's responsible for hurting you. I... Honestly, it means a lot that you'd share it with me. And I'm happy to talk with you about it."
"Just talk, huh?" I chuckled, stopping her before she could respond. "Don't, don't, I'm kidding. Like I told you, I know that it would hurt Courtney if you and I, ah..."
"Fucked like a pair of coked up bonobos?"
"... Sure, let's go with that. Besides, I also know, now at least, that I was, um, overly optimistic in my assessment of our early interactions."
"How diplomatically put!" she said with a laugh. "And completely wrong, to boot. Look, I don't mess around with married men. Ever. But... Well, there's a reason I flirt with you and not Gordon or Ben. I mean, besides the fact that their wives are sitting right there, and I don't want to cause any friction. It's because... It's because, if things were different... they'd be different."
I couldn't help but snort. "Come on."
"You said it yourself: we have chemistry. If you didn't have a ring on when you came to the table... Honestly, I probably would have made a really stupid choice and screwed up my Saturday night D&D game.
"I know you might not believe it so much coming from your wife these days, but take it from me: there's not a damned thing wrong with you. Cute, smart, tall, kind, loyal, funny, sexy, good dad, good friend? Hell, let me rephrase: damn near everything is right with you."
"Sexy, huh?"
Briana rolled her eyes. "Of course that's what you focused on. Yes, doofus. You've got real Daddy vibes going on, and I am far from immune to them."
"Well, ah, thanks. That really, ah..." Like, how the hell do you even respond to that?
She laughed as I floundered, before throwing me a line. "So, it sounds like you're still struggling with... what? Moving on? Forgiving her?"
After taking a moment to think, I replied, "Yeah. Well, sort of, I think? But... You know, it's strange. As much as I hate the hall passes, not having the choice of whether to forgive her or not is oddly freeing." I held my hand up. "Yes, yes, I know I could still choose to not forgive her, but I signed my name on the dotted line. Even before that, I promised I'd try, but having a 'contract' of sorts means I'll do everything I can."
"So why haven't you?"
I stared into my wineglass for an even longer time to ponder that. "I don't know. I keep thinking I have, but then I get so angry at the weirdest times and for the weirdest reasons. Not even about anything she did, just... mad. And then surly afterwards. Court gives me space while still letting me know she's there for me, but nothing she does either way helps. I just have to ride it out on my own each time, with no idea why I got so pissed."
"Are you sure it's her you're mad at?"
"Yeah? I mean, sometimes it's Jared, but he was just an opportunistic little shit. When I do get mad about him, it's mostly muted. Like it's more about what he represents than anything else. Like, that the current me isn't enough for..." A shrug and a drink finished the sentence.
"Do you have a picture of him?"
"Um. Not on me, but I'm sure I could find one."
Briana inclined her head at my phone, so I went hunting for the shot of him and Courtney from the trade show. Once I'd found it, I passed the device to her. She looked at his smiling, thoroughly punchable face--punchable to me, at least--then at mine, then back to him, then to me. "That really is uncanny. Still," she said as she handed the phone back to me, "I'd pick you over him any day, even if I was just looking at two strangers in a bar. He sounds like a run-of-the-mill fuckboy."
"Hah! Well, it's nice of you to say--"
"It's honest of me to say," she interrupted.
"--but like I said, I'm not mad at him. Not really. I mean, if I saw him on the street, I'd be tempted to kick him in the balls, but I could probably rein it in. Probably."
"Impressive self-restraint." Then, she quietly said, "There's another possibility, you know."
"Oh?"
"If you're not angry at her--or at least you think you've forgiven her--and you're not really angry at him, that really only leaves one person."
It took me a long moment to understand her insinuation. "Me? Seriously? Why would I be mad at me? I mean, yeah, I blew up at Courtney, but I think that's pretty understandable, given the circumstances."
"It is. That's not what I'm talking about. What I mean is..."
She got a contemplative look in her eyes, like she was trying to weigh how to approach the subject. "So, I didn't get into therapy until three years after I left Drew. Had to make sure I hit all the lower rungs of Maslow's Hierarchy for me and Layla--you know: food, water, shelter, and so on--before I could spend the time and resources getting my head straight. More than that, I didn't want to dredge it all back up again. It wasn't until Layla got too old for me to weasel out of the 'where's my dad' kind of questions that I started trying to find someone to talk to.
"The first therapist didn't work out so well. Big on forgiveness as a healing step. Not a terrible option for some folks, but awful for me. Because, seriously, fuck Drew. I couldn't imagine forgiving him for what he'd done. He didn't deserve forgiveness, but this geriatric jackass in his fucking turtleneck and wire-rim glasses wouldn't stop pushing it.
"The second one, Amanda, was better. She suggested forgiveness but relented when it became clear that wasn't going to happen. We talked about moving past what Drew had done to me without holding onto my anger; functionally the same thing, but without me having to get through the mental block of the word 'forgiveness.'
"Just like you, though, I still found myself being angry, even after I thought I'd moved on. Some of that is normal; we're human, you know? Every once in a while, I still get mad at that bitch Meg Jenkins for stealing my boyfriend in junior high, too.
"But this was a different kind of anger. I know that mine is partially from C-PTSD, so I'll probably never be 100% past it, but I couldn't find any readily identifiable triggers for these sudden, intense bouts of anger that cropped up every once in a while. They just... happened.
"I'd be out at a club with co-workers and see some girl grinding on a guy on the dancefloor, and I'd get mad. Or I'd watch a Disney movie with Layla and feel absolutely enraged when the princess got together with the prince. All these random, unrelated moments that made me angry for seemingly no reason.
"Then, this one time, a co-worker asked me to go to a potluck at his church. Not even a church service, just a lunch. So I went. Free food, right? And church lady food, too, all the stuff I loved when I was a kid. But when I walked through the door, I wanted to break down and cry. Like, I hated everything and everyone in the world, and I needed to be anywhere else but there. I think I might have taken a swing at someone if they'd said the wrong thing to me right then.
"I'd kinda tapered things off with Amanda, but I called her up first thing the next day and told her I needed a session ASAP." Briana leaned forward and took my hand in both of hers. Any trace of her usual delicious snark was gone, replaced by a profound earnestness. "What Amanda told me then made me even angrier at first, but she was right. And I think it might be right for you, too.
"She said, and I will never forget this, 'You don't have to forgive Drew, but you do need to forgive yourself. Not the version of you that's sitting with me here now, the strong, confident single mom who got her daughter out of that situation and put her life back together, but the naive college girl, away from home for the first time, who got taken in by a charming, narcissistic abuser.'"
Bri bit her lip, eyes misting up. "I needed to hear that. I needed to hear it so badly. It made me mad, yeah, but pretty quickly I realized I was mad at myself, and that I'd always been mad at myself, ever since things went wrong.
"I had friends who warned me about Drew, but I didn't listen. My brother told me he didn't like him the first time they met, and I ignored him. Even me; I had a little voice in the back of my head trying to sound the alarm, but I refused to pay attention to it.
"Drew abused me. I shouldn't have given him my trust, but I did, and he took advantage of it. I had internalized the idea for so long that everything that happened to me was due to his abuse, that I ignored the shame that I felt for being taken in by him. Shame that- that honestly, I shouldn't have felt.
"I knew, intellectually, that I was the victim in this, but I needed to hear the words from someone else: 'You made bad choices when you were younger, but you made them in good faith.' And, Greg, hon, your situation is different than mine, but you still made choices that you regret, ones you made in good faith, and those choices contributed to where you've ended up.
"Think about all the situations where you get mad without knowing why. They're reminders, not just of the hall pass, but of the ways you were complicit, first in its creation, and then in not speaking up about it afterwards. Even that argument with Gordon--which, let's be honest, you were right that time, because Gordon was being Gordon--it was you negotiating rules with someone else, just like that night with Courtney."
She reached forward once more, this time to move one hand to my cheek. "The 'other thing' you feel, the one that you can't identify? I couldn't either. Once Amanda clued me in, it made me so mad I walked out of her office and didn't go back until the next week, so please don't shoot the messenger, okay?"
Seeing this side of Brianna, her emotional openness and completely unmasked honesty, unnerved me a little. We'd shared things before, a lot of things, but this vulnerability felt intimate in ways I'd really only experienced with lovers. No, even that's not true. This level of trust? I could only ever remember feeling it with Courtney.
Nodding, I mumbled, "Okay." Then, more firmly, "Okay. I promise."
An understanding smile crept onto Briana's face, leavening her earnest tone. "Shame. It's shame. I was a smart girl, and I kept telling myself I should have known better, that a part of me did know better. But that's the present version of me judging the past version of me by the same standards. I was judging a naive girl by a scarred survivor's standards, and when that girl inevitably failed to measure up, I felt shame at who I'd been and what I'd done.
"I think you're feeling that, too. I think you've forgiven Courtney for what she's done--maybe not entirely, but enough--but you haven't forgiven yourself for your role in everything that happened: the hall pass talk, arguing over the rules, not speaking up the next day, going along with her when she'd joke about them or fantasize about using them.
"You said it yourself: responsible adults don't give each other hall passes, but you weren't a responsible adult then. You were little more than a kid, barely out of college, and so was she. Both of you were so convinced that you were forever and nothing could break you apart that you acted carelessly. In the beginning, love can seem unbreakable, but then it turns out to be... just so, so fragile. And you didn't get that, not the way you do now.
"But you're judging those kids, judging yourself from back then, by the standards of the 'you' that's hurting now, the older, wiser one. And that's not fair to either of you." Her thumb swiped away a tear from my cheek. "Hey. Hey. It's okay. You're going to be okay."
Embarrassed, I flinched away and dried my eyes with my sleeve, before nodding silently and sitting with what she'd told me. Words wouldn't come yet, even though I wanted to thank her. She'd been right, both about that hard-to-define other emotion and my initial reaction. I felt irrationally angry, both at her for seeing something I didn't and at myself for not seeing it in the first place. This one conversation wouldn't be enough to put paid to my anger--emotions are too slippery for that--but I knew she was right.
During that time, my friend sat with me, stroking my hand. That gentle touch, combined with her quiet, repeated affirmations, were what finally drew words from my mouth. "Man. You really are a great mom."
Snorting, Bri playfully shoved me. "Fucking asshole."
"Yeah, I suppose so." She made to pull away, but I took her hand again, my two clasping her one this time. "Seriously, though. I... I need some time to process, but I think you're right. And... and if you are, then from the bottom of my heart, thank you."
"Anytime. Can't let my favorite meat shield suffer."
From there, we let the conversation drift back to less serious matters. The low-stakes chat left me plenty of computing power in reserve to work at everything Briana had said about forgiving my younger self. There's always the danger of the false epiphany, and I wanted to avoid that. However, the longer I rolled her words around in my head, the more sure I became of Bri's read of the situation.
I needed to drive, so I switched back to water, but she kept on with wine for the rest of the evening. By the time I took our glasses to the sink, I was clear and sober. Briana might have been clear, but definitely not sober; she stood on unsteady legs to see me out. I expected she'd have a pretty decent hangover the next morning. Or, rather, that morning; until I looked at my phone, I hadn't realized we'd overshot the end of my usual visiting hours by two full passes of the little hand, and it was past midnight.



Bri walked me to the door and gave me a lingering, affectionate hug, which I returned. Her head resting on my shoulder, she murmured, "If you need to talk about, well, all we talked about with Courtney, feel free. I'm not ashamed of my past; not anymore. I just don't talk about it much." She tipsily giggled, "I mean, maybe skip the rough sex part, but if it can help you and her, ah, reconcile..."
"Thanks. I'll probably take you up on that."
She gave me another big squeeze, then pulled her head away to look into my eyes. Her stare was more than a bit glassy, but she clearly had something on her mind. "I- I just wanted to say... That is... I mean... For the record, I think I would have enjoyed being your hall pass." Bri chuckled and shook her head, lazily bringing her gaze back to me after, a glimmer of hunger in it now. "No. No, that's not true. I'm sure I would enjoy it."
My impression of a fish triggered a drunken laugh from my fantasy girl, but a strange, melancholic expression quickly replaced her mirth. In a romcom, this would be the moment where the protagonist--genderswapped, in my case--would kiss the best friend and profess a newly realized love, leaving the stick-in-the-mud secondary romantic lead to pick up the pieces of their broken heart.
For a moment, as the object of my months-long lust/unexpected new best friend stared up at me, lips parted, I almost accepted the unspoken invitation. An electric buzz surged through my body, and I felt myself hardening against her. The promise of the moment felt overwhelming.
I could have kissed Briana then, and I know she would have kissed me back. Then, I'd sweep her off her feet, carry her into her bedroom, and spend the night making love to one of the most beautiful women I'd ever met. In the morning, we'd all figure out a happily ever after; that's what my heart tried to tell my head, anyways.
But my life wasn't a movie, and there'd be no happy ending if I did that. If I slept with Briana, our friendship as it stood would be over, forever teetering on the edge of this single night. Between strained attempts to forget and the possibility of what might be if we only gave into temptation a second time, we'd lose us.
And even if Bri and I never got together again, Courtney and I wouldn't be okay, either, regardless of what some scrap of paper said. We might not divorce, but we'd never be whole, which meant our kids would suffer, too. Every single time I went over to my Saturday game nights, my wife would spend the evening wondering, and I'd end up defending myself, and we'd get back into the whole cycle of recriminations again, souring all three relationships.
I was certain a night spent with Briana would be bliss; I also knew that it could never be worth what I'd lose.
As the hamster wheel in my head spun, trying to figure out what to say next, Bri let me off the hook. She stood on tiptoe, planted a peck on my cheek, then stepped back. "Go on, you. Go talk to your wife." Then, with a giggle, she licked her thumb and scrubbed at my cheek. "Don't want to send you home with another woman's lipstick. Hard to explain that one."
"Bri, I--"
"It's okay, Greg. I know. I shouldn't have said that, but..." She shrugged. "It's true. But just because it's true, it doesn't have to mean anything."
"It doesn't have to," I answered. But then, I mirrored her earlier kiss, lightly brushing my lips over her cheek before stepping back. "But it does. Thank you. It, um, it means a lot. Knowing that I wasn't just being... dumb. A creep. Whatever."
"You weren't." She giggled again. "Well, maybe a little, if I hadn't been, y'know, checking your ass out every time you had your back turned."
"Oh, really?"
"Yes, really. Now go. Go!" Briana shooed me out her door, then watched as I made my way down the steps of her building and out into the parking lot. Once I'd opened my car door, I turned back and gave her a little wave; she returned it, an affectionate, wan smile on her lips. Then she closed the door, and, a few moments later, turned off the outside light.

--

It was closer to one than midnight by the time I stepped into our darkened bedroom. I'd opened the door as quietly as I could; we needed to talk, but it could wait until the morning.
I needn't have bothered. "Greg?"
"Sorry, I didn't mean to wake you."
"You didn't." I heard the rustle of the sheets as Courtney sat up, just barely saw her in the pale light streaming in from behind the closed blinds. "I couldn't sleep. Did... Um, did you have a good night?" Her voice sounded strange. Strained.
"Yeah, it was..." My words trailed off as the word 'idiot' popped into my thick skull. She wasn't asking if the game was good; she was probing as to the reason for my late arrival home. I should have realized that, especially since I'd never stayed so long at Briana's apartment. In fairness to myself, I was tired, still feeling the very last lingering effects of the wine, and lost in my own thoughts. "The game was good. Sorry, I didn't mean to be so late. Bri and I talked for a while afterwards."
Court clicked the bedside light on; in the harsh light it cast, I saw an expression both dubious and hopeful. "Was it a good... talk?"
I opened my mouth to respond, then closed it once more, pivoting towards the dresser instead. After digging around in the top drawer and finding what I was looking for, I turned back to her. "Yes."
My wife looked towards me but not at me. Her eyes instead locked on the old, laminated piece of cardboard in my hand, the one she'd given me a decade and a half before and which I'd once thought long gone. A myriad of emotions played across her face as I crossed to the bed. When I sat and extended the pass to her, they coalesced into a pained acceptance.
She hesitated, then took it from me with a nod and a tight, "Okay. I'm glad it was...good."
"Court--"
"No. No, it's okay. You don't have to tell me." My wife gave me a brave smile. "I'm glad. I mean it."
"I'm not using my pass, Courtney. Or, I guess, I didn't use it."
"What? I thought..."
"All we did was talk; that wasn't a euphemism. We had a long, involved discussion about... about her ex-husband, and about the hall pass, and about getting past the things that we'd each done and the things done to us. Just talk; mostly, anyways. She gave me a kiss, but only on the cheek, and I gave her one, too. That's it, and that's all we're ever going to do."
Courtney's brows knit together. "Then why are you giving this to me?"
"Because I don't want it. I never wanted it. When I asked for it back, I wanted to hurt you. I wanted... No, I needed to make you feel the pain I felt when you used yours, and then when I realized who you'd used it with. That, all of it, still hurts me, even if I do forgive you.
"And I do. I can't forget, but I do forgive you, Courtney." She quietly gasped; I hadn't said the words before, even as our relationship had made its way back towards something approaching its old status quo. "I believe you when you said how much the pass meant to you, and I believe you about trying to protect me, even if you went about it in just about the most boneheaded way possible.
"Nothing you did was done in malice. But if I used mine, it would be. I'd be trying to get even, and I just... can't. I can't do that to you or to me." I took a deep breath, knowing what I said next would hurt her, but also knowing I needed to be honest. "Or to Briana, either. I care about her. A lot. Just as a friend, but I think... I think if we took that step, then maybe more. Maybe that friendship turns to love. Romantic love, I mean. If I'm honest, I think I already love her as my friend.
"So, we won't take that step. If we don't, she and I can keep any love that we do feel contained to friendship; I truly believe that. But if we slept together? Then I lose my friend, and maybe my wife and my marriage and my family. I lose my self-respect, too, because I'll have become something I never want to be: a cheater.
"Because that's what we're talking about, or at least what you and I were talking about that night, before we started arguing about rules and the like. We were saying 'if you made a mistake, I'd forgive you.' About cheating, not about being a cheater. You cheated, yeah, but if I used my pass with Bri, I'd be a cheater. I can't imagine I wouldn't think about trying for more than that one time. I'm sorry if that hurts, but it's the truth. And I don't want to make a mistake like that. I don't want you to have to go through what it would take to forgive me, if you even could."
I let out a deep sigh, tired due to both the lateness of the hour and the burden she'd placed on my shoulders, one I could finally admit to myself and to her that I'd just have to live with. "The last six months have torn me up, and I'm just not going to do that to you. If I love you--and I do--how could I, in good conscience, put you through even a quarter of what you put me through, much less something so much worse? I can't. I just can't, not and still be able to say 'I love you' and mean it."
"Greg..." Courtney started to talk, but I put my hand up. I needed to get through all of this, especially this next, hardest part.
"I forgive you for using your pass, and I forgive me for ever letting it get past that night when we got drunk and exchanged them in the first place. I should have said something the next morning, but I didn't.
"And because I didn't... Because I didn't, we're here now. Those hall passes are the most toxic thing we've ever let into our marriage. They're an invitation to disaster. Like Chekhov's Gun, you know? They exist to be used. If they're not used, what's the point in having them? And that was never what I wanted.
"When we talked about forgiving each other that night, that was one thing, because... because they were just words, you know? Words I meant--words I assume you meant, too--but words that at least treated the possibility of one of us cheating with some kind of gravity. The passes... They turned our fidelity into a commodity to be traded, instead of something to be protected.
"You wrote that bit about 'marital misdeeds' on them? That's why I'm giving you your pass back. I never should have accepted it, and I sure as hell shouldn't have given you one, too. Not speaking up was the greatest marital misdeed I've ever committed. I hope it's the worst one I ever do.
"So that's it. I'm sorry I let us get to this point. Sorry I didn't speak up then. Sorry I blew up at you, twice, and sorry I let myself get so close to destroying our marriage. I hope you can forgive me, too."
My wife's mouth hung open. Whatever she'd been expecting to hear from me, it wasn't that. The silence hung in the air for an uncomfortably long time. What was she thinking? Did I just make things worse? Why wasn't she--
Courtney was on me in a flash, her lips locked to mine, hands running across my back and into my hair. She said nothing with words, speaking with her body instead; it told me of desperation and forgiveness and love. It spoke to me--we spoke to each other--in ways we hadn't since back in our old apartment. We'd made love innumerable times since, and those moments had, for the most part, each been special in their own way. This blew them all out of the water. Tender and loving, but also passionate in a way our bedroom hadn't seen in years.
After quite some time, we lay together in a pile of tangled sheets and torn clothing. Courtney nuzzled into my neck, panting in between small nibbles before moving up to my lips. She kissed me again, not with the fierceness of the moment when she'd accepted my apology, but still with the same emotion.
My wife picked up the pass from her bedside table and said, "I've changed my mind. This is the most romantic, most loving gift anyone has ever given me. I love you. I am going to love you for the rest of my life. I mean, I already was, but this... I just... I can't find the words to say how much it means to me. And, look... I won't give it back to you--I think you're right about the passes being toxic, even if I didn't understand that before--but... God, Greg. I never want to find out, but honestly? I think I could forgive almost anything of you, especially now."
I chuckled and kissed the top of her head. "Thanks. But let's not find out, okay?"
She fell asleep not long after, still holding the pass in her hands, clutched close to her chest like a child with a teddy bear. Before, that might have annoyed me; now, however, I couldn't help but smile. Getting even--or trying to, at least--might have made me feel better in the moment, but it wouldn't have granted me the peace my decision had brought.
Did it still hurt, what she'd done? Yeah. It probably always would. But now, finally, I could clearly see the future for us, past the pain. And that would be enough.

--

One thing I've always liked about older movies: they knew how to just end. No epilogues or post-credits scenes, no trying to bring the viewers in for endless sequels and spinoffs, just 'THE END' and roll credits. I mean, what good would it have done The Graduate to have another twenty minutes of screentime, instead of the ambiguous shot of Ben and Elaine riding in the bus trying to figure out what came next? None at all.
Modern audiences don't seem to enjoy that as much, though. Or maybe the studios don't; I dunno. Who's leading who there? If the audiences reward that kind of thing, why wouldn't the execs give it to them? I mean, it's hard to argue with the box office returns. So, I guess I'll drop a couple of breadcrumbs here.
I'm not going to give you six fucking endings like Return of the King, though. Don't worry about that. You won't be hearing about the centerpieces at our twenty-fifth wedding anniversary.
Yes, Briana and I managed to keep our friendship going. She and I talked about the evening, and she apologized for making the pass at me, also later apologizing to Courtney for it. However, as Courtney put it, "I was prepared for you to bang her brains out. Why on earth would I be mad that she sent you home to me instead?"
Hell, the two of them even managed to build a friendship of their own. Admittedly, Briana's first visit to our home gave me my own reasons to encourage it. After Bri left, Court asked, "You gave that up for me? Really?" before absolutely draining me dry once the kids were in bed. Given that almost every visit from Bri led to a repeat, albeit maybe not of quite the same magnitude... well, that was just another good reason to hang out together. I think Briana knew it, too, although she never directly commented on it.
And, yes, Bri did eventually get a happy ending of her own.
But that, as they say, is a story for another time.

--

Special thanks to elizaloo for beta reading and advice! Honestly, she deserves editor credit on this one. I can't thank her enough for her help.
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The scrape of a foot on the deck woke Ken with a start. His breath caught as, in the darkness, a shape moved.
Montgomery--Monty to most folks--glanced over from the fishing boat's wheel. "Hey, sorry. Didn't mean to wake you."
"'Sokay." It wasn't; not really. Ken was still suffering under the effects of jetlag, having flown in from a warzone on the other side of the world scarcely a day before. The gentle rocking of the boat as Monty took them out in the wee hours of the morning had thrown off his plan of staying up to reset his internal clock.
Still, he tried to muster some enthusiasm. "Need to be up soon anyways, right?" he asked with a yawn.
Monty grinned with that same broad, unaffected smile he'd had since they first met over a decade before as college roommates. "Eh, the fish will be there any time. We've got three days; we can pace ourselves."
Ken stretched and looked around; he thought he saw a few lights in the distance but couldn't be sure if they were other boats or one of Galveston's handful of skyscrapers poking up over the horizon. "How much further?"
His friend shrugged. "Eh, we have a ways to go yet. The shelf here is shallow; probably only 30 feet or so down where we are right now. To snag the real prizes, we're going to have to be well out into the Gulf, maybe 20 or 30 miles. Out there, we can catch mahi mahi, red snapper, maybe even a marlin or a shark if we're lucky."
That perked Ken up. "Shark?"
"Oh yeah. Got plenty of 'em out there. Blacktips, spinners, tigers, all sorts. Even the occasional hammerhead or great white." Monty chuckled at Ken's queasy expression. "Don't worry. It's not like they're going to jump into the boat."
Ken made a noncommittal, vaguely disgruntled sound. It's not like they'd never gone fishing together before, but it had always been lake fishing or, occasionally, in the shallows near Montgomery's hometown. And it wasn't like Ken was afraid; what were a couple of big fish compared to the things he'd seen in Rwanda and the DRC? You don't get to be a successful war photographer with a weak stomach.
Still... Sharks. His idiot uncle had let him--made him--watch a Jaws marathon when he was five years old; it was nearly a decade before he'd even go in a swimming pool. While he wouldn't call it a full-blown phobia, the notion of being in the middle of the ocean and surrounded by sharks made him shift uneasily.
But then he saw Monty stifle a chuckle at the look of consternation on his face, and that just wouldn't do. Ken's features shifted toward his usual confident-bordering-on-smug expression.
"Fuck off, Gummi."
Ken had hung that nickname on Monty early on. He'd been a soft thing back then, chubby, quiet, and shy. Ken helped him toughen up, grow a backbone. But just because Monty had a spine now didn't mean the pecking order should change; the younger, smaller man laughing at his distress forced an almost reflexive clapback. "It's better than being afraid to even talk to a girl. Hell, if it wasn't for me, you'd never have met Xenia, and..."
The rest of the sentence drifted away. Fuck. Fuck. Idiot. Why did he have to go there? Why did he always have to be like this, trying to be an alpha and usually ending up an asshole instead? His mouth worked noiselessly, as if trying to drag the words back inside.
His friend's face fell for just a moment, then the frown turned into a wan smile. "Yeah, I know. It's..." He sighed. "Look, you don't have to pussyfoot around it, man. It's been... God, it's been almost three years since she passed."
"I'm sorry, Gum. I didn't- I wasn't thinking."
"Don't worry about it."
"And I'm sorry I didn't make it to the funeral, too. I should have--"
Monty kept one hand on the wheel, raising the other to forestall yet another apology. He'd had to listen to plenty of them from Ken already. "I told you before, man. I understand. You were on assignment, and they couldn't reach you. It happens."
"I know, but... Once I found out, I should have come back. I should have..." He shrugged. "I'm sorry it took me so long to come see you."
"I get it. I do."
"No," he insisted. "I mean it. I should have been there. And I shouldn't- just now, I shouldn't have--"
"Did you know that she was the only one who still called me Gummi?"
"What? No, I uh--"
"She said it was because I was so sweet. Everybody else..." He glanced at Ken, then back out towards the sea. "Well, I haven't been 'Gummi' for years. Soft like that. And you're right; I wouldn't have met her if not for you. I wouldn't be a lot of the things I am now if not for you being... well..."
"Kind of a dick?"
An honest, loud laugh burst forth from his oldest--probably his last--friend. "Yeah. Yeah, I guess so." Then, cocking his head, Monty opined, "Kind of strange to hear you admit it, though. A few years ago, you'd have pushed back instead."
"A few years ago, you wouldn't have said it in the first place."
"True." His countenance darkened for a moment before the smile returned. "I guess we've both changed."
Ken looked out at the horizon; the twinkling lights in the distance were gone, either too distant to see or blotted out by the first rays of dawn. "It's beautiful out here."
"It is. I haven't really taken the boat out this far since... well, since. It was such a big part of our life together. It just felt... wrong without her." The smile turned up a notch. "But now you're here! And we're going to have a great weekend before you head off to... where are they sending you this time?"
Ken frowned. "Ukraine."
"Oof. I don't know how you do it."
"It's... Honestly, it's been good for me. I mean, I see a bunch of awful stuff, but showing people what's going on, making them see the stuff they don't want to, it feels... Look, I know I'm not a doctor like you. I don't get to help people directly. But making it so these things aren't just going undocumented, so maybe people will get off their asses... I dunno. It feels good."
"Huh. You really have changed. I remember back when you just used that camera as an excuse to hit on girls."
Ken flashed a grin. "Well, I still do that."
"Color me completely unsurprised. Big, tall, good-looking American? I bet you had all the girls in Africa eating out of your hand."
"Yeah, ah..." Ken looked away at the horizon and scratched at the back of his neck. "Sometimes, I guess. It wasn't... Like, I had to be real careful there. Last thing you want is to get a reputation for stuff like that, especially among the locals. Shit can turn bad real fast." He repeated it once more, quietly, almost to himself. "Real fast." Then he yawned, the fatigue starting to settle in once more.
Monty stifled a yawn of his own. "Stop that," he chided, before laughing. "Take a nap, man. We've got another hour or so to go, then we'll be fishing all day. Between that, the dinner we're going to catch, and the booze I brought along, trust me: you're gonna crash. Your jet lag will be gone the next day, promise."
"Yeah, yeah, okay."
"And go below decks. There's a perfectly good bed there. I don't need you sliding off the side of the boat and into the ocean. We're here to eat tuna, not feed sharks, right?" Monty snapped his teeth twice at Ken, then laughed once more.
The taller man snorted, "Asshole. And, uh, thanks. You're right. Don't let me sleep too long."

--

In the darkness, a shape moved as Ken tried not to breathe.
Fifteen minutes before, he'd been sharing a dinner with his translator's family. Kgosi Bizimungu--"Just call me Biz," as he told the photographer on their first meeting--had worked with Ken for six months at that point, acting not only as translator but driver, bodyguard, and minder. This wasn't his first visit to the man's home, but now Ken was certain it would be his last.
The night started out much like his other visits had, with a greeting from Biz's wife, Gisa, and their children. The oldest one, a beautiful girl of eighteen years named Neza, often stole glances at Ken when she thought no one else was looking. Ken did his best to not respond in kind, but he often found himself hard pressed to keep his eyes where they belonged. Between the girl's curves, her guileless sexuality, and her clear infatuation, she represented the most alluring sort of fruit: forbidden.
However, Ken wasn't going to do more than look. Even if he had lacked gratitude toward Biz for the man's services as general factotum; and even if he hadn't considered him a friend; and even if he wasn't a guest in the man's home; he wouldn't have indulged. Distant memories--although never distant enough--of the last time he'd tasted forbidden fruit would have stayed his hand.
So instead, Ken, Biz, Gisa, Neza, and all the rest had drunk and eaten and laughed that evening. He shared some of the photos he'd taken earlier in the day--slice-of-life stuff only, of course--and played a round of footy with the younger boys before the sun went down, kicking red dust into the air far more often than he ever touched the ball.
It had been a good day. One of the best since he'd come to Africa.
Then the night descended.
Mugisha heard the trucks first, their loud, poorly maintained engines fighting with the sound of the cicadas as they drew closer and closer. At first, Biz kept a smile on his face, but Ken could see the strain behind it. "Nothing to worry about, I'm sure."
The trucks kept coming, though, drowning out the sounds of nature as they did.
Biz stood, rattling off orders to his family in staccato bursts of Kinyarwanda. Ken caught a single word repeated several times, one he'd heard often over the previous half-year: soldiers.
The younger boys ran out to the front of the farmhouse, taking their ball with them and calling out points as if they'd been playing for hours. Neza tugged at Ken's arm, speaking in heavily accented English as she dragged him out of his chair. "Come. Hide. Now!"
Her sisters pulled the dining room table to one side, then rolled back the rug it had occupied. Biz knelt down, his hand finding a board shorter than the rest, and tugged at it to reveal a trapdoor, one barely large enough to accommodate the American's frame.
"Biz, the girls should go first. They--" But his friend only hissed and pointed.
"We'll be right behind, Mr. Amundson," Neza reassured.
Ken opened his mouth to argue, but the lights of the lead truck appeared just at the end of Kgosi's property. With a nod, he wriggled through the opening and rolled to the side to allow the next person in. The two youngest Bizimungu girls came next, and Ken shifted to allow them enough space. The three of them rolled onto their backs, looking up at the light filtering in between the cracks and waiting for the third daughter to join them.
But then the trapdoor slammed shut, and the rug rolled back over to block out the light. One of the girls closed a latch on the inside of the hatch. Shuffling feet and wood-on-wood sounds told Ken the family was moving the table back into place. He wanted to cry out, to tell them to send Neza down, but the loud bang as the militia kicked the front door in told him it was too late for that.
Loud voices cried out above the three for the next ten minutes. Ken's limited grasp of the language only took him so far, but it became very apparent why the men had chosen to harass Biz by the third time the word "Umunyamerika"--American--came from their mouths. They wanted him, and it didn't sound like they would take no for an answer.
Ken wasn't a religious man, but he prayed fervently, silently, that they wouldn't find him, that Biz or Gisa or one of the other Bizimungus wouldn't give him up. Then, when words turned to slaps and crashing and begging, he screwed up his courage, trying to find the strength to call out.
But he didn't. To his shame, he didn't. Instead, he hid between two young girls, hands clamped over their mouths to keep their cries from alerting the men who interrogated their father.
Then came the gunshot. Then the second. The third. From outside, a fourth and fifth in quick succession.
Begging from Neza turned to screams, which grew more and more distant as the men dragged her into the night.
Silence followed, but not true silence, not real silence. This wasn't the silence of a deserted place, but one where men moved quietly, trying to hide their presence from unseen quarry. The heavy tread of boots punctuated the silence as soldiers moved from room to room; first four men, then three, two, one as they gave up the search. Ken's lungs burned; he hadn't realized that he'd been holding his breath until he exhaled. He relaxed his hand over one of the girls' mouths; much to his horror, a stifled sob slipped between his fingers.
Boots scraped on the porch outside, stopped, came closer.
The girl froze, eyes wide with fear. She was only thirteen or so, but old enough to know what had happened. He felt for her, but if she didn't shut the hell up, it would happen to all of them. Ken glared at her, his face an angry warning to stay silent. She nodded; still, he kept his hand in place.
Good that he did.
A crash, immense in the silence, startled all of them. Ken thanked whatever god watched over journalists that the crash hid the girls' fearful noises; his own, too, if he were honest. Light streamed through the floorboards once more, but only the pale illumination of stars and moon; in the commotion, the lights in the house had been extinguished.
Ken could still see the shape moving above him, though, barely. It strode up and down the floor, poking with its rifle, kicking at the boards, trying to find some trick or catch or handle to allow access to the crawlspace below the house. As the soldier's anger grew, he rained blows down on the floor and bellowed something Ken couldn't understand.
And then another, older voice shouted, and the soldier was gone, as if he'd never been there at all.
They waited in the darkness for what felt like hours; when Ken finally found the nerve to risk lighting up their hiding place with his smartwatch, it turned out to have been less than half an hour.
Ken found his friend, dead, staring at the ceiling with empty eyes. He found the eldest boy in the entry room next to his mother, and the youngest sons in the field where they'd pretended to play, blood staining the red dirt darker still.
He didn't find Neza at all.

--

"Wake up, sleepyhead. Daylight's burning!"
Yawning and rubbing his eyes, Ken asked, "How long did you let me nap?"
"Couple hours. I would have let you sleep longer, but you were making all sorts of racket." His friend peered down, concern written on his face. "You okay?" Ken only grunted in return; Monty clearly didn't believe him, but he also didn't press. "Well, since you're up, might as well get to it. Come on, I've got all our tackle set up and ready to go!"
Gummi sounded elated, a first since Ken's arrival. The first day together had been somewhat abbreviated by Ken's late arrival; at dinner he'd seemed muted and distant, but Ken couldn't be sure if he was projecting. In the wee hours of the next morning when Gum had rousted him, Ken had been too tired to notice much but his lack of sleep, but even then he felt a certain distance. Whatever the cause, that coldness appeared to have evaporated.
"Sounds great."
And it was. They stood out on the deck, each with their own rod, plus a couple more set up in outriggers, the two men occasionally breaking the silence with chitchat about the little details of their lives over the last few years. Each avoided serious topics, most especially Xenia. Ken figured Gummi would talk about it when he wanted to; if he never did, that would be just fine. He had no interest in opening that can of worms.
That reticence went both ways; despite Monty asking a couple of times about his years in Africa, Ken deflected as much as he could, the dreams of that last night at Biz's house still troubling him. While the memory never strayed far from his thoughts, he hadn't dreamed about it in a long time; if he could, he'd never dream of it again.
The photojournalist looked over at his friend and couldn't suppress a laugh. Monty had his goofy old bucket hat on and zinc oxide smeared on his nose, every bit the WASP-y dweeb Ken knew him to be at heart. He'd changed some in the years since they'd last been out on the boat; they both had, but Monty's transformation was the more outwardly visible.
He probably still weighed about as much as he had three years back, but it was a lean weight now. No one would ever mistake him for a bodybuilder, but he looked... healthy, for lack of a better term. Still a bit haunted when he didn't think his friend was looking, but not gaunt or, as Ken would have thought more likely, overfed. While his beloved wife's death obviously affected him, he hadn't let himself fall to pieces.
Ken was glad of that. It made him feel less guilty.
Montgomery looked over. "What's so funny?"
"You." He vaguely waved his hand at Monty's ensemble. "You look like a retired grandpa."
Monty laughed, too, a bit of self-deprecation evident in the noise. "Well, I don't know about grandpa. But I am retired, so..."
"What?" Ken almost dropped his pole. "What do you mean you retired? You love being a doctor!"
"Loved." Monty shook his head. "Loved being a doctor. Past tense. I still... I dunno, I've still got my license, and I might eventually go back, but... I can't. Going into the office and seeing... Or, I guess, not seeing her there. I just couldn't do it anymore. And it's not like I need the money, so..."
"Gum..." Ken sighed. "Gum, she wouldn't want that for you. She'd want--"
"She's dead. It doesn't matter what she'd want."
"Gum!" Of all the things he thought he'd ever hear his friend say, that wasn't one of them. "C'mon, man, that's- it's- how can you say that?"
"Because..." Monty bit his lip, a sneer sneaking onto his face. "Because she fucking cheated on me."
"What? No, that... that can't be right."
The retired doctor stared at his friend for a long moment, then turned his gaze back out to the sea before asking, "Do you know how she died?"
Ken had avoided all details about Xenia's demise, so he could honestly answer, "No. I know someone said it was... an aneurysm? Something like that?"
"Hemorrhage. From an ectopic pregnancy."
"Oh my God." Ken almost staggered as a wave gently rocked the boat. "Oh my God, Monty. I'm so sorry."
"Me too. Especially since it wasn't mine." Ken started to ask a question, but Monty just kept talking. "It was during that big hurricane a few years back. Snuck up on us. It was only a tropical storm til just a few hours before landfall, but then bam! Cat 3 in a few hours. We hadn't evacuated; hell, almost no one had. And then... Well, it was a hurricane. Power went out, streets flooded, trees fell. You know the drill.
"It was worse than usual, though, at least in our neighborhood. No one could get out for days; I don't know if it's because the storm caught us all flat-footed or just bad luck, but..."
He sighed, pinched the bridge of his nose, and continued. "She'd been complaining for a couple of days before about some weird symptoms. Shoulder pain, occasional lightheadedness, weird cramps. Textbook ectopic pregnancy symptoms, but I didn't even consider that because... Well... I can't have kids."



Ken's surprised tone matched his expression. "What? I didn't--"
"Of course you didn't. Not something that comes up in polite company, and I didn't... like you said, you could be kind of a dick, and I didn't need to give you yet another thing to tease me about."
"Sorry." It didn't seem enough, just saying it didn't seem enough. He was right; Ken had been a real shit to Montgomery over the years, and he wanted to change. "Really, I mean it."
Monty shrugged. "Eh, it doesn't matter now. Not like I'm going to remarry, so it's all a moot point.
"Anyways, right as the storm really hit, she started bleeding. Badly. Then I knew what it was, and it all clicked into place. It wasn't the time to accuse her of anything, though. So, I just held her and did what I could, which... Well, it wasn't much. Even if we'd been at the office, I couldn't have done much; I'd need a hospital for that. But at home? Pretty much nothing but comfort her and pray.
"So, yeah." He idly cranked the reel in his hand a couple of rotations. "I held my unfaithful wife in my arms while she bled out. She begged and cried the whole time for me to do something, but I couldn't. Almost the whole time, at least. At the end, she just told me she loved me over and over. But how could that be true if she cheated on me?"
"Jesus." Ken looked like he was going to be ill. "I had no idea."
"Yeah, well, it's not exactly the type of thing I want to shout from the mountaintops." His shoulders rose and fell in another resigned shrug; if Ken hadn't known him so long, he'd almost have believed his friend's stoicism. Almost, but not quite.
"I can't believe she'd do that. Like, is there any chance--"
The waves and the wind swallowed up Monty's mirthless laugh. "No. Xenia would appreciate you defending her, I'm sure, but I checked to see if there was any chance of that. It wasn't mine."
Ken opened his mouth to offer his condolences, but before he could utter more than a single syllable, Monty's rod bent so sharply that it made both men cry out. The reel whined, the line went taut, and the fight was on. Montgomery planted his feet, fighting hard against whatever was on the other end; it wasn't huge, whatever it was, but it still fought like a devil.
Moments later, Ken hooked something too. Both men laughed and shouted, alternating taunts and encouragements, just as they had in the old days. The gloom of the earlier conversation vanished into the sea air like it had never been there at all, at least for a time.
That morning, the pair had the most luck they'd ever had on one of their expeditions. It seemed like as soon as they'd landed and dispatched a fish, another would be out there, waiting to be hooked. None of their catches were too large or exotic; an eleven-pound snapper was the best either managed. Regardless, they still documented each catch with quick snapshots to be shared once they were back within range of a cell tower.
Ken let Monty handle the gutting and cleaning, just as he always had. He'd remarked to his friend more than once that he should have gone into surgery instead of general practice, but the jokes seemed out of place that day. Instead, he just tried to be present and friendly, along with fetching a fresh beer whenever either of them ran low. It was the least he could do.
By early afternoon, the two might not have hit their bag limit, but they were close. They certainly had more fish than they were likely to eat while at sea, but between the freezer on the boat and the cooler packed with dry ice they'd optimistically brought along, none of it would go to waste.
While Monty had cleaned and gutted their catch, cooking fell entirely into Ken's wheelhouse. The boat's cramped, poorly stocked galley didn't offer much to work with, but with a little effort he still managed to get a decent pan-sear on the red snapper Monty had caught and served it over rice.
The two men barely exchanged a word as they ate. In truth, the silence had descended before that, once the fish stopped biting. As Ken did his part, his mind started to drift back to the horrors of the past. Monty noticed the shift in his companion's mood, but let things lie for a while longer.
"This was really good," he said after finishing his portion.
Ken shook his head as if he'd forgotten anyone else was there. "Huh? Oh, uh, thanks. Glad you liked it."
"I did." He paused for a moment, then asked, "Are you okay?"
"I... Yeah, I'm fine."
"Bullshit." Monty put his plate to one side. "You've been brooding for like the last hour, you were almost shouting in your sleep earlier, and you weren't much quieter last night. What's going on?"
"It's nothing."
"Give me a fucking break, man. It's clearly something. Just tell me."
"Gum... It's... Look, like I said before, the places I was reporting from, shit could go bad fast." He looked out across the sea and swallowed. "And it did. Really bad."
"Hey," came the soothing reply, "whatever it is, you can tell me."
And so, he did. In one long, uninterrupted stream, Ken told him about Biz and his family, about that terrible night that almost all of them had perished at the hands of angry men with guns, and the nightmares the experience left behind. His gaze remained steadily away from Monty as he did, as if he couldn't bear to speak of the evil he'd witnessed to anything but the empty air.
When he'd finished, Montgomery merely breathed out, "Jesus."
"Yeah." Now, finally, he looked over at his friend, a wry half-smile on his face. "Now you see why I didn't want to talk about it."
"What happened to the two girls who were hiding with you?"
"Their uncle lived nearby, and they knew the way. I took them there and explained what happened as best I could; his English was better than my Kinyarwanda, but just barely. He took the girls in and let me stay the night, but also made it clear that would be the only night I'd stay there.
"After that, he dropped me off at the embassy in Kigali, and that was that. The organization I worked with got me a new translator, and..." He shrugged, spreading his hands, palms upward. "I kept doing what I was doing. This time, though, I didn't get too friendly with any of the locals, which I'm sure hampered my work. Or maybe it didn't. Hell, I don't know. But I wasn't... They died because of me, you know? Because I was..." He shook his head. "If I'd come up out of the bolthole--"
Monty interrupted, "Then you'd be dead, and probably those little girls, too."
"Maybe. But maybe if I'd just gone out front instead of hiding like a coward in the first place..." He let the words drift away. With a humorless chuckle and a swig of his drink, he said, "Woulda, coulda, shoulda. Right?"
Monty opened his mouth to speak, then held up a finger. "Hang on." He rose to his feet, then staggered below decks; whether his impaired gait stemmed from the many beers they'd shared or the ever-so-slightly more turbulent seas, Ken couldn't be sure. However, when he looked down the stairs into the dim light of the cabin, the shape moving around seemed more surefooted.
"A-ha!" came the gleeful shout, shortly followed by Montgomery's clomping footsteps as he ascended the brief flight of steps back up into the waning afternoon light. In one hand he held two tumblers, and in the other a bottle of something brown, murky, and delicious-looking. "This kind of conversation demands stronger liquor, yeah?"
Ken snorted. "Not gonna say no to that."
Monty, ever the good host, poured a couple of fingers for Ken first before putting half that amount in his glass. Then, he raised it in toast. "To Xenia."
Although he frowned--partially in confusion and partially in discomfort--Ken still raised his own drink and repeated, "Xenia." Then, both men drank, and Monty refilled their glasses once more.
"You seem surprised."
"It's just..." Ken took another sip, hoping to avoid stating the obvious.
After letting the moment stretch long enough to make his old roommate squirm, Montgomery laughed, "That she cheated on me?" He shrugged with a smirk. "She's dead, right? Whatever reason she had for cheating on me--even if it was no reason at all--I think she's been punished enough, don't you? Besides, I wasn't toasting her in specific. I was toasting her name."
"Huh?"
"Do you know what it means?" Monty inquired. "Xenia?"
"I think she said it was something like... hospitality?"
"Ah," Monty said, raising a finger, "That's true, but only in modern Greek. In ancient times, it meant much more than that. The word was closer to a sort of religious, ritualized 'guest-friendship,' the idea that one should treat guests as though they were the closest of friends. If a stranger visited your home, showing them hospitality went beyond politeness; it was an edict from the gods. Zeus was even sometimes referred to as Zeus Xenios, showing that it was one of his domains.
"In fact," he said, slightly slurring his words--he'd always been a lightweight compared to Ken--"In fact, there's a story about it. This one time, Zeus and Hermes, in disguise as a pair of strangers seeking shelter for the night, visited an older couple, Baucis and Philemon, in their home. Baucis and Philemon were poor, and their larder was almost empty, but they still served their guests generously.
"Now, on the way there, Zeus and Hermes had been rejected by the other townsfolk, all of them richer than the poor couple, cursing at them or even setting the dogs on them in some versions of the story. Baucis and Philemon, on the other hand, went above and beyond, offering to slaughter their sole goose in order to prepare a better meal than the simple figs and plain bread they could provide.
"And that's when Zeus and Hermes revealed themselves, bidding the couple to climb to the peak of a nearby mountain with them. When they did, Zeus flooded the valley below, obliterating the town for their lack of xenia. Philemon and Baucis, however, he rewarded by making them the guardians of a temple erected on that site, then promising that they would die at the same time, in old age, and would be turned into an intertwining pair of trees rather than suffer any pain."
Ken's brows knit together. "That sounds a lot like the story of Sodom and Gomorrah from the Bible."
With a laugh, Montgomery agreed, "That's because it is! Or at least the same family of story. There are a number of tales like it from that rough area, because they all had somewhat similar attitudes, even if they dressed it up differently.
"If you really read the story of Lot and his wife, the depravity of the people isn't the, well, the sodomy; it's the lack of hospitality. The shift in focus towards 'sexual deviance' didn't take place until, oh, around the third or fourth century. Before that, everyone understood it was a cautionary tale about treating guests poorly.
"Also important to note that there are stories that go the other way, about guests disrespecting their hosts and being..." He waved his hand about. "Well, you get it. Turned into asses or whatever.
"And that's what I was toasting to. Not my unfaithful wife, although... Well, let's be honest. I still love her, so maybe her, too. But to xenia, the ideal. The virtue that compelled Biz to protect his guest, even at the gravest risk to his family. And you did the same, in your way."
Ken cocked an eyebrow. "In my way?"
"Xenia goes both ways. It's a responsibility of the host, but also of the guest: to act in a respectful way and to not take advantage of their generosity. You could have argued with Biz about going down into the bolthole with his children, but you didn't; perhaps that is cowardice in some measure, but it was also what he asked of you. He was trying to keep his guest safe, but also his youngest children, and he trusted you to keep them safe if he couldn't."
"I..." Perhaps it was the words, or maybe the realization that went with them, that struck Ken with such force that they made him... woozy. Elated, almost to the point of giddiness, but also oddly heavy. "I hadda thooought ovit like..." His mouth felt like it was full of cotton. "Whuh?"
"I mean, of course he trusted you. You can be an awfully charming guy when you want, so maybe he was just a poor judge of character, but I'm going to give him the benefit of the doubt. Maybe once he saw that you didn't try to put the moves on his clearly infatuated daughter, he thought you really were honorable." He held up his glass and looked through it at his former friend. "More the fool him. Me too, for that matter."
"G- Guh--", said Ken, trying and failing to form the nickname he'd stuck his awkward freshman roommate with all those years ago. He tried to rise, too, but instead he tipped out of the chair and fell, hard, onto the deck.
Montgomery stood, then rolled the bastard over with the toe of his deck shoe so he could see the face of his enemy. Ken's eyes shifted about with a slowness that belied his panic. "Funny. I thought the sedative would kick in before the paralytic. Still, it's hard to gauge these things when mixing them with alcohol. Oh, no, don't try to speak. You won't be able to anyways. Don't worry, whatever you have to say can wait until you wake up."

--

Xenia groaned, "Oh God," as Ken entered her for the first time, his face still wet with her juices. He'd learned, in their brief time together, that she wasn't a screamer nor even much of a talker, generally restricting herself to grunts and soft whimpers even as she came, so this utterance gave him a certain smug sense of satisfaction. Had Gummi ever gotten that much out of her? Probably not.
He slid almost his full length from her tight cunt, then eased it back in with a painstaking slowness, whispering, "You like that, sweetheart?" She only nodded, head lolling around like a puppet with half its strings cut. Only when he repeated the motion with an almost cruel amount of force did she cry out, "Yes!"
A clatter behind them made Ken freeze, then slowly turn his head to find its source. In the darkness, a shape moved, and he almost launched himself out of the bed at its sudden presence. Then, however, he stifled a curse at the realization that it was only Xenia's ancient cat watching from the shadows, a dead mouse lying at its feet.
He shook his head, chuckling as he returned his focus to the Mediterranean beauty writhing below him, admonishing her, "Shh now. Don't want to wake the house." He wasn't really worried about that; Monty was out like a light down the hall in their living room, but it didn't hurt to be cautious. Still, to be safe, he covered Xenia's mouth with his own, forcing his tongue inside even as he resumed the conquest of another man's wife in their bed.
For the next while, only soft sighs, muffled moans, and the wet, rhythmic slap of flesh on flesh could be heard from the bedroom. Ken would freely admit that he was many things: an arrogant prick, a womanizer, a cad--even, in his rare introspective moments, a bully--but the sheer number of notches on his bedpost meant he could add "fantastic lover" to that list; Xenia's response to his masterful shifts between tempo, position, and forcefulness were proof of that.
By the fourth time she'd cum on his cock, Montgomery's wife had all but lost even the feeble attempts at speech she'd made as Ken first "borrowed" her, as he preferred to think of it. It's not like he was going to steal her; hell, even if he'd been the marrying type, he'd be gone on a flight to Africa next week. Gummi would be none the wiser, and he'd finally get to have the experience he'd been cheated of--that she'd been cheated of--when they'd first met Xenia and she'd inexplicably chosen his schlubby roommate over him. Xenia could remember this night in her dreams and maybe even bring some of that energy to bed with her husband.
Hell, he almost was doing Gummi a favor.
As he sped towards the inevitable conclusion, Xenia picked up on his growing need. Her movements, increasingly languorous as the evening had gone on, gained a new energy. Her toned legs wrapped around him, calves pressing against his thighs, pressing him up into her with the scant energy she could muster. Her hands moved along his back aimlessly, as if she'd lost control of her arms as well as her urges.
"Cum," she moaned, as he buried his face in her neck, cock plunging into her in rapid, uneven thrusts. "Cum, please, cum, cum in me, my lo--"

--

Ken sputtered awake, cold water cutting his dream short.
"Wakey wakey." Montgomery's voice came from above him, he thought, but his sense of direction was shot. Ken laid on his back, and something heavy pressed into his chest; he couldn't raise his head to see what it was.
It took a few more seconds of trying and failing to move that he realized he was bound, arms next to his sides and wrapped with some kind of thin line, and legs tied at the ankles.
"Gummi, what--"
"Hah!" Montgomery's laugh, cold and cruel, rang out across the waves. "Gummi. Honestly, is that still how you see me? Still the soft, sheltered frosh you decided you should 'toughen up?' Even now?" His face appeared just within Ken's view, a frighteningly serene smile etched on it. "Even this close to death?"
Ken did his best to wriggle around, but to no avail. "Gum- I mean, Monty, I- I don't know what you think I did, but we can talk about it, man. Please!"
With a snort, Monty's face disappeared once more, leaving only the dusk-reddened sky to fill Ken's vision. He heard a splash, and then another and another, in slow, measured cadence, but little else besides the water lapping against the side of the boat.
From there, he began to orient himself. Obviously, if he could see the sky, he was laid out on the deck. Beneath him, he could hear the crinkle of plastic. A tarp, maybe? With the drugs starting to wear off a little, he could finally raise his head up just enough to see the weight on his chest: a scuba tank, bound to him with the same thin rope that restricted his arms.
However, no matter which way he twisted, he couldn't see Monty. He could hear him breathing, though, between the splashing and the occasional scrape of plastic on plastic.
And he could smell some foul and metallic wafting towards him from that same direction.
When it became apparent he'd get no reply, Ken cried out, "Please! Why are you doing this? Talk to me!"
The splashes stopped. "Fine, you want to talk? Let's talk. I suppose I do have a couple of questions." Monty appeared in his field of view again. "Whose idea was it?"
"Whose idea was what? You're not making any sen--!" The swift kick in the ribs silenced Ken's indignant whining.
"Listen to me, you piece of shit. I'm gonna give you one chance to tell me the truth, and if you do then maybe--maybe!--I'll just pilot this boat back to the docks and cut you loose. But if you don't..." The thin, evil smile that punctuated the sentence conveyed the rest of the thought better than any mere words could.
Ken gulped. "Okay. Okay, man. Whose idea was what?"
Monty's grin turned to a grimace as he ran his tongue around the inside of his lip. "I'd say 'don't play dumb,' but I'm afraid you're not playing. But you know what? I'll give you a little rope, and let's see if you hang yourself."
He briefly moved out of Ken's line of sight, then returned with a bucket in his hands. As he overturned it and placed it on the deck nearby, the scent of fish guts and blood the photographer had trouble placing before in his drug- and panic-addled state became overwhelming, causing him to gag.
"Hah! Yeah, that stuff's pretty nasty if you let it sit for a while in the summer sun. Still, it'll get the sharks riled up, and that's what's important isn't it, 'chum?'" Monty laughed at his own pun as if it were the funniest thing in the world; when he saw the look on Ken's face, the laugh upshifted into an outright cackle. "Yeah, starting to put it all together, ol' buddy, ol' pal? You get one chance to tell the truth, or you go into the drink.



"But you know what? To make it easier on you, I'll tell you what I know for certain and let you fill in the rest. Maybe I am really soft after all."
"Monty--"
"Shh, shh. Save your breath. You'll likely need it. Now, where was I? Oh, yes." He held up a finger. "So, first off, I know that you fucked Xenia. I don't know if this was the first time or if you'd been carrying on behind my back for years, but I'm guessing the former. Because..." A second finger joined the first. "Someone drugged me the last night you visited us. I don't know if it was you or her, but I know it was one of you. I might be a lightweight, but I'm not that much of a lightweight.
"Three. You were the only one she could possibly have cheated on me with. We were joined at the hip, with scarcely an hour in the day where we didn't see each other. Everyone knows that, and you..." He leaned over and jabbed Ken's brow with three fingers, bouncing the back of his head into the deck. "... you sure as hell do. So don't try to pretend it wasn't you that fucked my wife, 'pal.'"
Monty eased back upright on the bucket, his face a sneering mask of contempt. "So, now, if you want any chance of getting out of this alive, tell me: which one of you did it? Whose idea was it?"
Ken licked his lips, tried to speak, and failed. Only a few stuttered syllables made their way out of his mouth, followed by a whining, "Monty, please--"
"Right." Montgomery stood, kicking the bucket aside. "I gave you a chance, so now--"
"Xenia! It was Xenia's idea!"
The former doctor looked down at his former friend, head cocked to one side as if trying to hear a distant sound. Then, he spat, "Bullshit."
"It's true! It wasn't-- it was the first time, the only time, and it was her idea! I didn't want to, but she begged me! Please, man, I swear!"
With a snort, Montgomery mocked, "Oh, sure. Because she just couldn't withstand your charms anymore after all these years, right? Give me a fucking break. You might have thought you were God's gift to women back in college, but no one else did, and you sure as hell aren't now. Xenia--"
"She wanted a child!"
Ken closed his eyes, bracing for a blow that didn't come. After a few moments, he allowed himself to half-open one, allowing him to take in the sight of Monty standing dumbstruck over him, an indefinable expression on his face.
One choked syllable slipped from the widower's mouth. "What?"
Ken took the opportunity to recenter himself, taking a few deep breaths before letting the tale flow forth. "It's true. I'm sorry, Gum, it's true. She... She told me that you couldn't have kids, but that she could. That- that you had talked about adoption, but she wanted to... to have one of her own. She said that she didn't want it to be some stranger's, and I'd... well, I'd be gone for a long time. Long enough for her to help you understand that I was the best choice."
"How? How could her fucking my friend be the best choice?"
"Because... I mean, look at us, man! I might be a little taller than you, a little..." He almost said 'bigger' but quickly course-corrected for fear of the unintended association. "...more broad-shouldered, but we've both got the same hair and eyes, similar faces... It just... it made sense."
"And you wanted to fuck her."
"... Yes. I'm sorry, but yes. She drugged you with... I don't know. Rohypnol, maybe. But she gave me something, too. Ecstasy. Like, a lot. Without it... Ah, hell, Monty, I'm a piece of shit. I know that. Maybe even without the E I'd have done it, but with it..." He tried to shrug but couldn't manage it. "There was no chance. I'm sorry. She was just so gorgeous."
"And how the hell would she have explained the pregnancy? Divine intervention?"
"No," Ken sighed. "She would have told you. About all of it. Including... including my role. She said that you were too proud to give permission but that you loved her enough to forgive her in time."
"And you."
"Xenia... She wasn't sure about that. She thought so, but once she... passed, I didn't know what she had and hadn't told you, so I stayed away."
As Ken had spoken, Monty turned away from him, facing out toward the sea, hunched over the railing and gripping it so hard it looked like his nails might gouge out chunks of the hull. Now, his shoulders rose and fell in what seemed great sobs to the bound man, so he hurried to further apologize. "I'm so, so sorry, Gum. I was a coward. But man, if I had known that you'd been grieving not just Xen--"
Any words that remained died in the bound man's throat as Montgomery threw his head back and howled with laughter, great noises that seemed more like a hyena's cries than anything a human might make. Ken realized then that the sobs hadn't been born of grief but of mirth.
"Monty," he started again, but the cackling madman that wore his friend's skin merely doubled over at the plaintive tone of his words, along with the quickly returning expression of fear on his face. Ken urgently repeated, "Monty, why--"
In between gasps, he managed to get one word out. "Tokophobia!"
Ken's brows knit together in confusion. "Toko... what?" That was enough to send Montgomery into another laughing fit that lasted long enough to turn Ken's confusion to anger. "What the hell are you talking about?"
Monty didn't answer at first, instead pushing himself off the railing and moving about the deck, busying himself with various tasks: checking the ropes that bound his enemy, examining the scuba tank's regulator, and occasionally peering over the side of the boat into the water while glancing at his watch. All these occupied him, but apparently not his former friend's wriggling and shouting.
Finally, though, he said, "Best save your breath. You're going to need it."
"Monty, please stop! I understand that you're mad, but surely--"
"Tokophobia," Montgonery said, stopping his preparations for a moment to finally answer Ken's previous question, "is the irrational fear of pregnancy and childbirth."
An icy chill shot through Ken. "Monty--"
"Xenia had one of the most acute cases I've heard of; her therapist even said so. The reasons why are... Well, they don't matter now. She hid it well, but she was so terrified of the idea of carrying a child or giving birth that she couldn't even watch a TV show that featured a scene where a child was born.
"So, thank you. Once you said that, I knew my instincts were right. Xenia... She never would have cheated on me. Never. Not with you, and not with anyone.
"More than that, if there was any chance, any at all that she could have been pregnant, she'd have moved Heaven and Earth to terminate it. So even if she might have fucked you willingly, there's no at she would have ever willingly let you go bare in her. Hell, even if you'd used a condom, she would probably have taken a morning after pill. That's how frightened she was.
"But you." He freed the fileting knife from its sheath, but didn't yet do more than gesture with it. "You drugged her, like you did me. You fucked her. And you made me doubt her. You son of a bitch, you made me doubt my wife as she lay dying in my arms. I tried to hide it from her; I hope I succeeded. Even if she had cheated on me... she still didn't deserve that, to die like that, like her deepest fears had come true.
"But to not even understand how it could be happening, much less why..." The blade shook in his hand, almost as if it were a living thing, ready to end Ken's life all by itself, with only Monty's will keeping it from its task.
Ken shouted, "I'm sorry! I'm sorry, Monty, I am!"
"Oh, of course you're sorry now. Sorry you got caught. Sorry you're going to--"
"No! No, I was sorry almost as soon as I did it! That's why I left so quickly the next day! Because I couldn't deal with what I'd done to her! And to you!
"And then, with what happened in Rwanda, I... I've been a terrible person my whole life. I have. I know that. But I'm trying to be better now, to be a good person!" He turned his head away, unable to bear the hateful fire burning in his last friend's eyes. "I deserve it. Whatever you have planned. I do."
"No shit."
He allowed himself to gaze upon Montgomery once more, hoping that the look of contrition would aid his pleas. "I deserve it, but you don't. Don't let me be the reason you stain your soul like this.
"Please, Monty. You're a good man. Don't do this. Take me back to shore, and I'll confess. I'll serve whatever time they give me, and I'll spend the rest of my life afterwards trying to make amends to you and trying to do whatever good in the world I can."
Montgomery scoffed. "Right. Like I'd trust a single word that came out of your mouth. You couldn't even tell me the truth when I asked, even when I specifically gave you a chance to come clean and maybe escape your fate. Instead, you doubled down, betraying not just me and Xenia, but her memory as well, just to save your skin."
Ken exhaled a sorrowful sigh. "Yes, I did it to save my skin. I'll admit that. But I did it to save you, too." Monty laughed once more, but Ken continued. "I did. I wanted... I knew that you wouldn't let me go. You said you 'might,' but if I'd told you the truth, we wouldn't even be having this conversation.
"If I lied to you, though, and you believed me, there was a chance that you wouldn't go through with this. It's murder, Monty! Cold-blooded murder! I did something awful, and I deserve punishment, but you shouldn't be the one to dole it out! You should stay the good man--"
A swift kick to the ribs silenced the photographer, other than pained moans. "A good man," Monty spat as he knelt down next to the bound man. "A good man!" One fist wrapped around the rope that ran across his chest and yanked, bringing their faces inches from each other. "How on earth could I be a good man if I let you live? How, Ken?"
"I--" a slap silenced him.
"You raped my wife. You murdered her. You--"
"Not," Ken gasped, "murder! This is murder! That was just... it wasn't- it was an accident! It wasn't murder!"
"Fucking murdered her, you son of a bitch! You killed her while committing a crime, no different than if some junkie accidentally killed a shop clerk while robbing a convenience store. You murdered my Xenia, and I'm not going to let you weasel your way out of it!"
Montgomery shoved Ken back onto the deck so hard his head bounced off it, standing as he did. "Even if I took you back to shore, even if you confessed, even if they threw the book at you, you'd get a few years. Probably get it pled down once you--being the coward that you are--actually had to face consequences for your actions. No. No, I couldn't call myself a man, much less a good one, by allowing that to happen.
"And so, I'm going to make sure you do face the consequences."
With that, he went back to his preparations, moving around a dazed Ken, who still reeled from the last effects of the drugs and a newly inflicted concussion. It wasn't until Montgomery entered his field of view a few minutes later that the photog could form the question, "What? What are you going to..." The words died away as he saw the new object in Monty's hands: an anchor.
Answering the unfinished question, his captor said, "I can't make you suffer the way you tortured my poor Xenia. This little..." He made a little dismissive gesture with his free hand. "... thing you've got about sharks doesn't begin to compare with her phobia. But..." He took up the free end of the rope tied around Ken's feet and began to tie the anchor to it. "I can still inflict some terror. That'll have to do.
"You see, I'm going to put that regulator in your mouth before I throw you over. At the depth you'll sink to, you've got maybe sixty minutes of air before it runs out, assuming you don't hyperventilate." He giggled to himself. "So call it maybe half an hour. That's plenty of time for the sharks to start circling, especially with all the blood and guts I've already thrown in.
"So you get to decide then. You could spit out the regulator and drown, which is, I assure you, a horrible, painful way to go. Running out of air in the tank is much more peaceful; you'll likely not even notice as the carbon dioxide poisons you. You might get dizzy and weak, or you might pass out before that happens. It almost sounds nice, doesn't it?"
He offered the last option with a wicked, sly grin. "Unless, of course, the sharks get to you first."
"Don't... Don't do this," Ken said, trying another tack. "They'll catch you. Throw you in jail."
Monty shrugged. "Maybe. Probably not. I've had more than two years to plan this out, after all. Two years is a long time, especially when you consider the fact that no one is likely to give a shit about your death. The only person in the world who might push the police for a more thorough investigation is the one throwing you overboard in the first place.
"Because I was able to push down the hatred I felt for you for a few hours, I have all these pictures of us having a blast fishing today, showing we were in good spirits, with no bad blood between us. I'll tell the cops that we'd talked about going scuba diving tomorrow. We both got drunk, and you made some noises about nightdiving that I shot down before going to sleep.
"But, of course, as arrogant as you are, you decided to go without me to prove your point or... whatever. I'll leave that up to them to decide. And when I woke up... Well, we'd forgotten to set the anchor before I went to bed, and you must have been too soused to remember to do so. So, no, officer, I have no idea where he might have been when he went overboard."
Ken hissed, "They'll still have the GPS logs! They'll find me, especially tied up like this!"
"Hmm," mused Monty. "You know, that's a good point. Maybe..." He waited until some of the tension went out of Ken's body before continuing, "... Maybe that's why I used PVA rope."
"... What?"
"PVA. Polyvinyl alcohol. Breaks down in water. Not instantly, especially not as thick as this stuff is, but by the time I wake up at, say, ten in the morning with a massive hangover, 'realize' you're gone, call the Coast Guard, and they can get someone out here to search... well, I figure it'll have had maybe sixteen hours to dissolve? No, the ropes binding you will be long gone by then.
"And even if they found some of the residue on your body, it gets used in a lot of things, including, amusingly, some types of fish bait. Which I guess that's what I'm using it for, right?
"Whatever the sea doesn't deal with, the fish will, including any ligature marks. You know, assuming they find you at all with all the sharks that chum has attracted.
"And speaking of, I think it's about time for them to move on from the appetizers to the main course, don't you?"
Ken struggled, of course. His wriggling and thrashing later put Monty in mind of one of the fish he'd caught earlier in the day, after he'd landed it, each fighting to survive in their own way; the fish wanted back into the sea, while the drug-addled and bound human desperately tried to stay in the boat.
Neither succeeded.
Before Monty finally threw him overboard with a great roar and heave, he did manage to jam the regulator's mouthpiece into Ken's mouth. The photographer hit the water facefirst, the impact driving the scuba tank into his chest. His teeth bit down hard on the silicone in between them, reflexively keeping the only source of oxygen left to him in place as he fought to roll over onto his back.
If only he could spit it out and beg Montgomery one more time, surely he'd listen. Surely, now he'd come to his senses. Surely his gentle friend couldn't go through with this madness, no matter what wrongs he might have committed.
Then another object splashed nearby, and within a second he was dragged under once more. As the anchor sped towards the bottom, pulling Ken along with it, he opened his eyes for the first time since going into the water. This couldn't be happening. It couldn't be. It couldn't--
The anchor hit the sea floor, ending its descent. Momentum pulled Ken down almost beside it before buoyancy won the day; he slowly rose once more to a couple of yards above the brown sand, rendered almost grey in the twilight. He looked up and could almost make out the shape of the boat, so close but so far beyond his reach as to be the surface of the moon.
Ken thrashed about, fear and adrenaline fueling his muscles; he could swear that he felt the bonds slipping. Maybe the ropes were dissolving faster than Monty thought they would? Or maybe he hadn't tied them tightly enough. Maybe... Maybe there was a chance.
An hour. Monty had said he'd have about an hour of air if he stayed calm. If he could just get loose enough to reach his feet, he was sure he could free them. Yes, that was it. He'd swim up as fast as he could then; or maybe he needed to move slower? He'd heard of the bends, but-- no, that was a problem for later. For now, flex against the ropes, get free, and... and...
On the periphery of his vision, Ken saw something. Something big. His head whipped around, trying to find it as the bile rose in his throat. He peered out through the gloom, past the circle of relative light that let him see the sand and the seaweed in monochrome for long seconds, before... nothing.
He almost wanted to laugh, as disastrous as that might be; it was nothing.
Nothing.
Then, in the darkness, a shape moved.
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Kayla Daniels had a dilemma. Not, to be clear, a problem; problems might be easy to solve, or they might be hard to solve, but they had solutions. They had right and wrong answers, and, while Kayla had spent a portion of her early life struggling to determine which of those was which, that was no longer the case. Deciding right versus wrong rarely presented a problem for her, although, as with pretty much everyone she'd ever met, acting on that knowledge still sometimes proved difficult.
No, what Kayla had now was a dilemma, a case where the choices she found herself pondering each had both significant upside and potentially disastrous downside. Normally, she'd consider talking something like this through with her husband, Nick, but that simply wouldn't work this time.
After all, how does a wife tell her husband that she wants to fuck her boss?
Want? No, scratch that. Kayla needed this. Oh, her body wanted him, certainly, but more importantly, her instincts screamed out to her that she needed to do this. Those instincts, once she'd honed the rough edges off over the course of a tumultuous youth, had rarely guided her wrong; her list of achievements argued that quite persuasively.
High school valedictorian, barely edging out her best friend, Julie, for the award after the poor girl broke under the strain of her father's arrest. Summa cum laude. Prestigious internships. A stellar corporate career. Junior vice president of Vieron Industries, a Fortune 500 company, by the time she was thirty-three, and now vice president of the same at thirty-nine. All of these even after finding time to give birth to Noah and Mia, spaced ever-so-carefully apart as to prevent too much disruption in her advancement.
Nick had helped with that, of course, both the creation of said offspring and their care. They could afford a nanny, and they did, but he still took up far more of the remaining child-rearing duties than Kayla. She especially liked that; while she took pride in her children and usually enjoyed spending time with them, she also found them difficult to manage. Nick, on the other hand, seemed to have no such issues, and stepped up admirably to fill in the gap.
Her marriage to him could be seen as an achievement, too, one she felt a certain warmth about, which the other accomplishments didn't provide. Tall, smart, and handsome--although not too handsome, as that might have made for a more difficult courtship and marriage than she'd have preferred--but also kind, loving, and loyal. She hadn't had a lot of those last three in her life before Nick, and it felt... good, in a way she couldn't easily elucidate.
As importantly, he was unthreatened by Kayla's strong personality or her career. That mattered to her; it was one of the reasons why she picked someone like Nick as a husband. He could be morally inflexible, but he didn't beat his chest about stereotypically masculine concerns or act possessive of her as so many other candidates had. Throwing his male pride the occasional bone, such as taking his last name when they married, seemed to be enough to keep him satisfied.
Kayla knew that she'd found a diamond in the rough with Nick, and she'd spent plenty of time chipping away at and polishing it to create the man she wanted at her side. He could be a wonderful conversationalist, for example, able to expound on a number of topics at length. However, one of his love languages was "infodump," and teaching him to shut up instead of boring their dining companions had taken her years.
He also was occasionally perplexed at the delicate interpersonal aspects of the rough-and-tumble business world she spent so much time in. Nick seemed to find it disturbing how often an ally could become an enemy and then an ally again with little animosity between the two parties. Keeping the more bloodthirsty aspects of her career from him worked in both their favors.
Hinting, first gently and then not-so-gently, that he didn't need to share so much about his dreadfully uninteresting job in IT with her finally drove the point home. Letting him believe her disinterest was instead a simple matter of quid pro quo netted her three wins in one: fewer boring discussions about boring subjects; less chance of triggering her husband's too-rigid moral code; and more quality time with the only man she'd ever loved.
It came as little surprise when the psychiatrist diagnosed Nick with autism. Well, little surprise to Kayla, at any rate; she'd long suspected something similar, but her uncertainty as to how he'd react to such a diagnosis stilled her tongue.
However, after Nick spent dozens of hours reading through literature trying to identify why Noah had so much trouble focusing at school and why Mia took so many things literally that others clearly meant to be figurative, he hit upon the answer himself. He'd struggled with that through his youth, too, and even still in adulthood, so he understood where they were coming from. That understanding of them led to an understanding of himself, too.
And, God, if he'd drowned her in information about his interests before? That was nothing compared to his and the kids' diagnoses. Everything from parenting strategies to history of neurodivergent treatments to evolutionary biology theories; he attacked it with the same ferocity as he did any of his other interests, but with even more gusto.
No one had diagnosed him earlier for a simple reason: his parents. They'd never really trusted mental health professionals, and that distrust had rubbed off on him, at least until he found the utility in their expertise. Mia and Noah's turnaround as they learned coping skills and strategies to deal with the perceived downsides of their neurodivergence put paid to that resistance. He'd unconsciously adopted some of those same techniques as a child, and finding more that worked made him happier.
It made Kayla happier, too, at least once she got him to stop vomiting the more esoteric concepts at her; that disinterest hurt Nick, but there was only so much psychobabble she could stomach. She had almost as little use for that kind of talk as her in-laws, albeit for different reasons. Still, some of those last facets she'd been trying to expose in him finally appeared once her husband had greater knowledge of himself, and she found herself more content than ever. The marriage she'd built finally matched the one she'd known she could make from the beginning.
She'd always felt that certainty about Nick, along with a stronger connection to him than she had anyone else. Their backgrounds had been similarly difficult: overbearing parents, misunderstandings with peers, and feelings of isolation. This last was not helped by their exceptional natures; both his intelligence and her beauty and social acumen threatened others. Some people simply couldn't deal with being outmatched and would spew all sorts of venom at those who'd bested them.
Kayla had learned that early on and adjusted accordingly, tempering her capacity to get others to do what she wanted with a certain level of restraint. For example, while she had few moral qualms about using deception to get what she needed, she knew from painful experience that outright lies should be wielded like a stiletto: rarely, precisely, and to devastating effect. Omission and shading the truth were sometimes necessary, but too many fabrications became onerous to the one spinning them, creating disadvantage instead of advantage.
With Nick, she had to be especially careful. She'd told him a somewhat obvious lie once, early on in their relationship, about their exact level of exclusivity. It was a calculated risk, both to see how much he trusted her and to see how easily he could discern the difference between falsehood and truth.
Unfortunately, she misplaced the decimal point in those calculations by several orders of magnitude; he'd broken up with her over it, and only through surprisingly heartfelt pleas and eager displays of physical affection had she managed to win him over again. Afterwards, she took great care to only lie about minor things that she knew she could get past him, and to reinforce his belief in both her honesty and her love whenever possible.
Both his discernment and his capability to forgive cemented her affection for him. She liked how straightforward he could be, even if sometimes, like now, it proved inconvenient. In other people, she saw the same attitude as indicating a certain dullness or naivete. Not with Nick, though; he had neither of these qualities.
In her then-boyfriend and now-husband, she instead saw a different puzzle altogether, marveling at how someone this insightful could also be so monochromatic in his moral landscape. They made for an odd couple, but also, in her estimation, a strong one.
He anchored her, keeping her honest when she might otherwise let foolish impulses guide her off the rails. She handled the dirtier work that he seemed disinclined to, the tough decisions that never seemed that tough for her.
Until now.
She truly did love Nick. She loved him more than anyone else she'd ever known, except perhaps their children. In rare moments, she possibly even loved him more than she loved herself. Hence the dilemma.
In the past, extramarital temptations had only been a problem, not a dilemma. Did she want to sleep with other men? Occasionally. However, she wanted her marriage more. Emotionally, it was nice to have that safe haven to rely on; however, even from a strategic standpoint, marriage to Nick provided too many advantages to risk casting it aside for a roll in the hay.
On top of that, being a woman in business was hard enough, and sleeping her way to the top was a short-sighted strategy. People don't fear a woman that gets her promotions on her back, at least not once they've been promoted past her. On the other hand, maintaining an image as a loyal spouse and loving mother gave her a different sort of edge, proving a human heart beat underneath her ruthless exterior. It humanized her in ways that reassured some of her peers and kept others on their back foot. Either suited her purposes, as long as she knew which person held which view.
Now, though, she had her chance to wield her sex as a weapon, one she'd kept in reserve even more than deception's stiletto. Henrik Larssen was moving up to the CEO's office in New York, and she'd be taking his senior VP slot to head up the Dallas office. That much was already assured; her skill and drive had made it so. However, she also had a shot at a C-suite position--admittedly a couple of years down the line, for propriety's sake--and all that lay between it and her was a few days in the tropics with Henrik Larssen.
Physically, she'd wanted Henrik for a long time, as he had her. That last part came as no surprise; most men she'd met wanted to fuck her, whatever they might say to their wives and girlfriends after being caught staring. She'd wanted a few of them, too, but not enough to risk her marriage. The thrill wasn't worth the tradeoff; hence, no dilemma.
The thrill with Henrik, however, was almost enough by itself; her blonde-haired, blue-eyed superior had a handsome face and fit body, even if he was more than a decade her senior. Hell, perhaps that age gap even added to the thrill; she wouldn't be the first woman to enjoy letting her suppressed Daddy issues loose.
The power imbalance got her hot, too. Or, more accurately, imbalances: they each had something the other wanted. The delicate dance of drawn out, unspoken negotiation of who would give what and when acted as some of the most delicious foreplay she'd partaken of in years.
It didn't hurt that Henrik radiated alpha male energy. She'd never say that to Nick, of course; he'd derided such a notion as pseudoscience at one of their dinner parties, embarrassing her with a tirade about how the concept of "alpha" and "beta" males came from a flawed research study on wolves, long since discredited by the scientific community and disavowed by the very researcher who'd published it. "Astrology for incels," he'd scoffed, ignoring the quietly fuming junior exec who'd just moments before referred to himself as an "alpha."
It made her laugh, too, but inside she seethed. The whole point of dinner parties was networking and building alliances, not insulting people whose support she needed. Why didn't he get that? Who cared if the science was wrong? The term had gone far past its original domain and into the wider world. Words meant what people wanted them to mean, even if they were "wrong" from a factual standpoint.
God, he could be so infuriating sometimes.
Still, she didn't want to ruin her marriage. Kayla did love Nick, and marriage was, after all, about learning to accept the flaws of others that made you happy. However, she needed to fuck Henrik Larrsen, both for her career and her own pleasure, and, unfortunately, her husband's perceptive nature made hiding such an assignation an impossibility.
Career or marriage? How to accomplish both?
Perceptive. She mulled over that word for a while, then others. How would she describe Nick? Perceptive, yes. Loving. Emotional, but guarded. Rigid. Trusting. Intelligent. Infuriating. Loyal. Submissive? Perhaps, to a point. Logical.
Logical. That might be the key. Maybe not logical enough to accept that she needed to do this, but logical enough to accept that she was going to. To accept that this had to happen, and also to accept that only his pride stood in the way of his long-term happiness.
Submissive. She'd guided him through their marriage, usually in subtle ways, but sometimes with a bit more directness. Nick soon realized that if he kept Kayla happy, she'd keep him happy; whatever he gave, he still got more than he was likely to with any other woman. They'd developed a pattern, and she could use that pattern to her advantage.
Loyal. Loyal to his family. To his kids. To what would be best for them. Loyal enough to take this hit, as long as she could reassure him that it was the only one he'd ever have to take. Reward his loyalty with a show of her own, while underlining what his lack of loyalty would cost all of them.
With time, she could make this indiscretion--such a minor one, really, in the grand scheme of things--up to him. Nick was too perceptive to hide a liaison from, but smart enough, logical enough, to see a way forward, especially if she made it clear to him that the path beyond this weekend held only happiness for all involved. This had to happen, but by taking the lead and framing the situation with care, she'd bring him around, eventually, to the correct headspace.
A growing smile on her face, Kayla began to work through the possibilities, examining angles that could turn into sharp edges, trying to find ways to dull them or turn them to her advantage. She could be logical, too. Calculating, as she'd been with him all those years ago when she'd first lied to him, but now with more variables accounted for. Fifteen years of marriage had given her plenty of data to work with.
Loyal, too, in her own way; if she wasn't loyal, why would she go through all the effort to help Nick get past this? Perhaps not submissive, at least with Nick, but didn't that just make them stronger? Didn't that make his life better, too? Of course it did. Leadership is a burden, after all.
Once she had the beginnings of the plan firmly in mind, a call to her personal attorney for some very hypothetical and very off-the-record advice. And then? Then, to research, plan, write, and revise.
Perhaps this was a problem after all, and not a dilemma.

--

Ultimately, Kayla settled on a private dinner to inform him of the new status quo, set a few days before her planned trip. Her upcoming new responsibilities had kept her late at the office for weeks before, and she'd begged off sex for the nights between making her decision and when she planned to spring her... trap?
No, not trap. That made it sound so adversarial. Yes, one could look at it that way, but she preferred to think of this as a kindness. She had a dilemma, and she'd dealt with it. In doing so, she'd keep him from having to do the same. After all, how can it be a dilemma if there's really only one choice?
She still had to preserve the illusion of choice, of course. That was important, too, like a store offering three versions of the same item with only small differences between them: a "light" version with too few features, a "deluxe" version with needless extras and priced far too high, and the "medium" one. When the purchaser picks the medium option, they'll feel like they got the best of both worlds, even though the company never really wanted to sell anything besides that middle choice in the first place.
Nick would buy the version she wanted, because none of the other choices were real choices at all.
She'd managed a sleepover for the kids, both to get them out of the way and as a subtle, unspoken reminder that she didn't technically need him to make the household run smoothly. She didn't say it, of course, but little subliminal, subconscious cues never hurt.
To that end, Kayla dressed in his favorite outfit, a simple black number that hugged her curves, along with a pair of matching high heels. She'd planned the dinner at home, surrounded by their many possessions, to remind him of the things her career had brought to their family. Throughout the dinner, catered by his favorite restaurant, she'd flirted and played to his ego. At one point, she even slipped off one of her shoes to slide a stocking-clad foot up and down his leg, before pulling it away with a teasing grin. In every way, she presented the best of their life together, just to make sure he knew what he had to lose.
After they'd finished the dessert course, she raised a glass to toast him. "To my perfect husband."
Nick didn't drink alcohol--unfortunately for Kayla, in this instance--but he raised his glass of sparkling water and tapped it to hers. "To my loving wife." Kayla's smile didn't dip. Why should it? She did love him, after all.
After taking a sip, she put her glass to one side. "Honey, I need to talk to you about something. Something important."
"Of course, love. Is everything alright?"
The toast hadn't given her pause, but her husband's supportive smile almost made her falter. "I..." Almost, but not quite. "Nick, I love you so much. You've always supported me in my career, and with the kids, and everything else. You are, in every way that matters, my other half. You know that, right?"
The man sitting opposite her shifted in his chair, placing his glass down in mirror to hers. "Yes? I mean, I feel the same way, of course."
"Good!" She sighed with relief. "Good. I'm glad to hear that. But I'm sorry to say that I'm going to have to ask far more from you than I ever have before. I have to do something, and it may be... unpleasant for you. I won't try to sugarcoat that. And I'm sorry to put you through this, but it's something I need to advance further."
His face shifted from care to suspicion. She hadn't seen that from him in a long time, at least directed at her. "How unpleasant?"
"That's partially up to you." To avoid further questions, she raised her hand. "Please, let me explain what I need--and, to be clear, I do need this--before we get into what I'm asking of you." Reluctantly, Nick nodded, his face solemn.
"Thank you." She breathed an obvious sigh of relief; showing appreciation was important, especially in circumstances like this. "As you know, Henrik--" Her husband's jaw tightened ever so slightly. "--has been working with me for the past few months to ensure that my assumption of his role will go smoothly. I know I've been away more than I should have been during that time, and I am sorry for that; again, thank you so much for all the support you've given me in this and throughout the years.



"He's told me that once he's in New York, he'll be looking at opportunities for me to advance further. It will be a few years before I can make that kind of jump, but he assures me that I'd be perfect for a C-suite position, at least once I have the successful handling of the Dallas branch under my belt.
"However, he's also... intimated that I need to show that I'm willing to be a 'team player.'" Her hands went up even as her husband's face reddened and his features twisted. "Please! You said you'd let me speak. Hear me out. Just hear me out, okay? Then we can talk."
Nick didn't nod, but neither did he speak; Kayla took that as acquiescence. A good sign, she hoped. "I've never cheated on you, Nick. I've told you when other men have tried to play grabass while I've danced with them at corporate events and such, and you've let me handle it myself. And I have always handled it; no one's ever tried it on with me more than once. I promise that I've been faithful to you for our entire marriage.
"I've never even thought about sleeping my way to the top, either. You know that." A slight shading of the truth; of course she'd thought about it, but not in any serious manner, a loophole that let her sell the fib. "And even now, I'm only entertaining the thought because I don't see another way to advance further."
Nick scoffed, "Hard work, maybe?"
Kayla tamped down her anger at his surly interjection, answering, "At this point in my career, it's not just about hard work anymore. It's about visibility and favors. That, and leverage. If the CEO wants me as CFO or CMO, I'm in. That's it, period. There'll be a search for candidates, but just for show. No one's going to put up more than token resistance to his choice. By the time the kids are ready for high school, I'll have the experience on my resume to avoid even that.
"But without... this, he'll just pick someone else. A frat brother, or someone who can give him a strategic alliance of some sort, or whatever other criteria he chooses."
"Let's stop pussyfooting around it, Kayla. 'This' is my wife fucking another man!"
She looked down at her plate, the picture of contrition, pausing for the perfect length of time before replying in sorrowful tones, "It is." Then, raising her gaze to meet his, she continued, "More than that, though. He's planning to take a few days at a private resort in the Caribbean before traveling to New York, and he wants me to go with him."
"Are you fucking kidding me? This is what you'd call 'unpleasant?' I can't wait to hear what you'd describe as 'godawful!'"
Kayla couldn't remember the last time her husband had raised his voice to her. It shook her, making her deviate from her script. "It doesn't have to be, though! It's..." She shook her head, trying to get back on track. "It's a private resort. No one will know but you, me, and him."
"And the flight crew, and the resort staff, and--"
"No! Listen! With this type of place, privacy is paramount. Henrik and I will sign an NDA that binds us both; no one will hear of this at all unless he tries to renege on his end of the agreement, at which point I can produce the NDA. If that were to happen, I'd keep your foreknowledge out of it. No one will ever know that you agreed to this."
"Bullshit. If you can keep it so secret, why tell me at all?"
She smiled warmly. "Because I can't lie to you, Nick. You know me too well. I..." Kayla chewed on her lip. "I thought about it. I really did. To protect you, I mean. I didn't want to put all this on you, but I just can't lie to you, honey." The endearment made his lip curl up into a sneer; she mentally made a note to avoid those until after he'd made the correct choice.
"I know this is huge, Nick. I do. But it's just a few days. I've traveled for business before, and that's what this would essentially be, if looked at in the right way. It's a thing I'll do for my career, yes, but also for our family's prosperity."
Nicholas laughed, but without any mirth. "And you'll get to fuck Henrik. I have eyes, 'honey...'" The word dripped from his lips like anything but. "...and I know you'd love to get him in the sack almost as much as he'd like you there."
Kayla took in a deep breath and let it out slowly, as if it pained her to admit, "I do find him attractive, but I've never done anything about it. I never would have, either. He's been after me for a while, but I've always kept him at arm's length. I love you, and I didn't want to hurt our marriage." The truth of the last sentence made it easier to sell, she thought. "I still don't."
"Jesus, Kay." No one else called her Kay; she wouldn't allow it. In her mind, Kay was a truck stop waitress, the kind of woman stuck in the podunk town she grew up in. The one, in her nightmares, that she could have been, not the woman she'd decided to be when she left. She hated Kay... except when Nick said it. From him, it had always felt like acceptance of who she'd been, without judgment.
Until now.
"I..." He shook his head. "No. I just- I can't. I can't stand by and... No."
Damn. Damn damn damn.
Kayla would pick through the conversation in later days, wondering what might have happened if she'd tweaked her sales pitch a little, acted more earnest or been more firm, maybe even just started with threats. Maybe there might have been a way this didn't turn confrontational.
But, no, it was always going to get there, eventually.
Her voice cooled, as if speaking to a rebellious subordinate. "I wasn't asking your permission, Nick."
"What?" His brows shot up.
"I'm going to do this. I wasn't asking for your permission."
"Then what the fuck was this, 'I have to ask you for something' nonsense about?"
She looked up at the ceiling for a moment, then back down into his eyes. "I need you to accept it. I need it to not ruin our family."
Nick's face went slack for a moment, then contorted into a disbelieving grimace. "What? How the hell would it not ruin our family? I'm not going to let you go whore yourself out to get a promotion while I sit at home like some... some fucking cuck!"
"I would never say that, Nick, nor would I allow Henrik to. But I also never thought you'd ever speak to me like--"
His fist slammed onto the table as he rose. "And I never thought you'd turn out to be such a vicious, coldhearted bitch!"
"Sit down, Nick."
"Fuck you, Kayla! First thing tomorrow, I'm calling a lawyer. There is no way that--"
She started to let the anger at his impertinence show through. "Sit. Down."
"Give me a break, Kay, and lose the tone, too. You're not some goddamned empress. You're just a poor little trailer trash whore that finally found her price. Just like her mom."
Motherfucker. Motherfucker! She'd trusted him! And this was how-- No. Not just no, but hell no.
"Sit your ass down, Nicholas! I am done with your namecalling!" Tears appeared in Kayla's eyes; she couldn't remember the last time they'd gotten there without intention. She half-sobbed, "You will not--" before regaining her voice. "You will not be divorcing me. You will not break up our family."
"I'm not doing it, Kay. You are. You and your ridiculous--"
"I will take Every. Thing. From. You." A measure of self-control returned to her, the frost in her voice turning to ice.
"What?"
"The kids. The house. Everything. I will take everything from you if you try to divorce me."
He shook his head, as if that would erase the truth of the statement. "Community property state, Kay. You can't threaten me with that. Don't even try."
"I will, Nick. I already looked into it. Yes, it's a community property state, but that only plays to my advantage. When I get the kids, I'll also get the house. Any alimony I'd have to pay you would mostly go back to the mortgage, and you'd still have to pay child support. Oh, you won't be living in a refrigerator box under an overpass, but--"
Nick interrupted her again. "When you get the kids? Give me a break. They could barely pick you out of a lineup these days."
He'd gotten better about it over the years, but when flustered or upset, he still tended to jump in before people finished speaking. Normally it irritated Kayla, but in this case? It told her she had him where she wanted him.
She shrugged. "Maybe. But this is still Texas, so the odds are already in my favor. And with your diagnosis..." She let the words trail off, allowing the unspoken threat to hang in the air.
"My diag--" Realization dawned. His autism. All she had to do was get an expert to testify that, yes, of course he loved his children, but that didn't necessarily mean he was the best choice to be their caregiver, and... "You bitch. You fucking bitch! How could you do that to me? To them? I understand them better than you ever will!"
The stick well and truly brandished, Kayla softened her tone. "I know that, and I don't want to separate them from either of us. I want what's best for all of us; that's what this whole thing is about, even if you're too close to the issue to see it. You're a great dad and a great husband, and I want you in all our lives.
"But I also can't let your squeamishness stand in the way of my career, and I know that, even if you might hate me right now, you still love them. Eventually, with time and distance, you'll remember that you love me, too. I'm sure of it. We're perfect together, Nick. You know that."
He wouldn't meet her gaze. "I thought I did."
"Oh, Nick. Sweetheart, please, it's the truth. We are." It really did hurt her to see him like this, much more than she thought it would. "I wouldn't do this unless I needed to."
"You needed to threaten me? Really? And- and threaten me like that? With that? With taking my kids away from me because of... Because they're like me?" His voice quavered. Self-doubt. Fear.
Bingo.
A little nudge here and there, and she'd have him back in line. Time to show him the third option, in between helpless cuck and hopeless divorcee.
"I wasn't trying to threaten you, Nick. I really wasn't." Her voice oozed sincerity. "I was just... Like I said, I'm going to do this. I wanted you to understand what would happen if we divorced. I don't want that, and neither do you. I want us to ride off into the sunset together."
"Yeah, after you ride off on some other guy for a while," he huffed.
"Yes. But never again. No matter what. I promise." She saw the objection coming when he opened his mouth, the tiresome 'but our vows' one, and headed it off. "I'll do more than promise, Nick. I'll prove it."
With that, she reached under the table and pulled the sheaf of papers from her purse, then placed it on the table in front of her before sliding it over to him. He pulled away from her as she did; somewhere deep down that hurt, but she ignored it.
"What is this supposed to be?"
"It's a postnuptial agreement. I want you to read through it, so you can see I'm not trying to trick you, but the gist of it is this: if I ever..." A perfect little pause here, to highlight how remorseful she was. "... stray again, you'll get everything. The house, all our assets, alimony, the whole thing."
He eyed the papers, then her, both with distrust. "Bullshit."
"It's the truth. I can't miss the opportunity to advance my career. I just can't. But once I'm in a C-level position, I'll never be vulnerable like this again."
Her husband rolled his eyes, scoffing, "Oh, right. Like the asshole won't ask for another fuck just before he makes a 'decision,' or in five years when picking his replacement as CEO. He's been just so respectful of our marriage up to this point."
"He might ask," Kayla admitted, "but I'll turn him down. If he reneges, I'll hit him with a sexual harassment suit. He knows that. I can't do it now, because... well, because it just wouldn't work. I might not make it stick without proof, and even if I did, I'd be toxic. No corporation is ever going to hire a whistleblower to run them, or at least none worth running. But the threat is enough to keep him in line; he'll have gotten what he wanted once. He knows not to be too greedy."
Another snort from her husband. "Yeah, just like you, right? This isn't 'too greedy?'"
"No, it's not. It's what I need, and if I have to bend the knee--"
"Is that what they're calling it these days?" That fucking sense of humor of his. How could someone be both so goddamned charming and goddamned infuriating all at once?
"Christ, Nick. Just..." No, she wasn't going to let him get off track. "What I'm saying is that, once I've got a few years as CFO or CMO or COO, I don't need to move to the CEO position there; I can do it anywhere. If he tries to press the point, or if he tries to poison the well elsewhere, I'll threaten to expose him. We'll be at an impasse, and that'll be that. More to the point, he knows all this; I'm sure he's already played this little chess game in his head.
"So, yes, I can promise it. I'm only doing this because I have to, but never again. I will be your faithful wife for the rest of our lives together. And if I fail? You can destroy me financially."
"I don't care about the money, Kay. I never did." Still, he'd started to idly turn over the sheets of paper.
With what she thought was a soothing voice, she said, "I know, Nick. But you care about me and the kids."
His eyes flitted up to hers for a moment, then back to the papers. "I notice you didn't mention the kids as part of 'everything.'"
"Because they're not. But, realistically, you'll have the house, the money, the--"
"I want full custody. No visitation."
Kayla peered at him as if weighing her options. In truth, she was thrilled; she hadn't expected him to start bargaining so soon, nor to start exactly where she'd hoped. Nick was many things, but apparently a master negotiator was not one of them. "No. I could... accept you having custody, but I need to see my kids at least every weekend, and holidays, too."
He scoffed. "You don't even see them that much now."
"I know, and I regret that. But my travel will almost entirely stop once I take the reins next week. I'll be able to be home a lot more--"
"Wait. Wait. Hold the fuck up. Next week? Then..."
She nodded, glad he'd picked that up on his own. It would make him feel like he'd caught her out, allowing him to think they were on more even footing. Angry, too, but that would have happened either way. "This weekend. I'll be going away this weekend. That's why I needed to do this tonight. I want you to have time to read the agreement. Consider it. Even run it by a lawyer, although you'll have to be quick. If you don't sign it by then... Well, I'll just have to assume you're going to go for the throat while I'm gone."
Nick snarled, "Right, as opposed to ambushing me three days before you leave? That's not going for the throat?"
"It wasn't meant that way. I'd decided last week--" Last month, actually, but close enough. "--but I didn't want you to have to sit with this any longer than necessary. I meant it as a kindness, but I still wanted to give you enough time to review the contract. Make suggestions, if you wanted." Enough time to feel like you'd had some agency, but not enough to actually mess things up.
Not that there was much chance of disrupting the plan; Kayla had spent a lot of time and effort ensuring that. When Nick read through the contract, he'd find that it had no typed dates or names, only blanks to be filled in by hand. That would prevent him trying to use the unsigned document to blackmail her or use as leverage in a divorce. And when he did sign it? The wording included an ironclad non-disclosure clause with heavy penalties attached if the contract was even spoken of outside of arbitration or court. Better to let him learn about that himself, though; that would probably chew up a little more time as he raged at finding those avenues cut off.
"Oh, I've got some fucking suggestions alright." He threw back the last of his drink and slammed the glass on the table. Kayla suppressed a giggle; hard to make a manly statement with sparkling water, honey. Then he rose, and she rose with him. "I'm going to... God, you bitch. You fucking bitch. I need to be away from you, so I can think."
Contritely, she agreed, "Of course. I know that this is hard. Nick, I'm so sorry--"
"Fuck you, Kayla. Fuck you and your 'sorry.'"
He started to stalk away, so she followed, calling out, "Please, baby, I am. I-- Let me make it up to you tonight. I know you're mad, but I can show you how much I love you. We can go to bed and--"
"So you can distract me? Chew into my decision time?"
Yes. "No! No, that's- I'm not--" Kayla feigned a mix of outrage and hurt, but inwardly she rejoiced. Sure, it would have been nice to kill three birds with one stone--get her rocks off, remind him what he'd be missing, and waste precious hours doing it--but like she'd said before: she knew to avoid being too greedy. It didn't matter; he'd still followed the script more or less as expected.
The slamming door to their guest room didn't shock her. Very little of this had, actually. The only things that did surprise her were her own feelings, how acutely she felt the twinges of guilt and sadness while laying it out. Those would pass, though. They always did, once she had what she wanted.

--

Kayla gave Nick a wide berth the next day. That didn't prove too difficult; as per her usual for the last few months, she was up at dawn and out the door before anyone else, then returned home a little bit after seven. In between, she had lunch with Henrik to tell him the good news, as well as allowing him a brief sampling of the goods on offer, albeit only what might pass muster at a high school dance while the chaperone's back was turned. Still, that taste was enough to thrill her and sate him, at least for the moment. Yes, indeed, this was going to be a great weekend.
In between appointments, she thought back over the previous night. Overall, it had been an almost textbook example of how to negotiate from a position of power, assuming one needed to keep doing business with the weaker party afterwards. If not, one could simply crush the poor bastard at the other end of the table, but this had required a more delicate touch, and she'd managed it to near-perfection.
Stick, carrot, and reassurance. "This is going to hurt if you don't do what I say, but I can make it pay off for you, too. And see this contract? Look at its terms; aren't I generous? Sure, we can make a couple of changes. Why don't you run them past me, and I'll decide which I'll allow, but we can pretend it's collaborative. Once you've signed, you'll be safe, and we'll all be winners here."
That last part still waited, of course. Nick hadn't come back with his suggestions yet, but she'd already given far more concessions than she needed to; while he'd certainly have a few quibbles, she doubted they'd keep the deal from happening. She'd be happy, he'd be acquiescent, and eventually it would all be far in the rearview. Maybe, if she played this right, she could even get him to try to "wear her out" before the weekend. Hah! Good luck with that. Still, it would be fun to let him try.
Kayla dawdled a bit before coming home, wanting to both leave Nick waiting just a little bit to stew and also to avoid interrupting his evening rituals with the kids. Much like the previous night, she wanted to remind her husband what he'd be missing out on if he didn't play ball, and giving him a little extra time with them helped there. Plus, she wouldn't have to deal with the potentially awkward conversations about why Daddy was so sad; a win-win for all, once again.
The first time Kayla felt a true sense of unease regarding the affair came when the kids had gone to bed and Nick sat down opposite her at the kitchen table. His bloodshot eyes clearly indicated that he'd had a good cry, but not in the last few hours, at least. Kayla gave silent thanks for that; she always found men crying to be offputting, as far back as she could remember. She'd put up with it when necessary, and she could even use it as an indicator, but it made her uncomfortable in a way few things did.



However, that wasn't why she felt unease. No, that came from Nick's cold, nearly robotic manner. Kayla knew autistic people had a reputation for being almost alien in their emotional disconnect, but she'd never seen it with either Nick or her children; if anything, their emotions seemed almost larger than life.
But not now. Now, her husband reminded her of nothing so much as that robot on the old Star Trek shows she'd suffered through when they first started dating. He looked at her as though she were a curiosity. A problem to be solved.
The two of them stared at each other for what felt like hours before she finally spoke. "Nick, I under--"
"I have those revisions you wanted." He placed one hand on the stack of papers between them and shoved it towards her, leaving her scrambling to catch them before they skidded off the table.
That rattled her, too, but after Kayla recovered, she smiled inwardly. He was still upset, just trying to hide it. She still had the upper hand. With a smile, she said, "Of course. I'm so glad that--"
"I don't want to waste time, Kayla. Here are the changes. First, the split is 75/25 now. My lawyer said that anything more than that could get thrown out as being coercive." Shit. She was counting on that if the worst happened; getting the agreement voided would have been much easier at 100/0 or even 90/10.
"Second, I know you think you're going to convince me, somehow, that I can still be happy with you. I don't think you will, but I'll let you take your shot." She smiled with a heartfelt gratitude that surprised her; it didn't last long. "But. If, after two years, I still want to divorce, I still get the 75/25. I'm not going to subject my kids to living in a house where Dad hates Mom. Same thing if you divorce me at any point; I'm not putting myself through this just to get fucked over later when you decide you want to get rid of me after all."
Kayla opened her mouth to object, but Nick cut her off with that same cold, unfeeling tone. "Don't interrupt. I'm not done yet." A grimace flickered across her face, then vanished as she nodded solemnly.
"Third, I get the kids. Period. This isn't one of the states with primary and secondary custody, and I want custody of them. You'll get to visit when I say so, and only in my presence." He shook his head. "I doubt you'll even ask often enough for it to matter."
This time, she couldn't help but interrupt. "That's not fair, Nick. I've been working so hard--"
He cut her off with the same cold tone. "I don't care. None of this is fair to me. If a tiny part of it's unfair to you, then so be it.
"Anyways. Fourth, I want a million dollars, in an account that is solely mine and can't be touched in any divorce."
Kayla snorted. "So much for not caring about the money."
"I don't care about the money. I care about the kids. This... idiocy of yours, thinking you're going to be set for life in your career? I don't think you've thought it out any better than you have..." He scoffed, then looked away. "So, yeah. I'm making sure they're safe, even when this all goes down in flames."
"It's not going to, baby!" He visibly flinched when she used the endearment; whatever affect her husband presented, she now knew she still had a hold on his heart, even if he felt it as a source of pain rather than pride for the moment. "Please, I know that asking you to trust me right now is--"
"Fifth, when you get back, after..." The angry expression that briefly occupied his features brought forth one of the darkest memories of her childhood, one she'd almost suppressed; a chill ran up her spine, but she managed not to shiver. Still, even after the look passed, the feeling didn't. "Sexually, I get whatever I want, in perpetuity."
For a moment, hope flickered in her heart, but then she thought about what 'whatever' might mean. "With me, you mean." His gaze returned to her, the bloodshot eyes revealing nothing. In a way, that was more unsettling than if he'd cried in front of her; she'd always been able to read him, but not now.
Kayla considered for a half-second whether she could call the whole thing off, but none of the basic facts had changed: she needed this weekend for her career, and she wanted the experience for herself. Besides, Nick had come back to the table with revisions, so that meant they were only haggling about price now. All she had to do was seal the deal and get past this unpleasantness.
Straightening her back, Kayla said, "I'm not opening our marriage, Nick." He started to speak, but she cut him off. "No, you had your say, and here's mine. I'm only doing this because I have to. After it's done, I'm going to spend every waking moment I'm not at the office trying to make it up to you. I can't do that if you're off looking for someone to replace me with once you run out the clock on the agreement.
"And two years? Come on. I am... Look, like I said, I'm going to win you back. I'll do just about anything I can, but that's... I need more time. And if I can't, you expect me to give up my kids? And on top of all of that, a million dollars, too? I can't afford that."
"Bullshit," he scoffed. "I know how much you earn, and I know how much you spend. The rest has to be going somewhere else. I've never said anything about it, because I didn't particularly care as long as we had security, but..." Nick just shook his head. "Yeah. Not feeling a whole lot of security right now."
"Baby." Kayla reached forward, trying to take his hand, but he jerked it away. "Baby, I've been investing it. I talked to you about it a long time ago."
"We talked about a lot of things a long time ago."
"Nick..."
"You've shown me that I can't trust you with one of the most important things in the world to me. So why would I trust you with this? If it's in stocks or... whatever. I've never worried about that shit. That was your wheelhouse. But I know enough to know you can transfer it into my name. A million dollars. You want to be a whore? That's my cut."
Kayla almost took the bait, bristling as the previous evening's namecalling returned. However, she had a lot of practice hiding her emotions, so instead she swallowed her pride and countered, "A hundred thousand. I can get that in cash right now."
Nick was clearly unmoved. "I don't give a shit. I'm signing a contract with you, so I'll assume you'll honor it. The fact that it's in writing seems to matter a whole lot more to you than a vow, so I can wait a month or two while you get the funds together or move assets around or whatever."
She took a moment to think about it, then said, "A million is too much. Yes, I could probably make that happen, but why do that? So much of it will get eaten up in fees and taxes, and... Look, the whole point of the contract is to show you that we don't need to split up!"
He shrugged. "That's the point of it for you. The point of it for me is that when you inevitably stab me in the back again, I'm not left alone or without the money to raise the kids."
That pissed her off. "I would never do something to hurt our kids."
"Just me, right?" He waved his hand to forestall a response. "Look, it's very simple. I want these things, and you're going to give them to me. The fact that you're working so hard to not give them to me means you're not actually committed to doing whatever you need to reassure me."
"I am. It's just..." God, why did he need to be so frustrating? "You say it's for the kids. Fine. Let's... I'll make a deal. I'm not happy with you getting custody, but I'll give on that as long as I get court-ordered, regular visitation. In exchange, we cut the lump sum to two hundred fifty. I can get that without having to pay too much overhead."
He looked at her again with that same puzzle-solving expression on his face, now mixed with... pity? Disgust? But then his face reverted to the same cold neutrality as before. "Eight."
"Why are you... That's for our future! Together! The brokerage fees alone... Why would you waste all that money?" He didn't respond, leaving them waiting and staring at each for several long moments, until she sighed. "Fine. Three. I can... give me a few weeks, and I can do three without much more waste."
They went back and forth for a little while longer, finally settling on four hundred thousand, with the first hundred thousand being deposited before she left for the weekend and the rest over the course of three months. The amount made her angry, since what she'd told Nick about overhead was true.
However, that anger was somewhat blunted by her surprise at how quickly he gave ground once they started getting into the details. In exchange for only a mere hundred thousand, he also softened on the number of years before the postnup became unconditional, landing on five instead of his initial ask of two. She felt that move was particularly inspired on her part, playing on his concerns for the children's wellbeing in case of divorce to get what she wanted. That only left one last point.
"An open marriage is off the table. Period. I'm not doing this because I want to do it; I'm doing it for my career and our future. Our. Future. If there's not an 'us,' what's the point? And if you're fucking some..." She shook her head. "No, I can't prove my love if you're letting some other woman do that, too."
Nick tilted his head, seeming to weigh her words before speaking, "Group stuff, then, with both of us there. You clearly don't have a problem with fucking other people, and if it's emotional involvement you're worried about, then having you there while I'm with one-off lovers should address that."
Kayla hadn't expected that. Vanilla Nick suggesting threesomes? Maybe more? Her initial response was suspicion; he'd never struck her as the type to want these things. Still, he was a man, and she'd insulted his pride. He wanted some payback, even if it wouldn't really be payback. After all, she could just veto any particularly problematic choices he might make, since she had to be in the room.
The idea intrigued her. It's not that things had gotten stale with Nick, but there was a reason she was almost giddy at spending the weekend with Henrik, rather than viewing it as a simple transactional fuck. She fully intended to stay faithful to her husband afterwards, especially given the constraints of the contract; however, if she could get him involved in a more exotic arrangement than strict monogamy, even if that meant letting him have a few pedestrian girl-girl threesomes here and there? Hell yes.
Still, she needed to sell her "pain" first. No point in giving away future room to negotiate.
Putting a sorrowful expression on, she said, "I'll be honest, Nick, it hurts that you want to do this. I understand, though. I'm hurting you, and I feel awful about that, and you want to hurt me, too. But... okay. If you feel the need to get even, well, hopefully it'll help you heal. That's why I'm doing all of this with the contract, baby. So, yes, if you want to... indulge yourself, as long as I'm there with you, I'll agree to it."
"And the other things, too. Bondage, anal, toys--"
"Whatever you want, baby." Holy shit. Bondage? Nick? Maybe she should have done something like this years ago. "I'll do anything to make this up to you. I told you."
He nodded, still clearly unconvinced but also acquiescent. But then, "Kayla, it's not too late. We can still just put this whole thing behind us."
"Oh, sweetheart. I would if I could."
"Right." He let out a deep sigh, then stood. "Well, I guess we should get this signed and notarized, then."
"Notarized? At this time of night? And we still have to make changes to the paperwork, too, and..." But Kayla was speaking to his back as he walked towards the hall.
She pushed her chair away to follow, but he just glanced back, motioning for her to remain seated. "I'll be right back." Kayla, remembering the old adage, 'don't talk yourself out of a sale,' did as he bade, marveling at how smoothly this had gone all the while.
She'd given almost nothing up that she wasn't willing to; the money pissed her off a little, but with what she'd earn over the next ten years, it was a drop in the bucket. Besides, all she'd ever really pay was the fees on it, since Nick wasn't going to leave. Silly male ego aside, why would he? What other woman would indulge him in whatever kind of sexual debauchery he wished?
The thing with the kids upset her a bit, but she knew, threats aside, that the custody hearing would have been a coinflip anyways; yeah, she was a woman in Texas, and he had an autism diagnosis, but he also acted as their primary caregiver. Still, as a negotiating tactic? It worked perfectly, making sure he stayed at the table.
A few minutes later, Nick returned with a few sheets of paper. Judging from their warmth, they were fresh off the printer, and festooned with colorful Post-it notes to show where he'd added or amended passages in the contract. Of course he had all this at the ready; it was Nick, after all.
"Go ahead and read through it. I think I got everything in there." He tossed another stack on the table. "Here are the originals, so you can see I'm not trying to sneak anything in."
Kayla perhaps should have been more concerned by his sanguine nature, but she instead felt a huge sense of relief. She'd get to have her cake, eat it, and apparently bring a few extra slices home for good measure. As she read through Nick's version of the contract, she found it to be exactly as he'd said, with no changes other than the ones he'd proposed. That didn't surprise her; after all, Nick's honesty was part of what drew her to him in the first place.
What did surprise her, however, was the rather extensive list of kinks he'd acquired for section 8(f). "Watersports... spanking... restraint play... katoptronophilia?" She quirked up an eyebrow.
"Sex in front of mirrors," he mumbled, typing away on his phone all the while. "Figured if anything was on the table, might as well try everything, so I grabbed a list off the internet."
Of course he did. Kayla couldn't help but smile affectionately at him; her Nick and his lists. "Fair enough." She flipped the last sheet of paper over, with a cheery, "This all seems perfectly fine. If you want to sign it, we can--"
"Hang on." Nick held up one finger. That miffed Kayla a bit--she was doing this for him, after all--but she waited silently. Just as she began to speak once more, a knock sounded from the front door. "What--" But her husband was already out of his chair and headed to the foyer, where she heard him greeting their late visitor.
An older Black woman clutching a satchel entered in front of Nick, who offered her a drink. She politely declined, then sat at the chair he indicated and introduced herself to Kayla as Janiqua, before beginning the process of unpacking her bag. "Do you have the documents you wish me to notarize?"
Kayla turned to her husband. "Notarize?"
He shrugged. "Since it's such a rush job, you know, with the timing of everything, my attorney suggested Janiqua swing by once we'd agreed to terms. That way, she can take my copy straight back to his office. Once I've scanned it, of course."
"Of... Of course." Kayla frowned without meaning to, then wiped the tell from her face to replace it with a broad smile and a bold tone. "Of course. That makes sense. You think of everything, baby. That's part of why I love you so much."
"Uh-huh." Nick was already feverishly signing his copy of the contract, almost as if attacking it with his pen. Kayla left her mark on it with less enthusiasm; when they exchanged copies, she saw that her husband had pressed so hard as to leave imprints of his initials two and three pages deep.
Kayla chose to believe--tried to believe, anyways--that this merely reflected Nick's excitement at the sexual delights in store for him once she returned from her trip; hell, in store for him as soon as the notary left, if Kayla had her way.
Once the contracts had been signed, notarized, scanned, and, in the case of Nick's copy, placed in a courier bag for transit, Janiqua bade them both farewell with the same lack of fanfare that she'd entered the apartment. Kayla closed the door behind the notary, then turned to Nick with a lascivious grin on her face. "So, sexy, want to get started on some of those options in subsection 8(f)?"
Her husband seemed to consider this for a moment, then said, "Nah. You've got a big weekend. I figured you'd want to be rested up."
In the sultriest voice she could manage, Kayla purred, "Oh, baby, I'm never going to be too tired for you."
He stepped back from her embrace. "I'm good. Big day for me tomorrow, too. I've got..." He chuckled. "I forgot. You don't care about my work."
"Just because I don't want to talk about it doesn't mean I don't care, Nick. I just prefer that we spend our time together in... other ways." This she accompanied with a wink, despite her growing irritation with him.
"Yeah, I did too. Anyways, big day. I'm going to go crash in the guest room. I guess I'll see you on... Monday? Or whenever; I know you're going to be busy next week, what with your new role under Henrik."
"Nick!" The frustration brimmed over, filling her voice. "Don't you walk away from me!"
But that's exactly what he did, turning down the hallway and into the guest room as she followed behind. "Be quiet, Kay. You'll wake the kids." Then, he shut the door in her face with an audible click, followed by a fainter one when he locked it.
For a moment, she thought about banging on the door and demanding to be let in, before finally taking a couple of deep breaths. She wasn't going to play this stupid game. Why should she? She'd won. Let him pout and throw his little tantrum. By the end of next week, she felt certain he'd be singing a different tune.
And her? She'd be singing one much sooner than that, in a luxurious Caribbean resort, pinned to a king-sized mattress by her CEO.

--

Despite the redeye flight, Kayla almost glowed that Monday at work. She'd hit one of her career milestones, was in charge of a large organization, spent the weekend being fucked nine ways from Sunday by Henrik, and had managed to achieve all these things with no long-term damage to her marriage; why shouldn't she feel sublime?
Oh, she still had some housekeeping to do, both in terms of forcing out rivals that might come for her at work and in smoothing Nick's ruffled feathers, but neither should present much difficulty. Indeed, she planned to attack both tasks with relish, albeit the former more than the latter, at least for the next couple of days; Henrik had left her more than a little sore.
The older man turned out to be a one-trick pony--namely, energetic fucking with little heed for anyone's pleasure but his own--but it had still been a welcome change of pace for her, especially since the "pony" part mattered there, too. Henrik's cock might not have been the longest she'd ever taken, but it was in the running for the thickest. In truth, she hoped her husband was still in a bit of a snit, if only to give her poor, abused pussy a break.
Regardless, Kayla planned to make herself available to him that night if he had managed to get his head out of his ass. She adored her husband, after all, and Nick's lovemaking had almost always been just that: lovemaking. He might blanch a little when he saw the aftereffects of Henrik's temporary ownership of her cunt, but she felt certain that he'd take tender loving care of it and her when he reclaimed it. What better way to renew their commitment than that?
She stayed a little late that evening, since it simply wouldn't do to have the boss leave before the rest of the staff her first day on the job. She texted Nick to let him know; he responded with a simple OK, without any of the terms of affection he'd usually send along with it. Perhaps she would get that rest after all.



Oh, well. His loss.
When she opened the door and called out, "I'm home!" Noah and Mia both hopped up from their spots in front of the TV and rushed over. She hugged them close, telling them she loved them while fending off the specifics of where she'd been over the weekend. As much as she adored her career, these moments had more meaning to her than almost anything else, and she tried to savor the warmth she'd so rarely felt elsewhere in her life.
Then Kayla looked up at Nick, and some of that warmth drained. Her husband's gaze held neither joy nor anger. Instead, he peered at her the way he had the night before she left, with that same cold, distant curiosity.
Nick's expression reminded Kayla of the way her middle school biology teacher had stared at her after she'd perfectly dissected a frog in almost record time, glancing back and forth between it and his student. The other girls and even some of the boys had acted so squeamish at the task, but Kayla couldn't understand why. She needed the grade, and the frog was already dead. They'd all eaten meat before, so what was the difference?
It was only when she looked away from her instructor and saw most of the other students staring, too, that she realized she'd been whistling a happy little tune the entire time. The moment lasted until Julie nudged her and started whistling it too; then the others got back to work, shaking their heads at the two inseparable weird girls that were surely going to blow the curve for the rest of them.
Kayla had forgotten about that moment until then, or tried very hard to, at any rate. Not the lessons of the moment, of course; those needed to be filed away for later as she puzzled out why everyone had reacted so strangely. Julie responded like she always did, with the same blase attitude toward similar tasks as Kayla, along with the loyalty that had made them such close companions. Why couldn't the other kids be like that?
Why couldn't Nick act more like Julie did back then? He always had before.
When the kids turned back towards their father, his expression shifted into a friendly, welcoming one. Nick would never win an Academy Award, but he could hide his emotions from two children, at least; the pair scampered off as he patted them on the heads and told them to go play a game before bed.
Kayla moved in for a kiss, but Nick gave her his cheek, stooping down to grab her bags as he did so. "Why don't you go spend some time with Mia and Noah? They've missed you." She tried to run her hand down his arm, but he shrugged her off. "Go on. I'll put your bags in your room."
"'My' room?"
"Yeah. It's the master bedroom, and you clearly think you're the head of the family, so 'your' room."
"Nick, c'mon. I don't--" But he was already gone. Kayla muttered a couple of profanities sotto voce before turning on her heel to spend time with her children. She did a better job at hiding her emotions from them than Nick, even when he returned and sat nearby, watching her with that same analytical stare. Then again, she'd always hidden her emotions better than him.
At least until she retired to the master suite while Nick put the kids to bed.
None of her husband's stuff was in the room. He'd emptied his side of the closet and his drawers, removed all his toiletries from the bathroom, even taken a few pictures down from the wall. None of her belongings had been touched, though, other than her luggage, which he'd unpacked.
Kayla came tearing out of the master bedroom, ready to read him the riot act, only to find him seated next to their daughter's bed, reading her a story. At ten years of age, she was probably too old for it, but the girl and her father both still enjoyed the time together. Indeed, when Kayla opened the door, Mia hopefully asked, "Are you here to read with us, Mama?"
"No, sweetie," she said, only barely managing to not hiss the words. "I need to talk with Daddy."
"About your room?" Mia giggled. "We helped him."
"You... You helped?"
"Yeah." Nick patted their daughter on the head as he rose. "Sorry, hon, I told them the truth. I didn't see a way to hide it."
Kayla felt the world fall away. "You t-told them? Why--"
"Because I needed to move rooms, and I didn't want them to worry. I mean, they've heard you snore when we traveled, but they didn't know you did it every night." He smiled blandly at her, as if daring her to argue.
Mia chortled, "'Like a buzzsaw!' That's what you said, right Dad?"
He grinned down at the girl, almost the spitting image of her mother. "That's right, sweetie, but let's not be unkind." Nick's gaze returned to his wife. "Sometimes we need to do things for our own good, but there's never a reason to be cruel about it, and certainly never to the people we love."
"Okay, Daddy. Tuck me in?"
"Sure, pumpkin." He covered her with the weighted blanket, tucking it in around her sides just the way she liked--the way he liked, too, although he stopped doing it once Kayla complained about him stealing the covers--then kissed her on the forehead, before leading his wife out by the elbow.
Once outside the door and well out of earshot, she whispered, "What the fuck, Nick?"
He shrugged. "Like she said, you snore. It's not like I haven't moved to the guest room before when--"
"It's not the same, and you know it!"
"Do I? You did something that you needed to do, that would make you happy, regardless of whether I wanted you to or not. How is this different? I mean, in magnitude, of course it's different, but I figure that kind of works toward my side of the argument."
"Because it's..." She balled up her fists, then took a deep breath. "It's revenge. It's--"
"No, it's not. It's me making a change that makes me happier. It's not like you're going to divorce me and lose the kids over sleeping in another bed, right? And if that's the metric we're using--the one you chose, I might add--then why shouldn't I move to my own room?"
Fucking Nick and his logical bullshit. "Because then I can't... I wanted to make things up to you. For this weekend, I mean."
He snorted. "Yeah, I figured that's what you meant; you didn't need to specify. But I couldn't be sure if you would try to fuck me into submission, so I decided to do something I could be sure of: move bedrooms for a good night's sleep. Besides, it's not like we're going to be having sex for at least a month anyways."
"What? Because of..." Kayla, sighing, rolled her eyes. "Give me a break, Nick. It was one time--"
"Is that all? Must have made for a very disappointing weekend. No wonder you want to get laid so badly."
"--one time, and never again. He didn't ruin me. I'm no different than I was before I left, except that I plan to spend the rest of my life making up for what I had to do."
"Well, then. I guess you can start by letting me sleep in the guest room without bitching about it anymore." He cut her off before she could object again. "And, yes, at least a month. I assume Larssen fucked you raw; he seems like the type of asshole who'd want to mark his territory." Kayla's silence confirmed the assertion. "Well, I don't know where the fuck he's been, so you're getting tested. However, there's not much point in getting tested now; the shit he could have given you isn't going to start showing up--"
Kayla scoffed, "Oh, come off it! He's the CEO of a multinational corporation. You think he's going to be carrying the clap?"
"No idea. I didn't think you'd fuck another guy for your career, but life is just full of surprises. Anyways, you get tested next week, then again in three weeks. There are a couple of bugs he could have jizzed into you that take longer to detect, but that should cover most of the possibilities. Just keep getting tested every couple of weeks after that to make sure. You know, like a prostitute should."
She whisper-shouted, "I am not a prostitute!"
Nick tilted his head to one side. "That's why I said 'like a prostitute' instead of 'as a prostitute.' Basic English usage, Kay. Words mean things."
Kayla stared at him for a long moment, then decided she could afford a strategic retreat. She felt more than sated after the weekend, and Nick would break soon enough; she'd always been able to lead him around by his dick when necessary. Before the month was out, he'd be begging her for sex. "Fine. But I want you to move your stuff back into our bedroom by this weekend."
"You can want it all you want, Kay. That doesn't mean it's going to happen."

--

It did not, in fact, happen, much to Kayla's increasing frustration over the next month. She couldn't remember the last time she'd gone so long without sex. Toys helped some, but not nearly as much as she'd hoped. Truth be told, Kayla had gotten used to having Nick between her legs. She had him trained up as well as any boyfriend she'd ever had, even before they were married. While the weekend away had been a pleasant distraction and welcome change of pace from her usual sex life, she wanted that usual sex life back.
Worse, almost, she found herself missing Nick's arms around her at night when they slept. She'd felt comfort there; not protection, exactly, as she would never let someone else take charge of her safety, but a respite from loneliness. Nick had said the same thing before, telling her how she made him feel loved and understood in a way that no one else had.
Why was he fucking all that up for them? It wasn't fair! She'd gone through all the trouble to come up with the contract, taking all the difficulty of his decision onto herself, even allowing him to make some revisions, and now she was forced to sleep on her own? After a long day at work, she deserved to have a husband who put her first instead of treating her as a leper.
Well, that shit was going to end now.
"Here." She almost threw the test results at Nick when she returned from work that night. "I'm clean. Satisfied?"
Nick looked over them with the same detached air that he'd affected with everything regarding her over the last five weeks, then returned to his reading. "Mmm. I suppose so."
"Okay, and?"
"And?" He glanced up at her. "What do you want me to say? You're probably disease-free. Congratulations."
"What I want...." After sparing a quick look at their children in the next room, each glued to their own device, she leaned in close to Nick. "What I want is for you to keep up your end of the bargain."
"Bargain?" He put his tablet down, giving her his full attention for the first time that evening. "Oh, you mean the contract. Well, I am keeping my end up. I'm not cheating on you, I've stayed in the home, and I'm watching the account that should contain my little... what did you call it? 'Security blanket?' Oh, and thank you for making that first monthly payment so promptly.
"Hell, Kay, I'm even giving you the chance to win me back over, which isn't explicitly listed in the letter of the contract, but I know that was the spirit. Really, I'm doing you a favor with that one. So how, exactly, have I breached our agreement?"
"Don't give me that shit. You know what I'm talking about." He stared at her with that same impassive face. "Sex. I tested clean. You said once that happened, we'd start making love again."
Nick tutted. "No, technically what I said was that we wouldn't be having sex until after you were tested. Whether I actually do have sex with you tonight or next week or never again, what I said still holds: we didn't have sex until after you were tested. However, the inverse isn't automatically true: just because you've been tested doesn't mean we'll have sex. Still, good to know you've got a clean bill of health. I don't have to worry about your brain rotting from untreated syphilis or something."
"This is ridiculous," Karla snarled. "You've got to be getting pent up by now."
"No, not really. I've got my right hand and the internet. It's not the same as being with someone who loves me, but needs must."
"You don't need that, though! I do love you, Nick." She put a hand on his shoulder, then stroked her way down his chest and below the edge of the table. "C'mon, baby, let me show you- hey!"
Nick had caught her wrist in an iron grip, twisting it to one side in a way that made her cry out. "Don't you ever fucking touch me again unless I ask for it, Kayla."
The previous stone-faced indifference was gone, replaced with an expression full of rage; it echoed nightmares from days gone by that still occasionally roused her from slumber. When her husband continued, the contrast of his visible fury and soft voice only amplified the fear she felt. "The contract--the one you insisted on, the one you forced me to sign--was very specific. You do what I want, not the other way around. Go look at the language again, if you've forgotten.
"I decide what we do and when. Do you understand?" She stared at him in horror. "I said, 'Do you understand, you bitch?' Say something. Don't sit there like a fucking statue."
Kayla nodded, uttering a soft, "Yes." Nick slackened his grasp; then, as if dismissing her, he picked up his tablet and went back to reading as if nothing had happened at all.
This had all spiraled out of control. She needed to steer things back toward the outcome she wanted, the one she thought she'd already achieved. "Nick, I- I-"
Without looking up, he said, "You know, I'll probably be able to act a lot more affectionate once that last payment goes through. It's hard to feel amorous when you're not really sure that the other person loves you. It sounds kind of mercenary, but..." He stopped suddenly and chuckled, then looked up at her with a wry smile. "Does that make me a whore? I mean, not that you are one, right? You were quite insistent about that. But you might have some insight."
With a shake of his head, he returned to his gaze to the screen, leaving Kayla dumbfounded. She opened her mouth as if to speak, then thought better of it, before going to join the children in the living room. As they played together, her hand kept returning to rub at the wrist that Nick had grabbed, while her thoughts went to a squalid trailer in the backwoods of East Texas; she'd never thought she'd associate her beloved spouse with that place, but now the two had been inexorably linked, even if only in her subconscious.
She lay alone in bed later that night, staring up at the ceiling while trying to work out a new strategy. Once the shock had worn off, Kayla decided that the spike of adrenaline she'd felt when Nick grabbed her hand was most likely surprise, not fear. She had trouble from time to time distinguishing between the two, after all, and he'd never made her feel fear before. He hadn't hurt her, either, merely grabbed her arm. There was no way he'd ever injure her; of that she felt certain.
Then it struck her: this had all been a display for her benefit. A negotiating tactic. That must be it. Much as Kayla had highlighted all the things he had to lose when she'd first broached the subject of the weekend away with Henrik, Nick had decided to show that she had something to lose, too. As much as it galled her to admit, he'd temporarily gained the upper hand through his little tantrum.
Clearly, she'd misjudged some things; perhaps Nick wasn't as submissive as she'd thought. Or perhaps she'd pushed things too fast and bruised his ego. They were both in uncharted territory now, and he'd reacted differently than she'd expected, but that didn't mean she was wrong in her overall approach. Kayla knew how much he enjoyed sex with her; once she got her husband back inside her a few times, this would all be water under the bridge. But how to achieve that?
Maybe... Maybe she'd been too greedy. Hell, Nick had said as much. She should have just given him the money as a lump sum and eaten the fees. In a few years, she'd be making so much money that even the million he'd originally asked for would be chump change. While Nick obviously didn't want to hurt Kayla physically, her pocketbook was fair game. He knew how much she valued financial security; taking a bit of that away would make her feel pain without him ever laying a finger on her.
The idea of taking the fiscal hit galled her, but so did the idea of not getting fucked for the next few years while he ran out the clock. Besides, even if she did give the money to him, it's not like he was going to leave. Like he'd said before, he didn't care about money; he cared about the kids. All the funds would end up back in their shared account one way or another; she just had to ride it out.
Fine, fine. She'd hurt his pride, so she'd swallow hers. He could have the money.
Fucking crybaby.

--

Another Wednesday night, another encounter at the kitchen table. Kayla might have found it funny, if not for the unnecessary stress it was adding to her life.
"Here. I did what you asked." She placed the bank statement on the table in front of him. It had taken longer than she'd had expected to liquidate the necessary stocks, but three weeks later she'd finally managed to transfer the remaining funds to Nick's account.
Nick picked up the papers, only to briefly glance at them before handing them back. "I saw the alert when the transfer came through. But thank you for letting me know."
"So, now that that's done..."
"Yes?"
"I miss you. I want us to get back to normal." Nick suppressed a laugh, but not well enough to hide it from her. "Or... Okay, I know normal's a long way off, but at least come back to bed. Please. Make love to me. I just... I want us to--"
He interrupted, "No."
"Why?" It came out louder than she meant, loud enough to disturb the kids in the next room. They popped their heads up, but she just said, "Sorry, guys! We're good!" They shrugged their shoulders and returned to whatever the hell it was they were doing. That's one thing she and Nick had managed at least, hiding the tension from their children.
Once certain Mia and Noah weren't eavesdropping, Nick quietly replied, "Because I don't want to. Like I said, I appreciate the transfer, and it does make me feel a little more... forgiving, but that's a long way off from wanting to work things out."
"But why? Baby, look, I hurt you. I get that, and I'm sorry. But now you've hurt me, too. I know that's why you did this, to make me feel some pain. Isn't it enough? Can't we stop hurting each other already?"
The analytical expression flickered across Nick's features once more, this time tinged with something Kayla found hard to read. Sadness maybe? Disappointment?
But then it disappeared as his gaze drifted towards their children. He stared at them for a time, apparently deep in thought. Then, with a nod to himself, Nick looked at Kayla once more. "Okay. Okay, but not tonight. Let's leave it until the weekend. I'll have Mrs. Hayes take the kids Friday night, and then... and then I guess we'll see what happens. Fair?"
Kayla felt as if a weight had lifted off her shoulders. She would have preferred he return to her bed that night, but compromise was the heart of any good deal. She'd given, and now he'd given in exchange. Before long, she'd have him exactly where she wanted him again.
"Of course, baby. Of course. Thank you." She reached for his hand; for a moment, he started to pull away, before taking hers in a warm, firm grasp, so different from the grip that had frightened... no, surprised her weeks before. With a broad, flirtatious grin, she added, "I promise you, it'll be a night to remember."
His smile mirrored hers. "Of that, I have no doubt."

--

Kayla tried to rush home that Friday. She really did. Unfortunately, she was besieged from all sides at work, even before she walked in the door that morning. A flurry of text messages, calls, meetings, and emails kept her constantly on the go, with topics ranging from customer complaints about a drop in quality to a hit piece about working conditions at the company's plant in China.



It was already four before she found room to breathe, much less call Nick and let him know she'd be late. He took it better than she expected, telling her to do what needed to be done. Not happy, but understanding. Supportive, as he'd always been. It felt almost like he was back to the old Nick already; the plan was working, and soon she'd be able to seal the deal and put the whole mess behind them.
Kayla sensed, almost instantly, that something was wrong when she walked through the door. While she'd had their dinner catered on the night she sprung the contract on Nick, he almost always cooked for date nights spent at home, which both of them tended to prefer; however, no smells of a well-prepared meal filled the cold air of their darkened home, even as she saw light emanating from the kitchen entryway.
"Nick?" She let the laptop bag slide from her shoulder onto the ground of their foyer. Normally, she'd have headed to her home office first, but the travails of the day, combined with the almost sepulchral atmosphere, had left her shaken.
Again, Kayla called, "Nick?" as she moved from the foyer into the living room, then began again, "Ni..." stopping short only when she saw the scene laid out in the kitchen.
Her husband sat at their kitchen table, facing the entry, his body language relaxed but his expression serious. He had a glass of water in front of him, while a bottle of merlot and a half-filled wineglass awaited her in the place opposite him.
And in the center of the table lay a manila envelope beside a neatly arranged stack of papers.
"What is this?"
"Sit down. We need to talk."
"For God's sake, Nick. You said we were going to reconnect tonight. What is this?"
Nick chuckled, then took a drink from his glass. "I never said that, Kay. You inferred it."
"So, what then? More hoops for me to jump through? Because after the day I had, I'm just about done with--"
"Oh, the news story about your plant in Suzhou? Or did you mean the ransomware attack on the New York offices?"
"What ransom--"
Kayla's phone pinged, then again, and again.
A ghost of a smile appeared on Nick's face. "You should probably check that."
Kayla's hand went to her coat pocket to fish out the device which continued to chime, but her eyes stayed on her husband's face, at least until she'd raised the phone far enough to see the numerous messages conveyed along various vectors: text, email notifications, Teams, WhatsApp, and more, from sources internal and external.
Through it all, Nick's face maintained that same serene, slightly smug expression.
"What have you done?" Kayla tried to sound unfazed, but she knew immediately that she'd failed. "Nick, what have you done?"
The corners of Nick's lips arched up into an impish grin. "Me? Nothing." He rolled his eyes up and to the side, before his gaze returned to hers; then the smile dropped entirely. "Nothing that anyone could prove, anyways."
"Nick--"
"Sit down, Kayla. I'm not going to ask again."
Unfazed hadn't worked, but indignation came naturally enough. "What's that supposed to mean?"
"You're too smart to ask such a dumb question. It's pretty simple, Kay. Our marriage is over, but you still have a chance to keep the thing you actually care about: your career. But the longer you jerk me around, the less chance of--"
"What have you done!" This time it came out in an enraged shriek as Kayla crossed to the chair, gripped its back like a cathedral gargoyle on its perch. "What have you done, you bastard!"
"What have I done? Why, like I said, nothing at all. Everything that's happened... Well, it all points back to you, Kay. At least, that's how it will look to anyone who investigates it.
"You see, right now, all Vieron has to deal with--other than the handful of internal documents that got leaked to that reporter and the AI agents lodging complaint after complaint to bog down your customer service workers--is a relatively mild, relatively low-cost ransomware attack by some Belarusian hackers asking for a couple of bitcoins.
"Now, all of that stuff is coming through security breaches in your office, but you can't be blamed for that, right? I mean, you've only been in charge for, what, three months? Less? Maybe you'll catch some heat, but you can ride it out. But what comes next... Well, that's going to hurt a lot more. I guarantee it."
"Oh, Goddammit Nick. You fucking--"
"Cuck? Is that the word you're searching for?" He shrugged. "Well, that's on you, isn't it? And so is everything else, for that matter.
"Because... Man, Kay, I used to think you were smart. But cheating on me? Trying to make me complicit in it? Strongarming me through that idiotic contract, threatening to take my kids away? God, how stupid can you be?
"I mean, I may not be the very tops in my field, but I'm really, really fucking good at my job, the one you never liked to talk about. Do you even know my title, Kay? What goes on my business cards?"
She scoffed, "Yeah, you're an IT consultant. I know. Big fucking deal."
"IT Security Consultant, Kay." He laughed as comprehension bloomed across her face. "You did all that shit to someone who knows the ins and outs of corporate IT, then gave him damn near unfettered access to your phone, and your laptop, and hell, every goddamned digital device you owned for months.
"So, now I know: you're not smart. Cunning, yeah. Audacious? Arrogant? Sure. But smart? Nah." Then, with a snort, he looked off to one side. "But I guess neither am I, because I was too dumb to recognize you for what you are for nearly two fucking decades."
"Nick--"
"Shut up. I don't want to hear it. Instead, you're going to listen to me this time. So sit down and shut up before I do more than mildly inconvenience your employer."
He tapped his fingers on the table, staring Kayla down until she finally did as she was told. It rankled her, knuckling under like that, but the longer she kept him talking, the easier it would be to defuse the situation. With her most contrite expression, she softly said, "Okay, Nick. Okay. Please, honey, tell me what I can do. I'm sorry that I hurt you, and I'm sorry that this has spun out of control, but if you'll just tell me--"
"My terms are very simple, Kay, and pretty fair to you. I get half of all our assets--including the ones you've hidden over the years--and what's left of the 'security blanket,' along with the house. Some alimony, too, but I'll freeze that and the child support at your current pay; I'm not greedy, unlike you. More importantly, I don't want a bit of the money you'll earn off the back of your little deal with the devil in a few years.
"In exchange, Vieron doesn't have every single trade secret, from the most trivial proprietary process to which politicians it has in its pockets, vomited out onto the wider internet. It doesn't get subjected to rolling ransomware attacks or any of the other, more subtle options for ongoing disruption. Instead, it gets to keep being the same greedy, shady multinational corporation it's always been, just like the rest of them.
He patted the stack of papers. "As a bonus, I also won't release all the horrible shit I found out about you over the last couple of months that you either neglected to tell me or gave me a sanitized version of over the years."
Kay struggled to keep a straight face, but her eyes darted to the pile as sweat began to form on her brow; that elicited a hearty chuckle from Nick. "Yeah. I had to spend a little out of the four hundred thousand on private investigators and bribes of my own, but it was completely worth it. Most of the illegal stuff is... eh, you covered your tracks well. I doubt any of it would stick, even if the statute of limitations hadn't run out on them.
"So because I'm willing to sit on all of that, and because I'm willing to forego burning you and Larssen and all the rest of your cronies to the ground, and because I'm not a greedy whore that can't ever stop wanting more, we'll just have what looks like a normal divorce, and you'll get to keep your career.
"But that's all you get to keep."
Kayla felt a chill; he couldn't possibly mean what she thought he did, could he?
He took a drink of water, then continued, "You don't get the kids. At all. Period. I get custody, not you. You--"
"You can't do that!"
"Why not? You were going to take them from me."
"I never..." She tried to swallow the lump in her throat. "I threatened to take custody, but I never would have kept you from them. I mean, I never wanted to do it at all, never would have done it at all, but I needed... I needed..." A quick swipe of one hand across her cheek to dry it. "I was just negotiating. That's all."
"Well, I'm not. This isn't a negotiation, Kay. It's not 'carrot, stick, and reassurance.' Yeah, I paid attention when you talked about your job, even if mine bored you to tears. Hell, yours did, too, and I find it morally repugnant, but I still listened because I loved you."
"Loved." Kayla repeated the syllable in a hollow tone, voice bereft of the unfamiliar pain she only wished she couldn't feel.
Nick snorted at her in disbelief. "Yeah. Loved. Past tense. Did you really think I could still..." He cocked his head in that same way again, the one she'd seen so often over the last few months. "Yeah, of course you did. Of course you fucking did."
With a shake of his head, he rose. "Look, I'm not going to rant and rave here. There's no time. You've got about..." A quick glance at his watch confirmed it. "...another thirty minutes before the next site goes offline, and it's not going to be anything as mild as ransomware this time.
"And before you think of signing the contract and then backing out, let me tell you, I will one-hundred percent fuck you and Vieron if you do. I've got..."
Kayla sat and stared partly at Nick and partly through him as he monologued like one of the villains in his comic books, telling her--not with any real specificity, as he wasn't a stupid man--about all the tricks he had up his sleeve in case she should try to wriggle out of the agreement that lay before her on the table: backdoors, deadman switches, trusted accomplices, and more that he only hinted at.
Her mind, though, instead wandered to times long before and largely suppressed: her father, in tears, trying to see her after school and being dragged off in handcuffs; the stepfather that smelled of beer and weed who leered at Kay when her mother's back was turned; the funeral she wasn't allowed to attend for a man she'd once adored and nearly forgotten.
Kayla didn't feel pain like most people; between the beatings she'd endured from the men that paraded through her mother's life and the alternating scorn and indifference heaped on her by the woman that had birthed her, she'd learned that fact a long time ago. She still hurt, but she found the sensations far more tolerable than others did, whether physical or emotional; they simply didn't touch her, at least not for long.
But for the first time in a long time, she'd found a pain utterly intolerable, and she had no one to blame but herself.
"Please don't." She'd started crying again, the tears flowing freely. "Please, Nick. Please don't do this."
"Oh, like you stopped when I asked you to? Like you--"
"I was trying to be kind!"
That stopped him in his tracks, his jaw hanging open until he could ask, "Excuse me?"
"I- You said that you were listening! About carrot and stick and reassurance! I was trying to- I didn't want..." She balled up her fists, then pressed them into her eyes before wailing, "I didn't want you to have to choose! I was trying to take the decision onto me so you wouldn't have to!"
"So I wouldn't... are you out of your fucking..." He didn't finish the sentence, instead pausing, taking a breath, and answering, "Whatever your intention, it was cruel. I don't know how any reasonable person couldn't see that."
"Well, I didn't! And I'm sorry! And I hate that you don't love me anymore, because- because I'll always love you! But it wasn't meant as cruel! But this-" Kayla began to hyperventilate, sobbing, "My. Babies! Y- You can't. Take my. Babies!"
Nick scoffed, starting to respond, but she slid off the chair, falling to her knees and literally crawling to him. "Please, Nick. Please. I'll- I don't-" Grabbing him around the legs, Kayla stared up at his horrified face. "Anything. Anything you want."
"I just want to be free, Kayla, and to not ever have to see you again. And I don't want my kids infected by--"
"Anything! In- in the postnup, I gave you seventy-five percent. You can have it!"
"Kay-"
"More! Eighty; no, ninety! Or, or, in the contract, you wanted complete sexual license with me! You can still have it! More, even! You can divorce me and take everything, Nick! I'll be your slave!" With a wail, she begged, "Please, name it, name your price, anything at all! Just don't take my babies away from me! D- don't... I can't- I can't-" She lost the words then, burying her face in his stomach, her shoulders heaving with loud sobs.
Kay felt her husband's hand on her head, a tentative touch that transitioned into a few halting strokes; what little composure she still had fled her then. She hugged his legs even tighter, repeating over and over again, "Anything, anything, anything..."
"Kay. Kay! Kay, stop." But she couldn't, at least not immediately. It took her another few minutes before she could look up at him once more, her makeup streaked across both her cheeks and his shirt.
"Please, Nick. Please."
He stared at her again with that same puzzled, analytic expression on his face. "I... Anything?"
"Anything. I promise."
"Then sign the agreement."
"But--"
"Sign it, and I promise, we'll discuss visitation. I..." He swallowed. "I have always kept my word with you, Kay. I will here, too. But I need to... to think, first. And since I don't trust you to keep yours, I'm sure as hell not giving up the leverage I have just because you suddenly had an attack of conscience. Sign it, and I'll let you come by the house from time to time until the divorce is over. After that... We'll talk. That's all I can offer."
Kayla almost opened her mouth to beg further, but stopped herself. Nick held all the cards, and any attempt to negotiate better terms would fail; even in her near-hysterical state, she recognized that. She'd take the terms offered and surrender, at least for now.
"Alright," Kayla murmured, moving away from the man who'd once loved her. "Where do I sign?"

--

Nick was true to his word. That didn't surprise Kayla; he always had been. Every time she requested a few hours with Mia and Noah, he allowed it, albeit always under supervision by himself and at least one other person, a man who Kayla later learned to be an off-duty police officer.
Clearly, he had trust issues.
Nick was always pleasant during these visits but evaded any physical contact, even something as small as a hug or kiss on the cheek. Similarly, he rebuffed all small talk, much less discussions of reconciliation. Eventually, she gave up on these attempts.
She gave up, too, on attempts to wrest herself from his control after a time. She'd tried, of course, but without success. The issue with the New York office was ultimately chalked up to poor user security training, and multiple audits found no ongoing threats, but Kayla did manage to bring in an outside consulting firm, one with an immaculate reputation for discretion, "to be a second set of eyes," as she sold it to those higher up the chain.
Within a day of them setting up shop, she received a series of images and documents on her phone, each appearing just long enough for her to recognize it and each more incriminating than the last, before disappearing once more as if they'd never been there at all.
Kayla cancelled the contract the next day.
So it was that, a few months after she'd signed the divorce agreement and not even six months since the dalliance with Henrik, she found herself in a conference room at the offices of the legal firm employed by her now-ex-husband of two hours.
Kayla glowered; she couldn't help it. The whole thing was just so childish. Stupid. She had done what was necessary to set them up for life, and instead of taking one for the team, he upended their whole existence.
"Alright, Nick. You promised we would talk about visitation once the divorce went through, so I assume that's what this is all about."
Nick opened his mouth to speak, then closed it and raised a finger. From his jacket pocket, he produced a small, rectangular device. He clicked the switch on the box, then placed it on the table between them.
"What's that?" Kayla asked, jerking her chin towards it with a sardonic chuckle. "A recorder? Afraid I'll--"
He interrupted, "The opposite, actually. A jammer. Ultrasonic."
Her eyebrows knit together, half in confusion and half in suspicion. "What?"
"I want us to have an honest conversation, a truly honest one, and I'll prove it."
Nick put one hand over his mouth as if to hide it from view, then loudly spoke. "I, Nicholas Daniels, have committed multiple felonies related to illegal entry into the Vieron Industries network, starting two months before the ransomware attack there earlier this year." The hand came away again, revealing a gentle smile, one obviously intended to reassure. "There, see? If this meeting were being recorded, that confession could get me into a lot of trouble. We can both speak freely."
He gestured towards the corner of the room. "However, before you get any clever ideas about... I don't know, accusing me of violence or something similar, we're still on camera."
"Why?"
"Because... because I love our kids. And because I'd like to think you do, too, but..."
He stood suddenly, turning away from her and walking to the glass wall that separated them from the Dallas skyline. "Do you know what the Chinese room is?"
"I don't know. A new restaurant?" Kayla didn't try to hide the derision in her voice. "Planning to celebrate there later?"
Nick kept his gaze fixed forward, away from her, but shook his head slightly. Kayla could just see his frown reflected in the surface of the glass. "Celebrate? There's nothing to celebrate here, Kay."
That flummoxed Kayla for a moment. He'd won! He'd beaten her! How could there be nothing to celebrate?
She began to retort, but her former husband stepped into the silence before she could. "It's a thought experiment in the field of artificial intelligence, one proposed by a man named Searle." He glanced over his shoulder at her with an apologetic smile. Even as angry as she was with him, she suddenly felt an ache inside at the thought this might be one of the last times she'd see it. "Sorry, I know you dislike when I drone on about work, but this is relevant to both of us, so bear with me."
Nick stared out the window as he spoke. "The basic idea goes like this: in a room, there exists a computer that can take instructions in Chinese, execute them, and pass the output back to the person that gave it the instructions. The question, then, is: does the computer understand Chinese?
"The obvious answer is that of course it doesn't. Even if it can execute exceedingly complex instructions, it's still just following those instructions without any understanding.
"Now," he asked, turning to face her, "What if we replaced the computer with a human? With me? I don't speak Chinese, but what if you gave me a book with translations that let me interpret the Chinese instructions, so that I could understand them in English, then translate the output back to Chinese, what then? Do I understand Chinese, just because I can pretend that I do?"
From the look on his face, Kayla realized that his question wasn't merely rhetorical, but her tone showed that she had no idea where he was going with it. "No?"



"Correct. According to Searle, I wouldn't understand it, either. And from there, he moves towards his conclusion, but... Well, honestly, that's not the part that really gripped me when I first heard it.
"You see, I agree with his conclusion that a computer can't truly understand something; it can only iterate over sets of instructions, and no matter how complex those instructions are, that iteration doesn't equate to intelligence.
"But if I were locked in a room with a book of Chinese-English translations for days or months or years on end, I'd like to think that I'm smart enough to eventually gain a halfway decent understanding of Chinese. Maybe I'd even become somewhat fluent, able to anticipate that this symbol might follow that symbol, or to remember that these three together form an idiom, and so on."
Kayla stared at him, face scrunched up in confusion. "Nick, what the hell are you talking about?"
He sighed, running a hand over the back of his chair before thumping the leather with the tips of his fingers. "When I was a kid, I knew that I was... different. That I didn't see the world the same, that certain things..." A brief, wry chuckle escaped his lips. "It seemed like everyone lied all the time about everything, you know?
"Like, people would ask, 'How are you doing,' but if you answered them honestly, they got uncomfortable. It wasn't until I was in college that I understood they weren't really asking how I was doing, merely trying to say hello.
"Or, another example, how lying was supposed to be wrong, but bluffing in a game was okay. Or... well, there were a lot of things I didn't understand. Some of them I still don't 'get,' not at a gut level. I just accept that they are the way they are."
Kay did her best not to shift uncomfortably; something in the story he told her struck a chord, but its tone was all wrong, too flat or too sharp.
"You see," he continued, "I had to learn how to translate what people said to what they meant, to learn the cues for body language--another aspect of interaction I'm still not always sure I've gotten right--and all the other details in trying to seem... like everyone else.
"I've spent my entire life in my own Chinese room of sorts." He leaned forward across the table, not quite close enough to touch, but still looming over her. "And I think you have, too."
Kayla stared at him for a long moment before bursting into laughter. "Are you serious? You think I'm autistic? That is the most ridiculous--"
"When the kids started showing difficulties," he said, stepping on top of her objection, "I looked into... just so much stuff. ADHD, BPD, ODD, and a bunch more besides. One I only looked at briefly, because their behaviors really didn't fit, was ASPD: Antisocial Personality Disorder.
"But you... Well, see if any of this sounds familiar." He began ticking off items as if reading them from a list, making a check mark in the air with his finger after each. "'Persistent disregard for social norms and laws.' Check. 'Impulsivity and disregard for consequences.' Maybe not so much now, but from what you told me when you were younger--and more importantly, what I've uncovered since--check. 'Deceitfulness, manipulation, and exploitation of others.' Oh, big check there. I mean, putting everything else aside, just look at your career."
Kayla scoffed, "Give me a break, Nick. That's part of the job. No one makes it to the big leagues in business without knowing when to let people believe what they want to believe. That's not a crime, and it's certainly not a sign of... whatever the hell you said it was."
"'Lack of remorse or guilt.' Check."
"For God's sake, what is your point?"
Nick worried at his bottom lip before speaking. "It's not... The final one on the list, I can't evaluate. I mean, I can't legally evaluate you at all; I'm not a psychiatrist.
"But... I know that, in my little Chinese room, I built a model for the world that would let me pass as a neurotypical person--a 'normal' one, as they so arrogantly think of themselves--that works the vast majority of the time.
"I think that you did, too, but what you had to learn was... different. For me, it was learning how to act like other people did, to react like they did. After a while, I came to realize that they often had the same 'big feelings,' as the kids' teachers put it, as everyone else, but that I shouldn't show them, or at least not so overtly. I had to understand that a little lie here and there, like saying 'I'm fine' in answer to someone asking me how I was doing, was just part of the social lubricant needed to make the world carry on. I didn't like it, but I learned to do it.
"But you, I think, maybe had to learn it the other way around. Learning to act in ways that were socially acceptable might have been... not easy for you, but not especially hard. Almost natural.
"No, I think it was learning why you should act that way, what motivated someone to say they were sorry after they'd wronged another, or why one should express condolences at the death of a loved one.
"Because the last one on the diagnostic list, only you can evaluate for yourself: 'reduced empathy.' But from what I've seen? You have that in spades."
"Oh, fuck you, Nick." Kay rolled her eyes, but not because of anger. A part of her felt concern, real concern, at how close to the mark he'd come to her struggles, especially early in life. She wasn't sure what ASPD was exactly, but she had an inkling; some idiot shrink had tried to convince her of something similar years ago, not too long before she met Nick. "We're supposed to be talking about visitation, visitation for the kids that you took away from me, and you're using the opportunity to insult me? How's that for a 'lack of empathy?'"
Nick didn't take the bait, instead asking, "Did you feel guilty when you brought me that farcical postnup, Kay? The one you engineered so you could wriggle out of it by being oh-so-generous? Did you feel sorry for me--not for yourself, because you'd have to put up with my 'moping' for as long as you thought it would take me to get with the program--but actually sorry for me, as someone who was experiencing pain?
"What about for the kids? Before they were diagnosed and then after, trying to struggle through something you couldn't understand? How about them? Could you feel empathy for them?"
"Don't you dare--"
"What about for Julie, after her father was arrested? After he died in prison?" He leaned across the table again, lip curling in a sneer. "Because of the drugs you planted in his car?"
Kay froze. She hadn't meant for that to happen, or at least not to that extent; she'd wanted Julie's father to get arrested, yes, but she'd stolen too much from her stepfather, enough to push the charge from simple possession to intent to distribute. But regardless of whether she'd meant it or not, she'd still done it, and that meant she'd also committed a felony. "I- I didn't. No one... You can't prove I did that. No one can."
"Relax." Nick eased back just a touch, his expression moving away from snarling inquisitor and toward sympathetic confessor. "You're right that no one can prove it, and even if they could, you're past the statute of limitations. I just connected the dots.
"And I'm not..." He gestured toward the device on the table. "This isn't a trap, Kay, or a trick. I don't want more from you than I already have, or at least not for myself."
"Then what?"
"It's..." He shrugged. "An intervention, I guess. For our kids. Because they're already... I know, from experience, how hard it is for someone like them to deal with sudden changes. It's, well, it's another one of those things I had to train myself to deal with, another little post-it note on the wall of my Chinese room.
"I want them to have their mom around, if only so that they don't have to deal with all the feelings of abandonment that would go with you vanishing from their lives. But on the other hand, I can't have you near them if I don't trust that you'll do what's best for them, which means I need to know if... if you really are..."
The silence stretched for what felt like hours. Kayla knew the word that came next, steeled herself for it. She'd heard others call her the name before: the kids who'd stared at her when she dissected the frog; Julie, when Kayla couldn't find the right way to show sympathy after her father was arrested; the oh-so-understanding psychiatrist she'd met with a few times in college.
But never Nick.
Until now.
"... A sociopath."
Kayla's reaction was as instantaneous as it was furious. Shooting to her feet, palms slammed flat on the table, she all but shouted at him, "I am not a fucking sociopath! I'm not Patrick Bateman or Jason fucking Voorhees! I'm--"
"And I'm not Rain Man or Adrian Monk or Shaun Murphy. But I'm still autistic, and you're still a sociopath." His voice came softly, the barest breeze against the gale of her rage, but its gentleness still prevailed; or perhaps it was the earnestness behind it, the lack of judgement or opprobrium. He was merely stating the truth, not attacking her for it.
"I thought you might be like that, at first, like some mustache-twirling villain. I wanted it to be that simple. Oh, not a murderer, but a more genteel type of monster, the kind that runs Ponzi schemes or invades other countries for the flimsiest of reasons. And monsters... well, monsters deserve to be put to the torch. Easier to hate you and burn you to the ground, right? More moral, too.
"That's what I'd planned to do. Not just hold the threat of destroying you and Vieron over your head, but go through with it once I'd got what I wanted. There's a part of me that still wants to. I was ready to do it, too.
"But then you begged me to not cut you out of the kids' lives. Begged me, and bargained, and actually seemed like you were ready to give up almost anything, which... I just didn't expect at all. It clashed with everything I thought I knew about sociopathy. I was sure it was a trick, but you seemed so... honest. Pathetic, even.
"So, I did what I do: I researched. I read up on ASPD. Reached out to doctors and neuroscientists. And the more I did that, the less burning you felt like the right thing to do. It felt like..."
His words trailed off then, and a look of something approaching understanding crossed his face. "It's a spectrum disorder, Kay, just like mine and the kids. I'm living a normal..." He chuckled. "God, I hate that word. 'Normal.' But I've lived, the last year aside, a happy life, balancing who I am with who I need to present to the world. Our kids will, too, and I'll do everything I can to make it easier for them. I've lived through it without having anyone who could help me find my way, but I'll make sure they won't have to.
"But you." He surprised her, tentatively reaching out across the table to cup her cheek. "You didn't have anyone, either, did you? To help you understand what you were? To help you nurture the embers of empathy, of love that were still there, even if just barely?
"And more than that, people were kind to me, most of them, even before my diagnosis. I was just the weird kid; but you... you were the poor girl, or the cold one, or the mean one. Maybe, to the people who paid attention, the abused one, but that wasn't enough for them to show you more than token kindness, was it?"
Almost without meaning to, Kayla gave the barest shake of her head, silently mouthing, "No."
"Before all this, before your stupid contract, I'd watch you with the kids, when you didn't think anyone else was around. Did you know that? I saw how you doted on them and tried to connect with them. And I remembered the times when you were kind to a stranger or an animal, not drawing attention to it or seeking accolades, just being... good. Kind, with nothing to gain, even if your own actions seemed to confuse you or embarrass you afterwards."
The tears had started to flow over his fingers. Her eyes dipped, then closed. "I can't. I can't. I..."
"You can." Nick's voice came, calm and steady; not emotionless, but detached. His hand moved away from her face, and the absence of it burned. "You will. Or else..." He sighed. "I'm not threatening, Kay, or at least I'm not trying to. But I won't see the kids harmed. I won't see them become pawns, like you tried to make them before. And until I can be sure..."
Her eyes opened once more, anger and despair behind them. "Then what? You just said--"
Nick held up a business card. "Sara Charles. A specialist in helping people with your disorder learn how they came by it and how to live with it. Maybe lessen its impact. Sara's agreed to meet with you and, if she thinks you have ASPD, take you on as a client. She'll keep me advised of your progress, and as long as she thinks you're trying, we'll keep up the visitation. But if not, or if you try to fake it..."
He let the unspoken consequence hang in the air as he placed the card on the table and slid it over to her, then moved his fingers away before hers could do more than brush against them. The moment of tenderness before, when she'd broken down, had been for her sake, but not in any way romantic; Kayla knew that now from the discomfort he showed at that brief touch of their fingers. That, as much as anything, told her she'd lost him for good.
But maybe not Mia and Noah. Maybe not the only people on Earth who still loved her.

Epilogue, three years later

"Mom!"
Her son--God, a teenager now--raced across the foyer of her former home and cannonballed into Kayla. She clutched him close, raising an arm just long enough to bring Mia into the embrace as well. These were the moments she lived for, the handful of hours each week she got to spend with Noah and his sister.
Oh, her work still kept her busy, and she found some enjoyment in it, but things had shifted in the last few years. Maybe it was the therapy, or maybe it was the already-too-frequent absence of the children from her life, but even before Henrik's spectacular fall, Kayla had begun to rethink her ascent to the C-suite and its attendant move to New York. It didn't hurt that, without her mentor's presence as CEO, she had a diminished chance at finding a slot there, but she preferred to think it had more to do with the two children clinging to her than anything else.
She still wondered from time to time if Nick had anything to do with Henrik's indictment on embezzlement charges. Janssen swore up and down he'd never touched that money, and it did seem much sloppier an operation than she'd expect from a man of his talents, but smarter men had made dumber choices. Still, the smile Nick tried to hide on the rare occasions the topic came up made her wonder.
"Kayla."
And there he was now. He still cut a fine figure, although he'd softened a bit, perhaps. She pinned that softness on Melinda, the woman standing next to him, her arm wrapped around his waist and gazing up at him in a way that, she realized, she never had. Maybe that she never could.
A little of the anger that she felt when they first met roiled in her head once more, possessiveness of that which she no longer possessed, but she quashed it viciously; Nick deserved happiness, and peace, and the mousy brunette in the glasses seemed to bring that to him.
"Nick. You're looking well."
The children disentangled themselves from her. She thought for a moment of trying for a hug from him, but no; that would be selfish. Foolish, too. Just opening up old wounds for herself and maybe putting a wedge between her ex-husband and his...
Then she saw the ring.
"... Fiancée?"
Nick smiled, but not with any malice. She couldn't swear the same of the bitch wrapped around him. "We haven't officially announced yet, but yeah. We're thinking maybe next summer for the wedding."
"That's, ah, that's wonderful." Kayla hoped the lack of enthusiasm didn't show through in her tone, so she reiterated, "Really. You both seem... just so happy. So... well. Together."
The cow chimed in, "Oh, we are." Then, after looking up at Nick and receiving a nod in return. "But, um, we wanted to ask you a favor."
"Oh?" What, getting to fuck her husband wasn't enough? Or allowing the interloper to act as mother to her children?
"We're planning to take a couple of weeks for our honeymoon. The first week, we're going to spend in Hawaii, but the second, we were thinking maybe Disneyworld." She smiled shyly. "The kids are maybe a little too old for it, but I've never gotten to go, so..."
Of course she was an adult Disney fan. Of course she was. "And what is it you want from me?"
Nick spoke up. "It's less what we want from you, and more... Actually, kids, can you give us a minute?" The two children looked at each other and shrugged, then left the adults to whatever the hell it was they needed to talk about.
"Okay, so it is something we want from you, but I think you'll like it, too. I wanted to ask if you can take Noah and Mia for that first week?"
"What?" The question had knocked the breath out of her; its implications brought her to her knees.
"Hey. Hey." Nick and his fiancée moved forward, Nick kneeling down to check on his ex-wife. "It's okay. If you think you're not up to--"
Her head shot up. "Yes! Yes, I'd love to. Please. I just... I didn't think..."
This time, Nick looked up to Melinda, who smiled down beatifically, then addressed his ex-wife. "I'll be honest: I wasn't sure. All of Sara's reports said you'd progressed so much, but I just... Well, I guess you understand."
"I... I do. What I did... I'm so sorry. I know I've said that before, but I am. Truly."
Nick rose once more, helping Kay to her feet as well. "I believe you. But I still... You should thank Mel. She's the one who convinced me that, if I meant what I said about you getting better, I needed to put my money where my mouth was."
The nerdy-looking younger woman cocked her head to one side, shoulders rising in falling in a nonchalant shrug, as if to say, 'It's no big deal.' That lasted as long as it took for Kayla to rush forward and sweep her up into a hug, not unlike the one her son had bestowed moments before, along with a heartfelt string of thank yous.
Once Melinda extricated herself, Kayla couldn't hide her embarrassment, but neither of the couple commented on it; she was grateful for that. Instead, Nick and Mel walked arm-in-arm to the kitchen to join the children, leaving Kayla to trail behind.
Part of her wondered what Mel's angle was, whether this was a power play to show herself to be the better woman or demonstrate that she'd usurped Kayla's role in Nick's life; however, much like the anger she'd suppressed earlier, Kayla pushed this suspicion down as well.
She marveled at that for a moment, her footsteps faltering. It wasn't easy, but she'd done it. And she found, faintly, in places she'd thought long since dead, gratitude in place of that suspicion and anger. Not, perhaps, as much as the child she'd long ago been, before her father's forced absence and all that occurred after, but more than she'd felt in a long time.
And that would be enough for now.

--
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Christine begged, "Please, Dylan, just meet me in the middle!"
"Says the unjust man."
She stared, perplexed at the words I hadn't meant to say out loud. "What?"
It's a phrase. A parable, really, by a writer whose work I'd come to enjoy. With a sigh, I related it to her. "'Meet me in the middle,' says the unjust man. You take a step toward him; he takes a step back. 'Meet me in the middle,' says the unjust man."
My soon-to-be ex-wife had tracked me down to the third hotel in as many weeks. She'd come to my door at the first one the night after I left, banging on the door, yelling that she would never cheat on me. I knew it was bullshit because...because I knew. I just did, and as clearly as anything I ever had.
I told her father as much when he showed up at my second room--now at a different hotel since the first evicted me due to her bullshit--full of righteous indignation on his little girl's behalf. Once I convinced him that his daughter had gaslighted him, too, I hoped that would be the end of it. Instead, she showed up the next day, doubly angry that I'd turned the other man in her life against her.
Well, the other, other man. I neither knew nor cared about her relationship status with the one who'd driven the wedge between us.
Now, she'd stalked me to my new hotel, the last decent option in town, one I'd chosen specifically because it had only interior doors and a staff that would bounce her on a trespassing charge if she tried to follow me upstairs. Hence her intercepting me in the parking lot outside as I froze my ass off in the cold February twilight.
It took her a moment to process the story. "That's... not fair. I'm trying to--"
"You haven't even admitted the affair to me, Christine," I interrupted, sick of her lies. "How is that meeting me in the middle?" She tried to speak, but I wouldn't let her. "It's not, and I'll tell you how I know. Because I've been trying to meet you in the middle for months.
"You got unhappy for reasons you wouldn't explain, even though I begged you to talk to me. Instead, you took a step back.
"You complained about feeling stressed with all the responsibilities at your new job, so I took up most of your chores while you adjusted. And you took a step back.
"I could feel the distance forming in the last couple of months, so I tried to do more romantic things--dates and gifts and flowers--to narrow the gap. And you took a step back.
"And that night... that night, when you finally wanted to be intimate again, finally wanted to have me even fucking touch you for the first time in weeks, when you all but attacked me in bed, trying all this crazy new shit that you sure as hell didn't learn with me, I begged you to confess, but... You took a step back."
Now, I took a step forward, not to comfort or accommodate, but to accuse, my finger jabbing at the air between us. "So, before you say one more goddamned word to me about meeting in the middle, you're going to give some ground yourself. You want to try to find a way forward? Then tell me who the hell it is that you were fucking all those weeks you weren't fucking me."
The words hung in the air between us for a few seconds, Chrissie rubbing one hand up and down her forearm with nervous energy. She couldn't look at me as she spoke. "Derek. It was Derek, my manager."
"How long? How many times?"
"... About a month. Maybe six or seven times." Her eyes, now full of tears, found mine. "Please, baby, I'm so sorry."
"You're going to tell everyone, Chrissy. Every person you've lied to and told I was overreacting, if you want any kind of chance."
A pall fell over her face for a moment, then she set her jaw in a way that I used to find so adorable. "I'm not going to do that, Dylan. We can work this out between us."
I held up my phone in the hand that I'd kept concealed from her, a red, pulsing circle on screen showing her it was recording. "No, we can't."
She stepped towards me, reaching out.
I stepped back.
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 === 
I puttered around, unpacking my kitchen, but my mind wasn't on locating the box with the cast-iron skillet or which cabinet the spices should go in. Nor was it occupied by the subject that had taken up most of my waking hours for the past six months, namely the end of my marriage.
No, it kept returning, again and again, to the man re-keying the locks of my new condo.
There was just something about the locksmith, who had introduced himself as Mitch, that I couldn't put my finger on. I was certain I knew him, or that I'd known him once a long time ago, but I couldn't quite place where.
He seemed to know me, too, although he hadn't said so. Instead, it was a vibe that I'd gotten from him when I first opened the door. He'd been looking at his tablet and started to ask, "Mr. Thomas..." before his head snapped up. Then, with the oddest smirk and the cocking of his head, he finished, "...Raines?" The smirk quickly vanished, or, rather, morphed into the sort of pleasant, professional smile one might expect. But that first one... that one had said, 'I know something you don't.'
I was still musing on the strangely familiar locksmith half an hour later, idly flipping the wall calendar until it opened to April 2019, when his voice shook me from my reverie. "Mr. Raines?"
Turning away from the counter, I looked down at the man, easily a head shorter than me, and saw the same familiar head tilt and smirk again, a mix of challenging, playful, and maybe a bit melancholy.
I knew that smirk. I knew the stance he stood in, too, the way he held his body, and I knew...
"The work's all done." The voice, so uncannily close to one I'd heard many times before, but still one I couldn't quite place. More nasally? Or... a lower register?
I almost had it when he added a slightly belated, particularly enunciated, "Sir," spoken in a way I'd adored beyond measure almost twenty-five years before.
No. No way.
"... Denise?"

 === 
"I just wanted you to know, before..." Denise looked to the side shyly; given what she'd told me, I could understand her uncertainty. "Well, before."
We'd left from Ohms, the only goth club in town that had managed to stay open for more than a couple of years, to take a walk together in the early September air. Previous to that, we'd spent the night dancing, in between sitting at the tables out back and getting to know each other. I'd bought a few drinks for her--or, to be more accurate, I gave her money to go buy drinks for herself since I'd only just turned twenty--but Denise seemed stone sober when she asked me if I'd like to stretch my legs.
I, of course, said yes.
Physically, Denise was stunning, with a slim, petite build, pale skin, deep blue eyes, and bleached platinum blonde hair shaved on the sides and back but left long on top. She'd leaned into the androgyny of mid-90s goth fashion, as many of us did; hell, when we went for our walk, I, myself, was decked out in a top hat, Edwardian coat and shirt, a long flowing black skirt, and pointy buckle boots. It didn't exactly match her peasant blouse, velvet tights, and Doc Martens ensemble, but our sartorial choices were definitely of a kind.
For me, my wardrobe had always been about catching the eyes of young, beautiful goth girls like Denise, not any kind of deeper statement on my gender. However, I knew a number of folks, men and women both, who used the androgynous nature of goth fashion to test the waters of their own concept of themselves. And, hey, to each their own. I supported people being who they wanted to be.
In theory.
In practice, this beautiful girl had looked up at me, just after we'd slipped into the shadows between two buildings and spent several very enjoyable minutes skirting the edges of Austin's public indecency laws, and said, "Just so you know, I'm... I'm planning to transition to being a man."
As if I hadn't heard her correctly, I let out a short, confused laugh and asked, "What?"
"I..." Denise glanced away for a moment before returning her eyes to mine. "Yeah. I just... I've always felt... wrong as a girl. And I know we've just met, but I like you, and the last time I tried to- to hide how... who I am, it ended up bad. So if it's going to be a problem, I just..." She smiled a sad little smile, as if expecting this to all end before it had begun. "I just wanted you to know, before... well, before."
When I pulled back, her face fell. She sighed, "Okay, then, I guess we'll just head back."
"No," I croaked out, then repeated, "No. Just..." I held up a hand. "Give me a second. I'm not... I'm just trying to understand."
I mean, I thought of myself as an open-minded guy. I was a goth, after all, and these were my college years; I'd experimented with another guy once. While that didn't get my motor going, I didn't hate it either. It was fun in its own way, and novel, just not for me.
More importantly to present-Thomas, however, and especially present-Thomas's dick, future-Denise--or Dennis or Dylan or whoever--existed only notionally, whereas present-Denise had just spent the last five minutes trying to count the fillings in my teeth with her tongue while grinding her crotch against my leg so hard that I'd probably have a bruise in the morning.
Given those circumstances, present-Thomas desperately wanted to spend the next few hours balls deep in present-Denise, come hell or high water.
Now, that might make me seem like a cad--hell, it probably does make me a cad--but goth culture in the 90s was a hookup culture, not a dating one. The phrase "Nice boots. Wanna fuck?" was only halfway a joke, and she and I both knew the score. There was a better-than-even chance we'd go bang each other's brains out tonight and then never again, with neither expectation nor animosity lingering between us. If Denise wanted to be a man in a week or a month or a year... well, the chance of that impacting me was basically nil.
All of this flashed through my head while Denise stared up at me, first with slight disbelief, followed by something like concern, then mild annoyance. From the outside, I'm sure I looked like what I was: namely, a guy from suburban Texas, just barely past his teens, attempting to ponder the fluid nature of gender and sexuality with a toolkit short of more than a few conceptual socket wrenches.
"Thomas?"
"It's fine," I said too quickly, my brain snapping back into the very real, very horny here and now.
"It's... fine?"
With an unintentionally dismissive laugh, I reiterated, "Yes, it's fine. I was just... You caught me off guard. Look, I'll be honest that you're the first, um, person like you that I've been interested in, but..." I flashed a lascivious grin at her. "Well, that's the thing. I am interested in you."
The look Denise gave me was somewhere between dubious and hopeful, as was her tone. "Really."
"Yes, really." I took a step closer and tipped her chin up with one finger. "I'd love to show you just how interested."
"I, ah..." She licked her lips nervously, almost unconsciously. "God, I wish I could, but I drove my friends tonight, so I, ah, I can't. But if... Oh!" My hand had slid to her breast, tweaking a nipple through the thin cotton fabric of her shirt. "Th- that's not fair!"
"It's not?" A quick glance from one side to the next showed the street was deserted, despite us being only a few blocks from the busiest part of the city at that time of night. My hand moved lower still, down her belly and into the waistband of her tights.
"Thomas--" she began, then gasped when I found her clit and slid two fingers across it in slow, gentle circles.. "Oh. Oh. That's- We shouldn't- You're- We're going to be seen!" The last came out in a desperate, adorable whine that brought a chuckle to my lips. "Ah. Ah. Ah, fuck!"
"What will they see?" I teased, before leaning in to plant a deep kiss on her parted lips. Moving my mouth to her neck, I continued, "Two people making out? Plenty of that around here at this time of night." The fingers that had played across her clit now slipped into her opening, forcing a low groan out into the still night air.
Her hands moved down to the one between her legs, but not to push it away. Instead, she guided it, pressed against it, as if trying to bring me deeper inside. "Nnf. Please. Please. So... Fuck! So close!"
We'd flirted and teased back and forth the whole night. Now that I had her... let's say 'well in hand,' I wanted to find out how much of what she'd intimated in those back and forths was just talk and how much was real. "Please, what?"
"Wh- what?"
"You want something, don't you? Permission, maybe?"
"Oh!" She gasped, understanding filtering through the fog. "Oh, fuck. Please... Please... Sir?"
"Again."
"Please, please, Sir, may I cum?"
"Good girl. Yes, you may. Cum for--" but she'd already started to cry out, mouth buried against my chest to muffle the sound of her ecstatic wails.
"Good girl," I repeated again, the weighty conversation from before almost forgotten. "Such a good girl."
Later, after we'd managed our dishevelment, Denise and I walked back to the club arm in arm. Sadly, I hadn't convinced her to procure an alternate ride for her friends. I had, however, argued--quite compellingly according to her--for why she should come out dancing by herself later in the week.
Denise, smiling broadly, leaned her head on my arm and said, "I'm glad that you still... well, you know. That you're still, um, interested."
"Oh, I hope I demonstrated I'm a bit more than just interested." She slapped my chest playfully in response.
And then I said something that still haunted me years later, although not until time and maturity drove home how callous I'd been. No, back then I was still a swaggering idiot that had just made a gorgeous woman cum on my fingers, and all puffed up with pride as a result.
"It's a shame, though. You really do make such a pretty girl."
Denise stiffened for a moment, then kept walking. With a too-bright tone masking her hurt, she replied, "Well, I think I'll make quite a pretty boy, too."

 === 
Mitch let out a short bark of a laugh. "Hah! No one's called me that in years."
"Fuck, I'm sorry, I didn't mean--"
He waved his hand dismissively. "It's fine. Honestly, I was wondering if you'd even recognize me."
"Yes. I mean, I knew that I knew you from somewhere, but..."
The words trailed off as I took him in again, this time in comparison with the woman I'd known two decades before. Still the same height, of course. Not quite as slim as before, but between the work shirt and pants, it was hard to tell how much of that was muscle and how much the bulk we all seemed to accumulate as the years wore on. His hair, no longer bleached, had returned to its natural dirty blonde, and he styled it in a less severe cut, somewhere between professional and shaggy.
Those eyes, though, still shone as brightly, albeit now with faint laugh lines, ones that deepened as he looked at me looking at him. "You can take a picture, you know. It'll last longer."
It took everything I had to not snark that I still had plenty from before, Polaroids that she'd enthusiastically consented to posing for after several of our times together.
I couldn't tell if Mitch was just teasing or actually flirting with me. If it was the latter, I didn't know how to respond. Part of me remembered the good times we'd had when Denise... no, Mitch, I'd need to work on that... would let the bratty side of her... his... submissive streak out, all the verbal sparring that inevitably led to punishment of various mutually enjoyable forms.
But the other part reminded me that, while things ended amicably back then, they did end. And even if they hadn't, twenty-four years lay between then and now, and more than mere time between "Denise" and Mitch.
Erring on the side of caution, I decided to shift us back towards the more usual sorts of questions that two old friends and former lovers might ask of each other, starting with one I already knew the answer to. "Wow, it's uh, it's good to see you. It's been... what, twenty-five years?"
The warmth on his face didn't diminish, but it did shift to something a little more wistful. "Something like that. Last I saw you was... what, that party over at Theo's?"
"... Yeah, I think so."
No, I knew so.

 === 
Denise and I had gone hot and heavy for a while, pretty much always leaving together if we were both at Ohms on a given night. That wasn't as often as either of us would have liked, although she didn't often complain. "Complaining," she once said, "doesn't get shit done."
Over our time together, I learned a good bit about Denise's daytime life, and that quote summed up her attitude towards the world nicely.
She was about five years older than me, an actual grown-up with actual grown-up responsibilities. A single mother who'd gotten knocked up by her boyfriend in high school (he, of course, split a few months later), Denise lived with her parents and worked as an apprentice locksmith. That night we met had been her first foray out since her daughter, Amber, had gotten old enough for Denise to feel comfortable leaving her alone overnight.
While she and I never "dated" in a traditional sense, we did occasionally meet up outside of Ohms for dinner, and on some nights sex in my dorm room took a backseat to cuddling up to watch a movie or dancing to my ever-expanding CD collection. Those nights were the closest we got to feeling like a normal couple; I'll freely admit that part of me had wanted more.
I think Denise did, too, but between the age difference, her responsibilities, and the different futures we wanted--me the wife, house, two kids, and dog; her the freedom to be who she wanted to be with a partner who didn't just tolerate her transition but embraced it--we never really looked too far past the good times together.
And what good times they were.
I don't think I've ever found someone I was more sexually compatible with than Denise. She was older but only a little more experienced; her time as a young single mom had put a damper on most experimentation. That said, she still knew what she liked, and her kinks pretty much ticked off all the checkboxes on my list. Gentle domination? Check. Restraint play? Check. Spanking? Hair pulling? Anal? Check, check, and check.
Denise didn't ask for exclusivity, either, although I probably would have gone along with it; honestly, who wouldn't, given what she brought to the table? However, much as we never discussed our future, knowing there wasn't one, we also didn't discuss any other partners we might have had. I made sure to stay well-stocked on condoms, but outside of that nod to safety, we didn't talk about it.
At least not until our last night together.
As the school year came to a close, the sessions grew more and more intense, with her asking for things we'd only touched on in discussions of what we'd like to one day try out: flogging, shibari, breathplay, and more.
Our aftercare became more tender, and our endearments veered perilously close to the one word we'd both avoided: love. I think, if we were both honest, that we at least loved each other as friends, but I know that I avoided the word for fear of messing up the good thing that I had going. Cowardly, perhaps, but also maybe the most mature choice I could have made, given the circumstances, and one that I believe she made, too.
A couple of days before I headed home for summer break, we spent our last night together as lovers. Her parents had taken Amber on an overnight trip; without the weight of being a responsible mother pressing down on her shoulders, Denise went all out, getting me hard and offering herself up to me over and over again, almost until dawn. It's still, to this day, one of my most cherished memories of that time in my life.
It was nearly eleven before we woke. While both of us were sore and tired, we spent the rest of the morning lazily making love, although still never saying the actual word. Then, it was time for me to pack and for her to go.
Just before she left, Denise picked up my Polaroid, pointed it at me, and asked, "May I?"
I nodded, so she snapped one picture, then stood next to me, leaned up to kiss my cheek, and took another. The first went into her purse and the other onto my bedside table. "I hope you have a great summer, handsome. Don't break too many hearts, y'hear?"
"No promises."
That made Denise roll her eyes with a laugh. "Tch. I know you won't. You're too sweet to hurt anyone like that." Her smile dimmed as she finished the sentence, before she quickly forced it to brighten once more. "Anyways. I hope you have a ton of fun this summer. You deserve to be happy."
"So do you," I replied. Then, trying to lighten the mood, I added, "See you when I get back?"
Denise opened her mouth, sighed, then closed it again. With a melancholic half-smile, she finally answered, "Yeah, sure. That'd be nice."
Maybe it would have been. Maybe our lives would have gone differently. Who knows? But that's not what happened.
I did not, in fact, break too many hearts while back home. Between my summer job at a used CD store, hanging out with friends, and being too far out into the suburbs to go clubbing more than once or twice in Dallas proper, few opportunities presented themselves. I did have one disappointing hookup with an old crush who laid there like a fish, and a fairly decent one with a regular at the store just before we both headed off to our far-distant colleges, but certainly nothing like my time with Denise.
I won't say that I pined for her, either back home or once I returned to college. Rather, I simply wanted to see her again; admittedly, I also wanted to see her naked again, but I mostly just hoped to catch up with her and see how the summer had treated her. In retrospect, it was somewhat of a foolish notion; the idea of summer represented freedom to me, while it meant more responsibility for her, with Amber out of school and needing care, but what can you do? I was only twenty. I had almost no inkling of what adult life looked like yet.
I didn't see Denise out at Ohms the first month I was back, nor the second, but I also didn't go out nearly as much; breaker classes started in junior year, and that meant I couldn't party the way I had in my freshman and sophomore years at college.
If we'd met a decade later, I'd have called her cell, but in 1995 neither she nor I had one. I'd moved dorm rooms, so my landline number had changed, too, and she'd always been the one to call me, so I didn't have her parents' number. Even if I had, I'm not sure I would have tried to contact her that way; as segmented as she'd kept her life, it would have felt like crossing a boundary.
It wasn't until I attended a party just before Thanksgiving break that I found out what she'd been doing all that time.
Or, rather, who.
Denise saw me first, bounding up to me and throwing her arms around me in the biggest hug her petite frame could manage. "Tom!"
"Hey, you!" I returned the hug, then drew back. "How have you been?"
"Good! Just so, so good. I..." Her smile faded a touch, and she shook her head before pulling away from me. "I'm doing really well."


"Well, I'm glad to hear that. How about I grab us a couple of drinks and we catch up? Maybe we could take a walk and--"
"Oh, I, um, I'd like that, but... I'm here with someone."
"Some-?" Then it hit me. We hadn't seen each other in half a year, and she was... well, her. Beautiful, and sexy, and sweet, and witty, and... "Oh."
I tried to hide my disappointment; I don't know if I was successful or not, but Denise said, "Yeah. Jason. He's... he's really nice. I think you'd like him."
"That's, uh, that's great. Good for you. And you're happy?"
"Yeah," she said, almost glowing. "I really am. He's... um, we've been together for about three months, and he's really supportive about... well, things." She inclined her head conspiratorially towards me. "You know."
'Things.' I got the implication immediately. 'Things' that we'd danced around since that first night. 'Things' that made us incompatible long term. 'Things' that meant she and I could be FWBs, maybe even FWBs that felt a certain amount of love for each other, but nothing more permanent than that.
Given that I did love her, at least as much as I allowed myself to, I tried my best to reflect the radiance I saw in her smiling face. Maybe it even worked. "That's wonderful. I'm so happy for you, D. Really."
If she'd glowed before, she positively shone now. "Thank you. I'm... Well, I hope you find the person that you're looking for, Tom. No, I take that back. I know you will." She reached up and cupped my face. "And she's going to be so, so lucky when you do."
Before I could respond, Denise leaned in and gave me a kiss on the cheek, then half-turned away. "I need to get back. Maybe I'll see you later?"
"Yeah. Sure."
But she didn't. Whether by accident or design, I never saw her again. Last I'd heard, before I left town after senior year, Denise and Jason had married. After that, nothing.
Until now. And Mitch.

 === 
"So, man, twenty-five years. It's a small world," he said.
"It is."
The dreaded lull happened then. I had so many questions to ask, and at least a few apologies to make, but I'd never been good at this kind of chitchat, at figuring out whether this question was too personal or that statement too inane, especially in a situation like this. From his body language, it looked like Mitch was in the same boat.
We both spoke at the same time. And again. And again. Finally, I extended a hand to him, indicating that he had verbal right of way. With a laugh, he asked, "So, what have you been up to all this time?"
Thank God, something to work with.
"Uh, let's see. You want the short version or the long one?"
"I wish I had time for the long version, but I have to head for my next call soon. So maybe short one now, long one later?"
"Well, I finished up my degree. Moved back here for a job after college. Met Jen, my, uh, now ex-wife, a little bit after that, married a couple years later. Two kids, Alex, twenty, and Riley, eighteen. And, ah, now divorced as of about six months ago."
"Oh, shit! I'm sorry."
"No, it's okay. It was..." I waved my hand as if to say it didn't matter; you know: lying. "Anyways, so now that everything's more or less settled, moving in here. Hence, needing the locks re-keyed. Cable and utilities got set up yesterday, so now it's just a matter of unpacking boxes and assembling furniture."
"By yourself?"
"Apparently. Amazing how people get busy when you mention 'assembling furniture.' So, just me, an assortment of little Allen wrenches, and copious swearing."
"That sucks! Hey, you know what? I-" His tablet beeped, so he looked down at it. "Ah, hell. I've got to head out to my next call."
"That's okay. But, hey, maybe- I mean, I really would love to catch up later."
"Me too! In fact, I was about to say that this next one is my last call. How about I swing back on by and help, and we can catch up?" Then, as if embarrassed at his own enthusiasm, he added, "Y'know, if you'd like."
"Yes!" I said with perhaps a touch too much enthusiasm of my own, then tried to tamp it down when I continued, "I would. Very much. But, um, I think even with two of us, it's going to take more than a night to get it all set up. There's the guest bedroom, part of my office-"
"That's okay. I'm at loose ends tonight. Was probably just going to stay home and binge something on Netflix, so I'm absolutely up for anything you might need." Before I could respond, the tablet chimed once more. "Fine, fine," Mitch muttered, flicking at its screen with irritation. "It looks like... Yeah, I'll probably be done in an hour, so back here by... say six? Six-thirty?"
"Perfect. I was thinking about Chinese for dinner. Still Szechuan beef for you?"
"You remembered!" His face split into a huge grin. "That would be great."
Once Mitch headed for his truck, I returned to my unpacking, but my mind still wasn't on the task. After going through the same box for the third time looking for my corkscrew and ultimately noticing I'd already put it on the kitchen counter, I decided to go clean up for my... my...
Huh.
Well, not a date. The pattern was there--an excited meeting, an excuse to meet up again, a meal to allow for natural pauses in conversation--but a date? No. Of course not. Mitch was happy to see me, and I him, but this was just two friends getting together to catch up.
And, sure, I hadn't seen a ring on his finger, but he worked with his hands all day. I knew plenty of guys like that who didn't wear their rings. And even if he wasn't still with Jason, or anyone else for that matter, that didn't mean that his excitement was anything more than friendly curiosity.
Even if it was, so what? I mean, I'm straight. My sole experiment with another guy in college confirmed that I didn't really have any interest in men. I felt some odd swelling of emotion meeting Mitch again, but I'd have been hard pressed to say what it was, exactly, and how much of it came from nostalgia versus anything else.
Still, that didn't mean that I didn't feel the effects of those memories, and even if we were just going to talk, eat, and literally rather than figuratively put tab A into slot B, I still knew that I should shower and shave.
Honestly, I'd gotten lazy about my grooming with no one but myself to answer to. I worked from home; who was going to give a shit if I had two-day-old stubble? The kids weren't there, and Jen probably wouldn't have cared if she was. Hell, she probably wouldn't have cared for the previous couple of years, either.
Did that mean I should have stopped caring, too? No. But I had, and seeing Mitch again made me feel a renewed sense of shame at that, so I went to do something about it.
Once out of the shower and with a clean-shaven face, I took a look at myself through the same eyes I had when evaluating Mitch, the ones comparing what he'd looked like twenty-four years ago versus today.
Long gone was the blonde ponytail down to the middle of my back, a remnant of my high school metalhead days that still managed to pass muster once the band logos on my black t-shirts changed. When my hairline started to recede, I chose to shave it all off, rather than try to fight a war I couldn't win; only short stubble remained now, as I'd found that the full-on Mr. Clean look didn't work for me, either.
My body wasn't in too bad a shape, although it was quite different from the one I'd had back then; admittedly, not so different as Mitch's, but still. I'd never again have the lean frame of a kid who went out dancing all night and took the stairs every day to his room on the fifteenth floor; however, neither had I let myself fall too far into dad bod territory.
My gut had grown over the years as my marriage went from faltering to failed, but once I decided to escape--or, rather, once Jen and I had mutually decided to--I'd chosen the gym as my place of refuge until paperwork matched reality. I'd never be a cover model on one of the fitness magazines aimed at men like me--older single guys who wanted to pretend we were still as vital as ever--but I didn't entirely look like one that had given up, either.
Sometimes, you have to take the small wins.

 === 
"Hey there!" Mitch beamed up at me from my front doorstep. He'd lost the work shirt, leaving only a tank top, and his shaggy hair seemed a little more coiffed than when he'd left. In one hand he held a toolbag and in the other a six-pack of beer, which he pressed towards me. "Housewarming gift. Still a Shiner guy?"
"Good memory," I replied, taking it from him and stepping aside to let him enter. As he did, I took in the sight of him once more. Without the shirt, I could tell his arms had good definition; not muscular per se, but toned. Still a nice ass, too. Even through the loose work pants, I could see that.
When Mitch glanced back, I'm pretty sure he caught me looking but didn't comment. Instead, he replied, "Well, we drank enough of those together that it'd be hard to forget." Then, with a chortle, he added, "Or given how many, maybe it should be hard to remember! So, where are we starting?"
"The living room," I said, leading him through. The couches had come preassembled, and I'd managed to wrestle the entertainment center together, but the shelves had somehow turned out to be a much bigger pain in the ass than expected.
Mitch peeked into one of the half-open moving boxes next to the entryway. "Wait, do you still have your old CD collection?"
"Oh, uh, yeah. I digitized them a while back--turned them into MP3s, I mean--and put them in storage, but I could never quite bring myself to throw the physical discs out." Regardless of what Jen had wanted. "I figured that as long as I'm going through my midlife crisis, I might as well get a bitchin' sound system and haul them all back out. Cheaper than a convertible, right?"
"Definitely." He'd started picking through the contents, making little appreciative noises. "Man, you always had the best- hey! Concrete Blonde! Oh, and Front 242! And..." Mitch flipped through the jewel cases in the old, beaten-up cardboard box that held about a fifth of my collection. At one point in college, I'd had vague aspirations to becoming a DJ, but then I realized that I had neither the patience to listen to drunk sorority girls making the same requests every night nor a wish to live in poverty.
"Want me to put something on while we work? I'll let you pick the first disc."
Mitch glanced up with an affectionate smirk. "You always did."
"Well, I tried to be a gracious host."
With an arch of his eyebrow, he teased, "Is that what you call it?" before returning to his perusal. "Okay, then, this one." He held up Concrete Blonde's Still in Hollywood, a B-sides collection. I squeezed in beside him, snagging Unknown Pleasures by Joy Division, one I knew to be a favorite of his in our younger days. He responded by adding one that I loved then and still did, The Stone Roses' self-titled debut.
That set the precedent for the rest of our selections, each of us picking something to the other's taste, until we had a stack of well over a dozen discs to load into a six-disc carousel. "So what if it's too many?" he asked. "From the sound of it, I'll be here the whole weekend helping you assemble all this stuff anyways."
"Oh, hey, I don't want to impose."
"It's not an imposition." Mitch shook his head, a rueful smile on his lips. "I, ah, I might have undersold how little I have going on in my life these days. When I said I had no plans for the evening, I actually meant that I don't really have much going on this weekend, either."
"Really? That surprises me."
"Well, you know, I moved up here a few years ago, and I've been focusing on my business since then." The smile faded for a moment before returning with a more forced quality. "Whiiich reminds me, we're supposed to be assembling some furniture, right? Why don't you throw that music on so we can get to it?"
While I hit eject on the carousel, unloaded it, and reloaded it with the first set of discs, Mitch opened his satchel full of tools and hunkered down in the middle of my living room. Behind me, I heard the buzz of an electric screwdriver and the clunk of wood against wood, accompanied by happy, tuneless humming.
Once the music began, I settled in beside him to help, each of us alternating pieces to hammer in dowels, drive in a stabilizing screw, or quietly curse when we realized we'd read the instructions wrong. We attempted conversation for a bit, but the number of times that one or the other of us found that we'd fucked up and had to go back a couple of steps eventually forced us into silence. Instead, we worked to the music of my college years, occasionally joined by Mitch's singing when a particular favorite of his came on.
He'd just finished belting out the chorus to "There is a Light that Never Goes Out" when I said, "You've still got a great singing voice."
"What?" He glanced over, suddenly sheepish, before returning his gaze to his work. "Oh, I, uh, thanks. Sorry, I hadn't even realized I was doing it."
"No, it's fine. It's... Honestly, it's nice to hear it again, even if it is a little, uh, different than before."
That brought a laugh from him. "I guess it is, isn't it?"
"Yeah." I put my screwdriver down. "You know, I gave you the short version of my life, but I haven't even asked about yours."
"Eh." Mitch shrugged his shoulders, but I noticed he hadn't put his work aside as I had mine, instead redoubling his focus on it. "There's not much to tell."
It sounded like bullshit to me, even ignoring his sudden, intense interest in flat-packed furniture. Part of me wanted to insist--hell, let's be honest, to pry--because I was intensely curious about where the intervening two-decades-plus had taken him. Another felt like pushing harder would just make him shut down more, and I certainly didn't want that. And then there was the little voice shouting, 'Hey, don't be an asshole, he doesn't owe you anything.'
I'd just about decided to listen to that voice when Mitch spoke again. Maybe the silence had grown uncomfortable, or maybe he'd been having his own internal discussion, but he started, "Like I said, I moved here a few years ago. Three? No, four now. I don't know if you've been to Austin recently..." He glanced over, and I nodded. "Then you know it's not what it was before. Bunch of rich assholes kept coming in for SXSW each year, and each year more of them wanted to stay for the 'vibe.'" He rolled his eyes and filled the last word with a heaping helping of scorn.
"Between that and the Silicon Hills thing, the idiots ended up hugging the place to death. Drove up the cost of everything, killed local businesses, started slamming down highrises and parking garages and... Eh, you saw, I'm sure.
"Within a few years, most of my friends had either moved away or..." He shook his head sadly instead of finishing the sentence. "Amber had headed up to Dallas for college back around 2010, 2011, and wound up staying here for her job and then because of the guy she got married to. She kept bugging me about moving up here to be closer to her, to them, and one day I was just like, 'What's keeping me here, in a town I don't recognize where everything costs like six times what it should?'
"Nothing, it turned out. I'd been living on my own for... for a little while and worked at a job where... I mean, that's the nice thing about being a locksmith: no matter where you go, some idiot will always lock themselves out of their house." He flashed a toothy grin, the first happy one I'd seen since he started talking.
"So I decided to sell my house to some of those yahoos from... Well, I guess they weren't from Yahoo anymore, more Google now, but same postal code, right? Moved up here, hung out my shingle, and done pretty well for myself."
"That's great," I said. Which it was, but it didn't even begin to answer all the questions I had.
"So, how about you?" he asked. "You gave me the short version before, but--" The doorbell interrupted his question; I felt a certain sense of relief at that.
"Sounds like dinner's here," I told him, rising as fast as I could. "Why don't you go wash up, and I'll grab it?"

 === 
Half an hour later, with a couple of glasses of wine in him and a beer-and-a-half in me, we both loosened up a bit. The two of us had sat at my kitchen table--the dining room table hadn't been delivered yet--talking about the kind of nonsense any two guys having dinner together might: sports, the economy, the vagaries of middle age, and all the other topics that exist mostly to fill unwanted silences, before eventually circling back to the gaps in our history.
"So, you said you had two kids?"
"Yeah. Alex and Riley."
"Well?" He snapped his fingers. "Phone. Pictures." Once I'd handed it over, queued up to the album with the kids' most recent visit, he veritably cooed over them. "Riley's so cute. And Alex..." He shot a sly grin at me. "He's got your smile. Bet he's a heartbreaker, just like his old man."
"Hah! I don't know." With a shrug, I admitted, "Tell the truth, I'd really rather not know, you know? Like, I don't want to think about my kids having... Oof, yeah, no."
Mitch laughed knowingly. "Yeah, I hear you."
"As to the heartbreaker thing... Look. I know I wasn't exactly the best guy to date back then, and I tried to raise him to be better. I hope he took the lessons to heart, but who knows?"
"I have no idea what you're talking about," he laughed. "I had a pretty fuckin' great time with you."
I felt a slight flush rise in my cheeks. "Well, uh, thanks, but I mean that I could be careless with people's hearts."
He took another sip, then shrugged, saying, "Eh, maybe so. But I think everybody is at that age. We were kids; it happens. For what it's worth, I never thought that you were particularly careless with mine. I knew what I was getting into."
That was about as good an opening as I was ever going to get.."Look, Mitch... I just... I need to say this, because I don't want it to be hanging over me for the rest of the night."
"Oh? And what's that?"
I took a deep breath, then let it out slowly before answering. "I've thought about this a lot over the years, and I want to apologize for not being more supportive of you back then."
Mitch rolled his eyes in answer, but I continued. "No, I'm serious. That first night we met... I still remember saying to you that..." I paused once more, trying not to wince at the memory. "I remember saying to you that it was a shame you planned to transition, because you made such a pretty girl. It was shitty, and I'm sorry."
He sat looking at me for a few moments before speaking. "I appreciate that. I do, because I remember it, too. But... Hey, look, I'd be lying if I said that it didn't hurt, but..." He spread his hands out, palms up. "I mean, we were kids. You were, what, nineteen?"
"Twenty."
"Okay, fine, twenty. You didn't know better back then. Hell, I could tell you thought you were paying me a compliment in some sort of weird way. And the fact that you brought this up, even though it clearly makes you uncomfortable... Honestly, that means a lot to me. You could have just let it go and hoped I'd forgotten."
After taking another drink, he said, "Was it shitty? Yeah, it was. But I'll be honest with you," I saw a hint of anger flash across his face before his expression shifted to something closer to wry amusement. "It doesn't even enter the top hundred worst things said to me by people who were supposed to care about me."
"I'm sorry," was all I could say, no matter how utterly insufficient it seemed.
"Well, I appreciate that too, but... Eh, it is what it is."
We grew quiet after that, each taking small bites of our food. I worried I'd killed the conversation with my apology, and he seemed to be lost in thought. As we ate, though, I found myself caught between reminiscence of who he'd been and the reality of who he was now. And he was... he was...


The laugh, my own laugh, caught me almost as unaware as it did him. "What?" he asked, seemingly perplexed.
"I was just..." Another little chuckle, more nervous than anything else, slipped out this time. "I was just looking at you and thinking... For the record?"
"Yeah?"
"You were right. You do make quite a pretty boy."
Mitch stared at me in disbelief for long enough that I worried I'd offended him, then threw his head back with a long, loud laugh of his own. When he finished, he picked up his wineglass and raised it as if in toast. "Well, thank you very much for that. You haven't turned out too bad yourself."
"It's kind of you to say that."
"Fishing for compliments? Really?"
"No," I replied with a shake of my head. "No. Just... If I'm honest? The last few months--hell, the last few years--have... let's just say they've shaken my confidence a bit."
"Oh?" His tone seemed half-intrigued and half-disbelieving. "Do tell."
"Nah, it's... it's fine." It wasn't, but we'd been having such a good night up until that point, and I didn't want him to look at me and see the loser who can't stop talking about his divorce. "I'm just being dumb."
"No, come on, you're not. You can talk to me about it, Tom. I've been through... maybe not the same stuff you're going through, but..." He held up his finger and showed the lack of a ring on it. "I know how hard that is. I do. So, if you want to talk about it, I'm all ears."
Sighing, I began to reply, "Man, I don't wanna be--"
Mitch interrupted me. "You're not being... whatever it was you were about to say. You're not imposing, or whining, or burdening me. I'm asking you."
"Well," I began reluctantly, "everything just ended up so differently than I expected it to, and it's kind of thrown me for a loop. I thought we started out good. I mean, we did! We were good through the first five years, maybe even ten. But somewhere in there, something... I dunno, something shifted.
"I try looking back, and it's... there are things I could point at where she could have tried harder, or I could have tried harder. And I know that I did try harder sometimes, but it never seemed to be enough. Or, maybe it was enough then, but we could never make it stick, you know? Like our marriage was a helium balloon slowly deflating, and we were two kids trying to keep it off the ground, playing like we were going to get it to fly again, until we eventually got tired of pretending.
"At the end, it was all just so... so bloodless. No big explosion, which I'm grateful for, but it was almost the inverse of that. She clearly just did not care about me anymore, except maybe as the father of her kids.
"And the more I think about it, the more certain I am that her... disdain, I guess? That it extended out before that. Like being married to me, actually married and not just two roommates raising kids, got to be one more chore she had to put up with in her life, and now she didn't have to anymore. 'Oh, he's served his purpose, time to move on.' By the end, I didn't really want to be with her anymore, either, but I don't think I was quite that cold. I hope I wasn't."
Mitch leaned forward, his hand moving as if to touch mine; but then he withdrew, looking almost embarrassed. I remember now how much I wished he hadn't pulled back and how much my own disappointment surprised me.
He shifted in his seat and cleared his throat, then said, "That's... I can't imagine you 'cold,' Tom. That's not you."
"Maybe. I hope so." Another pull off my beer to give me time to process, then, "Anyways. It's all just left me feeling a little... adrift? Or maybe jilted, in a weird way? By the end, I was so ready to be away from her, so it feels weird to complain about. And I'm not saying I wanted us to be at each other's throats, or that I wished she'd cheated on me so that I'd feel some kind of righteous wrath or anything like that, but it all feels so anticlimactic, you know? Twenty-odd years together, and then it all just... ended."
Mitch, understanding, nodded his head. "I've heard that story before, yeah. It's hard when it feels like there's no one to blame." A small frown appeared on his face with this last statement, one that hinted at something I'd been curious about since that afternoon.
After a moment's hesitation, I said, "Can I ask what happened with you and Jason?"
Snorting, he replied, "Yeah. Yeah, I guess so. Fair's fair." After pausing to look down into his glass for a moment, he said, "It's funny the way things shook out.
"So, I transitioned over the course of a few years about... God. Twelve years ago now? Woof. Thanks for making me feel old, man."
"Sorry."
Mitch waved my apology off with a laugh. "It's hard for me to say if he pulled away then because I transitioned or if he was going to pull away anyways. I mean, we'd been together for twelve or thirteen years by then, depending on how you measure it. Some of the passion had already gone away; maybe that's normal. I don't know.
"But it really started to slip once I began making more... concrete moves, I guess. I tried to rationalize it at the time. 'Hey, it's an adjustment for him, too.' That kind of thing.
"And he tried to be supportive in other ways, but looking back, it felt so... forced. Like he was doing it so he didn't seem like an asshole more than anything else. Like he was going to keep his word, no matter how much it bothered him.
"Then... then I got my top surgery, and that was the end of it. Not immediately, but maybe three months after, he just came to me and said, 'I'm sorry, but I can't do this anymore.'
"It's funny. I'm still, to this day, not sure if he was ever..." Mitch sighed and shook his head. "Back when we were dating, Jason told me that it didn't matter, that he would love me regardless of whether I went through with transitioning or not. That he loved me for me, no matter what.
"The way he acted when he came to me with the divorce, the pain in his voice, I still sometimes wonder if he'd been lying to me or lying to himself, you know? Part of me wants to think the best of him, that he meant what he said but couldn't follow through. But, honestly, I think he was just kicking the can down the road the whole time, hoping he'd never have to put up or shut up."
As he spoke, his eyes had drifted away from mine to look out at the night sky through the kitchen window. Maybe it was his loss of focus on me, or maybe the wine, or maybe he just felt like he could be vulnerable for a moment, but for the first time that night, I saw more than just a hint of the pain he'd been carrying; it made me want to reach out, as he'd almost reached out for me earlier. Just like him, though, I didn't follow through.
Then, his gaze returned to mine, and a none-too-convincing smile slid into place. "I guess it doesn't matter, right? Jase was a pretty decent husband for a decade and some change. He was a good dad to Amber, and he still is; I walked her down the aisle at her wedding, but he was still there. They're not as close as she and I are, but she still calls him Dad, too." With another snort, he added, "I try not to be too annoyed at that."
"I think you're allowed to be. Ex-husband's prerogative."
"Fair fucking enough. A toast: to mildly bitter ex-husbands and the assholes we left behind!" Mitch raised his wineglass, and I my bottle, and we clinked them together.
"Hear, hear!" After a long pull on my beer, I said, "Still, I'm sorry that you had to go through that. It sucks when people aren't who you think they are."
"It does. But, to return to the topic at hand, you, Sir..." He said it with that same intonation he had that afternoon, the one from our youth, the one that made clear the word started with a capital 'S', albeit a little more boozily this time. A sudden tightness in my slacks showed that it still had the same effect on me now that it did back then, as did the lascivious grin on his face. "Once you get out of this funk, you are going to be just fine. More than fine. Trust me, the way the dating pool is out there? Pfft. You'll be fighting them off with a stick."
I tried to play off the sudden rush of arousal I felt when Mitch, intentionally or not, reminded me of our old times together. "It sounds like you're speaking from experience."
His grin froze, then slipped into something smaller. Sadder. Disappointed. "Ah, not so much. Maybe for a little while, right after the divorce. After Jason split, I dated around a bit. Got into a couple of longer relationships. The last one... Well, I didn't want to say it before, but that's part of why I finally decided to move up here. And since then... yeah, no one, or no one of any real note."
"Huh." I could feel my brows knit together in confusion. "I'm, ah, I'm surprised by that. Like I said earlier, you're a good-looking guy."
Mitch, shrugging off the compliment, replied, "It's a numbers game, man. I like guys, not women, so that cuts out half the human race. But since straight guys don't look at me that way, that cuts it down again. A lot. Add into that equation that I'm coming up on fifty, short, and, well, trans--which is a turn-off for a big chunk of, ah, age-appropriate gay guys--and solving for X gets even messier."
"That sounds hard. I'm sorry."
He waved the condolences away as easily as he had the compliment. "It is what it is. I chose to live my life being true to who I am, and that's a helluva lot better than some people get to do. I've got friends, I've got Amber, and I've got my business. Overall, I'm happy. I am. If I hadn't transitioned... Well, I just don't wanna think about it. Maybe I wouldn't be here at all."
We sat with that somber thought for the next minute, each of us nursing our drinks. I know that I was trying to think of what to say next, but all the responses seemed so pat. Another chorus of 'I'm sorry?' Or the obvious 'I'm glad you're still with us?'
I thought of the story he'd told me, of the disappointment that sometimes came with freedom and the pain that honesty had brought into his life. It felt almost arrogant to compare our circumstances--God knows that a stifling marriage and a mostly amicable divorce couldn't hold a candle to all the shit he'd been through--but I still did. My marriage had ended because it had ceased to be true, to be a real partnership.
I also felt, with a certainty that had evaded me for the previous half a year, that no matter how much leaving the lie behind hurt, it could only be for the good. Mentally, I'd known that since long before the piece of paper and the division of assets, but sitting there, with someone who I'd loved and lost long ago, with his melancholic smile and voice that awoke old emotions, I could feel it in my heart, too.
Earlier, I'd looked at Mitch with eyes that tried to see all the ways he'd changed since the last time we met; over the course of the evening, they'd stopped looking for differences and focused on the similarities.
I hadn't realized it until that moment, how much he was still who he'd always been: still the same person I'd locked eyes with across a darkened, smoke-filled club, still the same person I'd spent all those nights talking with about movies and music and all the other ephemera that seemed so important back then, still the same person who sent me away for the summer with sad, apologetic eyes, freeing me--freeing both of us--to find the future we needed to.
And, yes, still the same person who I remembered pinning to that flimsy dorm room bed as he wrapped his legs around me, who moaned and thrashed and begged for release in ways I still sometimes dreamed about. Still the same person who could bring that feeling rushing to the fore with only the slightest change in his voice and manner.
I didn't know how to tell him all this, or if he held similar thoughts about me, or what--if anything--it meant for us now. But I knew I had to say something, for him and for me both.
And then, before I could form the words I needed, the titular chorus of "I Wanna Be Adored" blared out of the speakers.
With a sardonic, mirthless laugh, Mitch answered the singer. "Me too, buddy. Me too. Can't remember the last time I felt adored." Then he drained his glass and, peering at the bottom of it, quietly added, "Christ, I can't even remember the last time I felt desired."
Mitch's eyes alighted on me once more. Microexpressions flickered across his face almost too fast for me to catch them: desire, hope, disappointment, embarrassment. And then, I finally knew what I wanted to say to him; what I had wanted to say the whole night, even if I hadn't been able to admit it to myself.
"Mitch--"
He stood suddenly, with a fake laugh and the smile to go with it. "Shit, man, just ignore me. This is why I don't drink anymore. Always get so maudlin." He scooped up his plate and mine before I could respond, then headed to the sink and began to scrape what remained of our dinners into the disposal with his back to me.
I called his name again, but he just shook his head. "I said I'm fine."
Rising from my chair and moving towards him, I answered, "You're not."
He stopped scrubbing at the plate in his hand. "I will be. Please, Tom, just... just let it go."
"No." My hand touched his hip, and he shivered as if in answer to the question neither of us had been brave enough to ask until that moment. "Why did you come here tonight, Mitch?"
"I just..." He swallowed audibly. "I just wanted to catch up. Help you out with--" His voice faltered when I moved closer, fully behind him, and grasped his other hip.
I lowered my face, mouth almost touching his ear, to growl, "With what, pretty boy?"
He rewarded me with a quiet moan, then a louder one when his hips shifted backward to press that deliciously tight ass against my groin. "With... with..."
"Tell the truth, boy." I leaned down, lips planting the tenderest of kisses on his neck. "Because I can think of so many things you could help me with."
I followed the soft kiss with a longer one, then a nip; the plate he held fell into the sink with a clatter, his hand moving up and back to pull my head closer. "Tom, please."
His voice could--did--make me as hard as anything, but I knew mine held power over him as well. It dropped into a lower register, transforming into a tool that I hadn't had need of in years, but which still worked towards its intended purpose. "Say it right, boy."
"Oh God," he gasped. "Oh God, Sir. Please, Sir. Please, I need you."
"Such a good boy," I chuckled, sliding one hand across his stomach, then down under the waistband of his slacks. I didn't know what I'd find when I reached lower, and I realized with sudden, sharp clarity that I didn't care. I needed to make sure he knew that, too. "But you've always been my good boy, haven't you, Mitch?"
His breath caught at my words, then released once more in a wracking sob as my fingers found his clit, thicker and longer than I remembered, but still just as sensitive. "Oh, fuck. Fuck, Tom--." he began, before a gentle pinch reminded him of his place. "S- Sir. Yes, Sir. Always- always been your good boy."
I buried my face in his neck, nuzzling it. "I'm sorry I didn't understand that before. I do now."
My thumb lazily stroked my pretty boy's clit, the finger that had pinched it before now moving inside his slick opening before another joined it. I don't know if it was this or my years-belated apology that brought the wordless, joyous sound from him, nor did I have too long to ponder the question before Mitch half-turned his head, his lips finding mine in a fiery, desperate kiss.
He moaned into my mouth, tongue dancing with mine, even as he shoved his body backwards to grind his muscular ass against my cock. It was my turn to moan then, my gentle ministrations becoming rougher, less focused on fingering his sopping cunt and more on pulling him roughly against me for my own pleasure. In other circumstances, maybe this would have lessened his ardor, but not now; if anything, my lack of control seemed to spur him closer to orgasm.
Closer, and then plummeting over the edge.
His lips fell away from mine, howling out my name, as his legs shook and almost collapsed beneath him. I wouldn't let that happen; as I'd done so many times before, I held Mitch close as he shuddered and cried out and finally fell limp. Finally, grateful, shy eyes found mine. "Th- thank you, Sir. Thank--"
I filled my voice with a steel that was purely for show. "You didn't ask permission, boy."
This was part of the game we'd always played, one we'd loved in our youth. From the mischievous expression on his face, one we both still loved, too. "I suppose... I suppose I should be punished, shouldn't I, Sir?"
"On your knees, b--" Before I'd even finished half the sentence, he'd turned and knelt before me, eager hands working at my belt. Within seconds, he had that open, then my clasp and zipper.
Mitch leaned in, eyes closed, rubbing his cheek against my fabric-covered cock like a cat greeting its owner returned home from a long trip. "Mmm. Hello again, gorgeous," he sighed. "It's been too long." After planting a kiss on my briefs, he pulled them down and took my cock in one hand, then both. With a drunken giggle, he added, "Very, very long."
And then, without another word, Mitch slid his lips around the purple head and began to suck. Without meaning to, I cried out, "Fuck!" I was out of practice; years before, it would have taken far more effort on his part to draw such an enthusiastic utterance from me. That was part of the game, too, pretending to be above it all until he'd "earned" my approval.
Part of me worried that he'd be disappointed in me for failing to stick to the script. Instead, he pulled away for just a moment and looked up at me, nose crinkling with amusement. "I'm glad Sir approves." Then, the whimsy departed, replaced by pure warmth. Adoration, even. I couldn't remember the last time I'd felt such a thing, either. "It's okay, Tom. Let me take care of you."
I breathed out a word of thanks and nodded; that gesture might as well have been the sound of a starter pistol. With a broad, lewd grin, he returned to his task, taking my cock into the warm wetness of his mouth, slurping and sucking noisily, his head bobbing up and down in long strokes. He would alternate these with tender, loving nuzzles, kisses, and licks from tip to base, then take me in once more, each time further down my length.
As I regained my composure, my hand moved to his head, at first stroking his hair, then lacing my fingers into it, before grabbing a fistful as I drew closer to the end. "Mitch--"
When I called out his name, he shifted his hands--which had been stroking across my thighs and stomach in between cradling my balls--around to my ass, then buried his nose in my pubic hair, taking the full length into his throat. It had been decades since I'd felt that sensation; Jen could never do it, had barely even tried.
My hand tightened in his hair. I should have stopped him; I was forty-five years old, for God's sake, and who knew how long it would take me to get hard again? But I couldn't. The most giving, most unabashed, most enthusiastic lover I'd ever had knelt before me with my cock in his throat, trying to pull me even deeper in, desperate for my cum.
I gave it to him with a roar, pulse after pulse of hot, salty liquid spilling forth. Only when the torrent ceased did he withdraw to suck and lick the last few drops from me, then released the head from his lips with an audible pop. With a husky, lust-filled voice, Mitch asked, "Am I forgiven, Sir? Am I still your good boy?"
I laughed without meaning to, the euphoria of orgasm and the joy that I'd been missing for so long bursting out of me. Hurt appeared in his eyes, so I rushed to assure him, cupping his cheek and answering, "Oh, yes, Mitch. God, yes. You're so, so good, my pretty boy."


His pain evaporated, replaced by relief. Mitch pressed his face against my fingers, kissing the tips, then bit his lip with the most seductive mien he could muster. "Show me?"
Mitch grinned as I dragged him to his feet, giggled as I pushed him towards my bedroom, laughed joyously when I shoved him onto the bed. Clothes flew everywhere, shirts and pants and socks and underwear--he preferred boxers, it turned out--until we lay naked in each other's arms, kissing and stroking bodies both familiar and new.
As much as I wanted to ravish him then and there like I might have when we were twentysomethings, refractory periods unfortunately existed. Even if they hadn't, there were so many other things to do with him that night, starting with, "I want to taste that pretty... uh..."
My brain froze. What did he want me to call it? We hadn't talked about this at all, and I knew that some trans people preferred different names for their genitals, and I didn't want to offend him, and--
He burst into laughter so raucous that he had to bury his face in my shoulder to muffle it, then started again when he raised his eyes to look at my somewhat miffed expression when I said, "I'm just trying to--"
My pretty boy silenced me with a kiss, answering, "I'm not picky, Tom. It's a pussy. Or a cunt. Or whatever. And you can call my clit a clit, too; it won't bother me. But..." He glanced to the side, a bit of that shyness from earlier returning, along with maybe some slyness to go with it as his eyes found mine once more. "... if you wanted to call it a 'dick,' well, I certainly wouldn't mind."
My jaw hung open for just a minute; then I smiled back in return. "What about 'cock?'"
"That's, ah." His face reddened in the most adorable way. "That's good, too."
"So," I asked in between the kisses I trailed down his chest and belly, "what you're saying is that you want me to suck your cock, pretty boy?"
I punctuated the sentence with a delicate lick of the hardened nub we'd been discussing, drawing a shivering, "Fuck, Sir, please." And just like that, we'd returned to our roles.
I took his clit--or dick, as he clearly preferred--in my mouth, sucking at it and lashing back and forth across it with my tongue. From the first, he began to thrash under me, as he always had. I had always loved that about being with him, how he seemed to almost entirely lose control of his body, as if only in ceding it to me could he truly find release. Sometimes, I needed to pin him to the bed to bring him the pleasure I wished to bestow; more often, I did it because he and I both enjoyed that expression of my dominance over him.
Even with the extra weight he'd gained--both muscle and the less desirable bulk that time had added to both of our frames--it took only one hand, gripping tightly to his ass, to keep him from shaking loose this time. The other moved to slide two, then three digits into his pussy, pistoning in and out, occasionally spreading apart or forming into a triangle to vary the sensations.
He ran his calloused hands across my scalp, fists balling and flexing in search of hair that no longer existed and hadn't in over a decade. That realization made me chuckle; those vibrations took him over from near-orgasmic to all the way there.
I knew it was coming, but it still always thrilled me when he slapped his hand down on the bed and balled his fist in the sheets. Then, as he always had, Mitch cried out my name in worship, over and over again like a mantra, his voice ever increasing in volume, until one last, wailed, "Tom!" remained. After that, he lost all speech, along with control of his body, locked into a rigid, ecstatic paralysis.
Kisses along his thighs and belly as he regained conscious use of his muscles, mixed generously with murmured praise, eased his way back down from those heights. Well, mostly. I'll admit that I did occasionally blow a wisp of breath across his overstimulated dick, provoking a squeal of indignant, unwilling pleasure from him. And so what if it did? Sir's prerogative. He'd never have dared disagree.
"You're so..." His fingertips traced patterns on my scalp. "So good to me, Sir. Always so good to your..." A blissful smile adorned his lips. "Say it again? Please?"
I rose up above him, my body sliding up his, my newly resurrected hardness pressed between our bellies. Once more my mouth descended, this time on his exposed throat, to gently kiss and roughly growl, "My pretty boy." With one hand, I took both of his wrists and held them above his head. "My pretty, pretty fucking boy."
Mitch's hips moved, searching for what he needed. "Please, Tom, please Sir, please--" he begged, a desperate whine in his voice.
"I don't have any condoms, boy. If I take you, it's going to be raw, and I'm going to fill your needy little cunt full of my cum. There's not a goddamned thing on this Earth that will stop me once I start. Understand?"
I swear, I thought his eyes were going to roll up in the back of his head. In a low, loud, needful groan he answered, "God, yes. Fuck, I want that so bad."
As I angled my hips upwards, my free hand slid down between us to tease Mitch's slick opening with the head of my cock, sliding it back and forth but never quite penetrating. With a teasing voice, I asked, "Do you feel desired now, my pretty boy? Adored?"
Groaning in frustration, my lover tried to find purchase somehow; instead, my hand held his arms fast, my chest pressed down on his, my legs splayed out to force his apart. No matter how he twisted or bucked, he would only get what I gave him.
"Answer."
Desperate, he almost shouted, "Yes! Fuck, Tom, yes, I feel--!"
And then I gave him everything.
Mitch called out in wordless thanks as half my length sunk into him; I couldn't help but join him in chorus when I filled him entirely. A withdrawal and a return followed, then another, and another, each better than the last. I found my voice first, groaning, "Jesus, Mitch, you're so fucking tight."
He raised his head, bit my neck, and pushed his hips up at me as hard as he could, grunting out, "Only because- ah- Sir is- is- so fucking- ah! Big!"
No phrase on Earth will drive a man on like that one, or at least if it exists, I've never heard it. I released Mitch's wrists and grabbed his ankles, kneeling and bending his body into a mating press. I was rough with him--probably too rough--but he didn't complain. Instead, his eyes burned with a new, insatiable light. "That's it, Sir. That's it. Show your pretty boy what he's been miss- Oh!" A particularly hard thrust seemed to lock his mouth open in an O shape, a perfect circle through which only pants and low, desperate whimpers could pass.
I now felt doubly grateful for the blowjob I'd received earlier. Not only had it been the best I'd had for as long as I could remember, it also let me stave off the inevitable for just a little while longer. Every thrust into Mitch's fantastic tightness, every bucking of my pretty boy's hips, every pained, pleasured noise he made as I reclaimed both the lover I thought forever lost and the man I used to be, brought me closer and closer to the explosive finish I knew awaited me; still, I silently prayed, 'not yet.' I wanted to watch him cum again, wanted to savor the feel of us, wanted to gaze upon the beautiful face of my enraptured, adoring, adored one for just a few moments more.
But that wasn't to be.
Mitch's hand reached out to the side, slamming down onto the mattress and grasping at the sheets again. His eyes locked on mine, lips finally loosened once more, as he begged, "So close. So close. Cum, Sir. Please, give it to me. P- ple- please!" His neck corded with muscle as he flung his head against the pillows, his cunt tightened, and I was lost, spilling my seed into him even as I fell forward and pinned his body beneath mine.
Afterwards, we lay together again, this time not with the remembered giddiness of our youth, but as two middle-aged men savoring the warmth of bare skin and renewed infatuation. We kissed, still, but in displays of languorous affection instead of unfettered need. We caressed each other's skin, but to connect instead of arouse.
At last, still slightly out of breath, he said, "Thank you."
"Thank me?" I couldn't help but laugh. "Fuck, man, I feel absolutely alive now for the first time in I don't know how long."
"You? God, I haven't been fucked like that in years. Hell, I don't think I've been fucked like that since..." His words trailed off, then he chuckled. "Honestly? Probably since the last time you and I were together."
"You're kidding."
He cuddled up against my side. "I'm not. You're a hard act to follow, Tom."
"That is a goddamned crime." Then I thought back to all the girls I dated. To Jen. And while they each had their own qualities that made them special or memorable, I slowly admitted, "But, um, I don't think I've ever been with anyone that made me feel like you do, either. Not since we used to hook up."
He fell quiet, as if parsing what I'd said for hidden meaning. "Is that what we're doing now? Hooking up?"
"Is that what you want this to be?"
"I asked first."
I could have hedged my bets, could have tried to be cool and carefree, like the dumb, horny kid who'd wanted to play the field that I was back then. Instead, I simply said, "No. No, that's not what we're doing."
He looked up at me, his head still resting on my shoulder, expression inquisitive and slightly amused. "Oh? Is that so?"
"Yeah. It is." I planted a kiss on his forehead. "I'd say I'm too old to play games, but that's not the truth. I could probably be a dumbass for the rest of my days if I chose to be." Mitch stifled a laugh. "The truth is... the truth is, I don't know what happens next. But whatever does, I want to give this a try, give us a try. A real try this time.
"Maybe it works out, and maybe it doesn't. I can't promise anything except that I'll be honest with you and never cruel. That and, well, that I want tonight to mean something more than a roll in the hay between two half-drunk fuckbuddies, and that I'll work at it, as long as you do, too."
"That's..." He appeared to weigh my words in his head. "That's fair. Hell, more than fair. However, I would like to ask at least one other thing. Maybe more later, but one now."
"What's that?"
The sexy, endearing smirk snuck onto his face once more. "After you've had a little time to rest... Well..." His hand moved down to fondle my cock, already stirring at his tone. "I just need a reminder. Sir does own all my holes, doesn't he? I'd hate to think that--"
Whatever else Mitch might have said was lost in giggles as I slid my arm out from under his head and flipped him over, face down on the mattress. "Then don't think, boy. Just let me show you how much I've missed that tight little ass of yours."
"Mmm." He pulled over a pillow to rest his head on, looked over his shoulder at me, and gave me a lazy, happy smile. "As Sir wishes."

 === 
"Honey, I'm home!"
From the kitchen, Mitch called out, "In here!"
I hung my keys on the hook in the entryway next to our wedding pictures, paused to flip the wall calendar to October 2023, and walked into the kitchen, breathing in the delicious aroma of my husband's lasagne. He and I traded off cooking and dishwashing duties every other night, but I had to admit that he had me beat all to hell at Italian dishes.
After giving him a quick kiss, I turned to the cabinet to grab plates so that I could set the table, but he said, "Oh, I've already got that handled."
"Did I forget something? Our anniversary isn't for another couple of months, so..."
"No, no," pulling me into an embrace punctuated with a longer kiss. "Just celebrating."
"Celebrating what?"
"Well," cuddling in close, "Amber came by earlier today and, long story short... I'm going to be a grandfather!"
"That's wonderful!"
"It is," he agreed, although his smile dimmed a touch.
"What's wrong?"
With a self-deprecating chuckle, he said, "It's just making me feel a little... old. Which is silly, but..."
"Oh, hon." I stroked his cheek tenderly. "It's... Well, maybe it is a little silly, but you're allowed to feel how you feel, even if I do think you're going to be the sexiest grandpa at the playground."
Mitch laughed and slapped my arm. "Asshole."
"You love it."
"I do." He leaned in close for a long, lingering kiss. "And I love you."
"I love you too." Then, with a smirk, I added, "That said..."
"Hmm?"
"Well, you forgot to change the calendar again."
An expression of mock fear on his face, he said, "Oh no. I'm so sorry, Sir; how can I ever make up for such a transgression?"
"Oh, I'm sure I'll think of something."
"Mmm, I hope so," my husband said, a dreamy smile on his face. "Now c'mon, let's go eat." He favored me with a wink. "Pervert."
"Always, but only for you, pretty boy. Only ever for you."

 === 
Many thanks to the folks who read this in advance for me. Rambling_Chantrix was most kind in giving it a sensitivity read, and elizaloo and HannahBaird handled the beta reading. They're all wonderful writers, and I can't thank them enough for their help and time.
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