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Chapter 1

I pressed my palm against the granite countertop and watched through the window as Desmond walked the contractor around the side of the house toward the basement entrance. The man moved like he had nowhere to be, hands in his pockets, head tilted back to look at our roofline. He drove a red Porsche. A convertible. Who drove a convertible to a construction estimate?
"He comes highly recommended," Desmond had said that morning over coffee, showing me the reviews on his phone. Five stars, testimonials from three families in our church directory. "Troy Marchetti. Does beautiful work. Fair prices."
I'd nodded and refilled his mug, added the exact amount of cream he liked.
Now Troy was crouching by the basement window well, running his hand along the frame, and my chest constricted. I turned away from the window and started loading the dishwasher, arranging the plates in neat rows the way I'd been doing for eight years of marriage.
The back door opened.
"Mad, come down and give your input," Desmond called. "I want to make sure the layout works for your storage."
I dried my hands on the dish towel, smoothed my cardigan. It was ridiculous. He was a contractor. I was a grown woman, a wife, someone who'd built an entire life around the principles Desmond and I shared. Traditional values weren't just words to us. They were the architecture of everything we'd created together.
I followed my husband down the basement stairs.
Troy stood in the center of the unfinished space, marking a clipboard. He looked up when we came down and smiled. It wasn’t the polite professional smile I'd expected, but warmer.
"Mrs. Carver. Your husband's been telling me about your vision for this space."
I folded my arms across my chest. "It's really Desmond's project. I just need room for the holiday decorations and old boxes.”
"Madison's being modest," Desmond said, his hand finding the small of my back. "She's got a whole organizational system planned out."
Troy walked to the far wall and knocked against the drywall with his knuckles. "This all has to come out. Foundation's solid but whoever finished this space originally did a hack job. See these cracks?" He traced a line up the wall with his finger. "Water damage. You've got mold behind here, guaranteed."
Desmond frowned and moved closer to examine it. I stayed where I was, near the stairs.
"How long would the project take?" Desmond asked.
"Six weeks, maybe eight. Depends on what we find when we open up the walls." Troy turned to face us, leaning back against the compromised drywall. "I'm booked out two months, but I had a cancellation. Could start Monday if you want it."
"That's perfect timing," Desmond said. "We're hosting the church couples' retreat here in October. Having this space finished would be ideal."
Troy nodded and made a note on his clipboard. He wore a faded t-shirt under an unbuttoned flannel, jeans with a tear at the knee. His forearms were tanned and I could see the edge of a tattoo disappearing under his sleeve. He was an entirely different kind of the male species than anything I had known in my thankfully sheltered life.
"What kind of timeline are we looking at each day?" I ventured to ask, being the one who would be at home through it all.
"I usually work eight to four. Earlier if you're okay with noise." He looked directly at me. "I know it's disruptive, having someone in your space all day. I try to be respectful of that."
"Madison's home most days," Desmond said. "She manages the house.”
The way he said it made me stand straighter. It wasn't just home. Desmond provided and I created the environment that made his providing possible. It was a partnership, a system that worked.
"That's great," Troy said. "Makes communication easier. If issues come up, we can address them right away."
Desmond walked the perimeter of the room, asking questions about insulation and electrical. Troy answered easily, gesturing at different sections of wall, explaining load-bearing beams and moisture barriers. He knew his trades, that much was obvious.
I watched my husband nod along, making mental calculations. Desmond was thorough about these things. He'd gotten three other estimates, checked references, reviewed portfolios. This was how we made decisions, carefully, prayerfully, together.
"What do you think, Mad?" Desmond turned to me.
The basement suddenly felt smaller. Troy was looking at me too, waiting.
"The price seems fair," I said. "And the timeline works."
"But?"
Desmond knew me too well. Eight years of marriage meant he could read hesitation in my posture.
"I just want to make sure we're making the right choice." I kept my voice level. "Maybe we should sleep on it." I didn’t look at Troy for a variety of reasons.
"We've been sleeping on it for three weeks," Desmond said, but gently. "And Troy's the only one who can start before October."
He was right and I knew he was right. The other contractors couldn't begin until late fall, and we needed this space finished sooner. We'd already committed to hosting the retreat, already sent the invitations. Thirty couples expecting a weekend of fellowship and spiritual renewal in our home.
"Of course," I said. "You're right."
Troy clicked his pen and tucked it into his shirt pocket. "I can draw up a contract and email it over tonight. You two talk it through and let me know by tomorrow."
"No need," Desmond said, extending his hand. "You've got the job."
They shook on it and I felt the decision settle over me like a weight. I was not comfortable with having this rough, tattooed man in our house everyday with me alone the next 8 weeks.
Back upstairs, I started on dinner while Desmond returned emails and calls in his office. I chopped vegetables for the roast, measured out spices, worked through the familiar rhythm of preparation. Cooking calmed me, the precision of it, the way following a recipe produced predictable results.
Through the kitchen window I watched Troy climb in his Porsche. He paused before getting in, pulled out his phone, laughed at whatever was on the screen. Then he slid into the driver's seat and the engine roared to life, too loud for our quiet street.
The Porsche pulled away and I realized I'd been holding my breath the whole time.
At dinner, Desmond talked about the basement plans while I served him roast. He was excited about it, about having a proper space for Bible study groups, for hosting gatherings. Our home had always been open to the church community. We'd had prayer meetings in our living room, served coffee and pastries after services, hosted the young marrieds group twice a month.
"I was thinking we could put in a wet bar," Desmond said, spearing a piece of carrot. "Non-alcoholic, of course. But it would be nice for serving refreshments."
"That would be lovely." I cut my meat into small bites.
"Troy mentioned he does custom cabinetry too. We could have him build in some storage, maybe a bookshelf for the study materials."
I nodded and took a sip of water.
"You're quiet tonight."
"Just thinking about everything we need to do before October." I wasn't lying. There was plenty to do. "And now with construction happening, the house will be chaotic, a man around all day,” I added in a quieter voice.
"It'll all be worth it though." Desmond reached across the table and squeezed my hand. "This is an investment in our ministry. In our life together."
His hand was warm and familiar. We'd held hands across this same table a thousand times, said grace before a thousand meals, built a thousand small moments into the structure of our marriage.
"You're right," I said. "It will all be worth it."
After dinner I cleaned the kitchen while Desmond watched the news. I wiped down counters, put away leftovers, ran the dishwasher. The tasks were meditative, each one leading naturally to the next.
Monday morning I woke at six, made coffee, started a load of laundry before Desmond came downstairs. He kissed my cheek while I scrambled his eggs, the same breakfast he'd eaten every workday since we got married.
"Troy should be here around eight," he said, checking his watch. "I'll stay until he gets set up, make sure he has everything he needs."
"I can handle it."
“Are you sure?”
“You know me.”
At seven-thirty Desmond left for the office and I continued through my morning routine. Beds made, kitchen cleaned, chicken breasts set out to thaw for dinner. I was folding towels in the laundry room when I heard the rumble of a pick-up truck in the driveway.
Through the window I watched Troy get out, stretch, pull a toolbelt from the back. He wore the same type of clothes as Friday, jeans and a faded shirt, work boots that had seen real use. He walked around to the side of the house and I heard the basement door open.
I stayed upstairs.
An hour passed. I dusted the living room, changed the sheets in the guest bedroom, returned emails about the couples' retreat. The sounds from below were muffled but constant, hammering, the screech of nails being pried loose, the crash of drywall hitting the floor.
At ten I made myself go down.
The basement was already transformed. Half the drywall was torn away exposing studs and insulation. Dust hung in the air. Troy stood with his back to me, crowbar in hand, working at a stubborn section of wall.
"I brought water." I held up a glass.
He turned and hit the mute button on his music. His shirt was damp with sweat already and there was dust in his hair.
“Mighty kind of you." He set down the crowbar and took the glass. "Thanks."
I watched him drink, watched his throat moved and I had to look away.
"It's going well?" I asked.
"Better than expected, actually. The framing is solid. It's just the finishing work that was shoddy." He handed back the empty glass. "I should have the demo done by Wednesday."
"That's fast."
"I like to keep moving." He smiled. "Sitting still makes me itchy.”
I nodded and turned to go back upstairs.
"Mrs. Carver?"
I stopped on the third step.
"Is it okay if I use your bathroom? I can find a gas station if you'd prefer."
"No, of course. The powder room is just off the kitchen."
"Appreciate it."
I went upstairs and heard him follow a few minutes later. The bathroom door closed and water ran. I stood at the kitchen sink and stared out at our backyard, at the garden I'd planted in neat rows, tomatoes staked and tied, herbs labeled with small wooden markers.
The bathroom door opened and his footsteps crossed the hardwood.
"You've got a beautiful home," he said from behind me.
I turned. He stood in the doorway between the kitchen and the hall, too close to the space I'd been occupying in my mind.
"Thank you. We've worked hard on it."
"It shows." He looked around the kitchen, at the farmhouse sink, the subway tile backsplash, the open shelving where I kept my dishes arranged by size and color. "Very nice.”
"That's important to us. A home.”
"I can tell." He leaned against the doorframe. "Everything has its place."
The way he said it made it sound like a question rather than an observation.
"It makes life simpler," I said. "When things are organized and stay put.”
“But does it?" He was still leaning there, one shoulder pressed to the white-painted wood. "Make life simpler?"
“Of course.”
"Huh." He pushed off the frame. "I tend to think the opposite. The more you try to control things, the more complicated they get."
"I'm not trying to control things. I'm creating order."
"Sure." He smiled, but not unkindly. "I'll get back to it."
He disappeared down the basement stairs and I stood in my organized kitchen, hands gripping the edge of the counter.




Chapter 2

That afternoon I worked in my office, a small room off the living room where I managed our household accounts and coordinated church activities. I could hear Troy below me and his rhythmic sounds of destruction. Every so often the house would shudder when he pulled down a particularly stubborn section of wall.
At three I went down to tell him I was running to the grocery store.
He'd removed his shirt. It hung from a nail and his chest was slick with sweat and dust. I stopped at the bottom of the stairs.
"Sorry," he said, wiping his forearm across his forehead. "It's brutal down here. I should've set up a fan."
"I can bring one down."
"That'd be great." He bent to pick up a piece of broken drywall and I saw the full tattoo now, a compass rose that covered his shoulder blade, arrows pointing in all directions.
"I'm going to the store," I said quickly. "Do you need anything?"
"I'm good. Thanks though."
I went back upstairs and got the box fan from the garage, carried it down, plugged it in near where he was working.
"You're a lifesaver," he said.
The fan whirred and pulled the air toward it. Troy stood directly in front of it, arms spread, letting it cool him. I could see every line of muscle in his torso, the way his jeans sat low on his hips.
"I should go," I said.
At the grocery store I pushed my cart through familiar aisles, selecting items from my meal plan for the week. Everything I needed was on my list and I never deviated from the list.
But at the checkout I added a package of the expensive European cookies that Desmond didn't like, the ones I used to buy before we got married.
When I got home the truck was gone. A note was stuck to the basement door: "Had to pick up supplies. Back tomorrow. -T"
I stared at the note, at the way he'd signed just his initial, casual and quick.
Inside I put away groceries and hid the cookies in the back of the pantry behind the flour canister where Desmond never looked. Then I stood there with my hand on the package, feeling ridiculous. They were just cookies. I was allowed to buy cookies wasn’t I?.
Except I'd hidden them. I pulled my hand back and closed the pantry door.
That evening Desmond asked about the progress and I described the demolished walls, the exposed framing. I didn't mention that Troy had been shirtless. That detail seemed  inappropriate to share, even though nothing had happened, even though I'd only been down there for a minute and barely glanced at it. And I did look away quickly.
"He's efficient," I said instead. "Very professional."
"Good. I knew he would be." Desmond scrolled through his phone while I cleared the dinner plates. "Mark from church said Troy did his whole kitchen last year. Said he was easy to work with."
Easy. I ran hot water over the dishes and thought about Troy leaning in the doorframe, questioning whether order made life simpler.
Tuesday morning he arrived at seven-forty-five. I was still in my robe, coffee mug in hand, when I heard the truck. I went upstairs and changed quickly into jeans and a sweater, pulled my hair into a ponytail. When I came back down he was already in the basement.
I made myself wait until nine-thirty before going down with his water.
He'd set up work lights and the basement was bright, clinical. He was wearing his shirt today, kneeling by the far wall with a level, marking lines on the exposed studs.
"Morning," he said without turning around.
"Good morning. I brought you your water."
"You don't have to keep doing that." But he stood and took the glass anyway. "I can bring my own."
"It's no trouble."
He drank and I noticed a scar on his chin, a thin white line that disappeared into stubble.
I stepped back.
"How's it looking?" I asked.
"Good. Found some rot I need to replace, but nothing structural. You got lucky."
"We believe in blessings rather than luck."
The words came out sharper than I intended. He looked at me and I felt heat rise in my face.
"Fair enough," he said. "You got blessed with non-structural rot."
There was humor in his voice but not mockery. I didn't know what to do with that.
"I'll let you work," I said.
Upstairs I tried to focus on my tasks. I had newsletter content to review for the women's Bible study group, phone calls to make about the couples' retreat, meal planning for the week. But I kept losing my place, reading the same paragraph three times, forgetting what I was calling about mid-dial.
At lunch I made a sandwich and ate it standing at the counter. Through the floor I could hear Troy moving around below. I wondered what he ate for lunch, whether he'd brought food or whether he'd go out. Whether he ate expensive meals like Desmond said he probably did, given the car he drove.
The basement door opened and Troy came up the stairs. He had his phone to his ear.
"Yeah, I can meet you there," he was saying. "Give me twenty minutes." He noticed me and held up a finger. "Sounds good. See you then."
He ended the call and smiled. "Lunch break. I'll be back around one."
"Of course."
He grabbed his keys from where he'd left them on the counter. Our counter. The casual way he'd set them there, like it was natural, like he belonged in our space.
"You want anything?" he asked. "I'm hitting that Italian place on Broad Street."
Giancarlo's. I knew it. Desmond and I had gone there once for our anniversary and he'd complained about the prices the entire meal.
"No, thank you."
"Suit yourself. Their carbonara is incredible though." He headed for the door, then paused. "Actually, you know what? I'm going to bring you some anyway. You can't live in this town and not try their carbonara."
"Really, you don't have to..."
But he was already out the door.
I stood in my kitchen and felt the house settle back into silence around me. The refrigerator hummed. The clock ticked above the stove. Everything was exactly as it had been before Troy had come upstairs, before he'd made that phone call, before he'd decided I needed to try carbonara.
At one-fifteen he returned with a paper bag that smelled like garlic and cream and fresh bread.
"Kitchen table okay?" he asked.
"You're going to eat up here?"
"Too dusty down there for us. Plus I thought you might want company." He was already pulling out containers. "Unless you've got things to do."
I did have things to do. I had a whole afternoon planned, phone calls, organizing, the dinner prep I usually started by two.
"I suppose I could sit for a few minutes," I said.
He grinned and opened the containers. There was pasta in a thick sauce, bread still warm, two bottles of some Italian soda I'd never seen before.
"I got extra in case your husband wants seconds later," he said, pushing a container toward me. "But you should eat yours now while it's hot."
I sat across from him at my own kitchen table and watched him twirl pasta onto his fork like it was an art form.
"Aren't you going to try it?" he asked.
I picked up the fork he'd brought, the disposable plastic one, and took a small bite.
The sauce was rich and salty, the pasta perfectly cooked. It was indulgent and excessive and nothing like the simple, healthy meals I prepared.
"Good, right?" Troy said.
"It's very rich."
"That's what makes it good." He took another large bite, clearly enjoying himself. "Life's too short for bland food."
"Food doesn't have to be rich to be good for you.”
"No, but it helps." He opened one of the sodas and slid it toward me. "Blood orange. Trust me."
I looked at the bottle with its Italian label, at the way condensation was already forming on the glass.
"I don't usually drink soda."
"It's not soda. It's sparkling juice. Totally different." He opened his own bottle and the cap hissed. "Come on, Mrs. Carver. Live a little."
The phrase hung between us. Live a little. As if I wasn't living now, as if the life I'd chosen, the one I'd built with Desmond, was somehow less than living.
I opened the bottle and took a sip. It was sweet and tart and the carbonation fizzed on my tongue.
"See?" Troy said. "Not too bad, right?"
I took another sip instead of answering.
We ate in silence for a moment. I could hear him chewing, hear the drag of his fork against the container. Desmond never ate like this, with such obvious enjoyment. Desmond ate efficiently, fuel for his body, nutrition to sustain his work.
"Can I ask you a question?" Troy said.
I set down my fork. "I suppose."
"Do you ever do anything just because you want to?"
"Of course I do."
"Like what?"
I thought about it, about my days, my routines, the choices I made. "I wanted to marry Desmond. I want to manage our home. I wanted to serve our church community."
"But what do you want that's just for you? That has nothing to do with anyone else?"
I couldn't think of an answer. Everything I did was in relation to Desmond, to our marriage, to our faith, to the life we'd built together. That was the point. That was what made it meaningful.
"That is all I want," I said finally.
"Okay." He twirled more pasta onto his fork. "If you say so."
"What's that supposed to mean?"
He shrugged. "Just that sometimes people convince themselves they want what they're supposed to want. And they believe it so hard they forget to check if it's actually true."
"That's very presumptuous. You don't know anything about me."
"You're right. I don't." He met my eyes across the table.
I stood up, my chair scraping against the floor. "Thank you for lunch. I should get back to my work."
"Madison..."
"Mrs. Carver."
He held up his hands. "Mrs. Carver. I'm sorry. That was out of line."
"Yes. It was."




Chapter 3

I took my half-eaten pasta to the counter and snapped the lid back on. My hands were shaking and I didn't know if it was anger or fear or the fact that he'd called me Madison like we were friends, like he had the right.
Behind me I heard him gathering up the other containers, the bottles. His footsteps crossed to the trash can, the recycling bin. He knew where everything was already. Three days and he'd mapped my kitchen.
"For what it's worth," he said quietly, "I think you probably do want all those things. The marriage, the home, the church. I just think maybe you want other things too."
I turned around. He was standing by the door to the basement, watching me with an expression I couldn't read.
"You should get back to work," I said.
"Yeah." He nodded. "I should."
He went downstairs and I stood at the counter with my hands pressed flat against the granite. My heart was racing. I felt like I'd been running, like I'd narrowly escaped from somewhere dangerous.
But I hadn't escaped anything. He was still here in my house, still six weeks away from being finished.
I threw away the rest of the pasta.
That night Desmond asked if Troy was working out okay.
"He's fine," I said, chopping vegetables with force. "Very efficient."
"Good. I'm glad we hired him." Desmond loosened his tie and poured himself water from the pitcher in the fridge. "Mark said he's a character. Bit of a free spirit."
"I wouldn't know. We don't really talk."
It wasn't exactly a lie. We didn't really talk. We'd had one conversation over lunch that I was already trying to forget.
Desmond came up behind me and kissed my neck. "You seem tense."
"Just a long day."
His hands settled on my shoulders and he kneaded gently. "You work too hard. Maybe you should take a break tomorrow. Go get your nails done or something."
"I have too much to do."
"The house will survive without you for a few hours." He turned me around to face him. "I worry about you sometimes. You never relax."
I looked up at my husband. His face was kind, concerned, familiar. We'd been together since college. I knew every expression, every gesture. He was safety. He was the life I'd chosen.
"I'm fine," I said. "Really."
That night in bed I lay awake while Desmond slept beside me. His breathing was deep and even. In eight years of marriage I'd never heard him have trouble sleeping. He worked hard, came home, ate dinner, went to bed. Life was simple for him.
I thought about what Troy had said, about wanting things just for myself, about living in a box I'd built myself.
It was ridiculous. I hadn't built a box. I'd built a life, a good life, a meaningful life.
But lying there in the dark, listening to Desmond breathe, I couldn't stop thinking about the way Troy had looked at me across the kitchen table, like he saw through the careful construction of everything I was. Or like he saw what’s underneath that I'd been pretending wasn't there.
I rolled onto my side, away from Desmond, and stared at the wall until sleep finally came.
Wednesday morning Troy arrived early. I heard the truck at seven-thirty while I was still making coffee. I considered staying in my robe, letting him see that I wasn't waiting for him, that I didn't care when he arrived or what he thought.
But I went upstairs and changed.
When I came down he was hauling lumber through the basement door. I watched through the window as he made three trips from his truck, carrying two-by-fours over his shoulder like they weighed nothing. He moved with an ease that made it look effortless.
I poured my coffee and told myself I wasn't watching him.
At ten I brought him coffee. This time I left it at the top of the basement stairs and called down.
"I'm leaving it up here."
"Okay," his voice echoed up. "Thanks."
I went back to my office and tried to focus on the newsletter. The women's group was doing a study on Proverbs 31, the wife of noble character. I stared at the verses I'd read a hundred times.
She gets up while it is still night. She watches over the affairs of her household. Her husband has full confidence in her. She is worth far more than rubies.
I'd modeled my entire adult life on these verses. This was what I wanted to be, what I'd tried so hard to become.
Her lamp does not go out at night.
At eleven-thirty Troy came upstairs. I heard the bathroom door close and water run. Then his footsteps in the kitchen. I stayed in my office, staring at my computer screen.
"Mrs. Carver?"
I jumped. He was standing in my doorway.
"I'm sorry," he said. "Didn't mean to startle you. I just wanted to show you the framing before I close it up. Make sure it's what you had in mind."
"I'm sure it's fine."
"It'll only take a minute."
He stood there waiting and I had no good reason to refuse. I saved my document and followed him to the basement.
The space was transformed. New studs lined the walls, perfectly plumb and square. He'd framed out a closet area, a utility section, the main room.
"See here," he said, walking me through it. "This is where your storage will go. And over here I left space for the wet bar your husband mentioned."
He moved through the room explaining his work and I followed, nodding, trying to focus on what he was saying instead of the way his shirt pulled across his back when he gestured.
We ended up in the far corner, the darkest part of the basement where the single window barely let in light.
"I'm going to add another window here," he said. "It'll brighten the whole space." He turned to face me and suddenly we were very close in the narrow gap between the new framing and the foundation wall. "What do you think?"
I could smell him. It wasn’t cologne, just soap and sawdust and sweat. Clean sweat.
"Yes," I managed. "That makes sense."
"Good." He didn't move back. "I want to make sure you're happy with everything."
"I'm not the one you need to make happy. It's Desmond's project."
"Is it?" He tilted his head. "Because you're the one who lives here all day. You're the one who'll actually use this space."
"We'll both use it."
"Sure." He still hadn't moved. "But be honest. Do you care about having a wet bar for church events? Or is that all him?"
My back was against the wall. I hadn't realized I'd been retreating until there was nowhere left to go.
"It doesn't matter what I care about individually. We're a unit. What matters to him matters to me."
"That's a nice idea." His voice went quiet. "But I don't think it works that way. I don't think you can just erase yourself because it's easier."
"I haven't erased myself."
"No?" He was close enough now that I could see the flecks of gold in his brown eyes. "Then tell me one thing you want that has nothing to do with your husband or your church or being a good Christian wife."
My breath caught. The basement was too warm, too close.
"I want you to finish this project and leave my house," I said.
He smiled, slow and knowingly. "Now that, I believe."
He stepped back and the air rushed between us. I could breathe again.
"I should get back to work," he said.
I pushed past him and went upstairs, my legs unsteady on the steps. In the kitchen I gripped the edge of the sink and stared out at the backyard, at my garden with its neat rows, at the bird feeder Desmond had hung from the oak tree.
Everything in its place.
Except I could still feel the wall against my back, could still smell sawdust and clean sweat, could still see the way Troy had looked at me when he'd asked what I wanted.
I pulled out my phone and texted Desmond: How's your day?
He responded immediately: Busy. Big presentation this afternoon. How's the basement coming?
Good. He's making progress.
Great. Love you.
Love you too.
I set the phone down and went to the pantry. I pulled out the package of European cookies from behind the flour canister and ate three of them standing there, tasting butter and chocolate and defiance.
That afternoon I couldn't stay in the house. I told myself I needed groceries even though I'd gone Monday. I got in my car and drove to the store, wandered the aisles without my list, putting things in my cart and then taking them out again.
At the checkout the cashier asked if I was feeling alright.
"Fine," I said. "Just a headache."
In the parking lot I sat in my car with the bags in the back seat and realized I couldn't remember what I'd bought. My hands were shaking on the steering wheel.
This was absurd. Nothing had happened. A contractor had stood close to me in a basement. That was all. There was nothing to feel guilty about, nothing to confess.
Except I did feel guilty. My body had responded to his proximity in a way it hadn't responded to Desmond in years. Maybe ever. That sick flutter in my stomach, the way my skin had felt hot and tight, the way I'd been aware of every inch of space between us.
I drove home and Troy's truck was gone. Relief and disappointment hit me at the same time.
There was another note on the basement door: "Supply run. Back Friday. -T"
Friday. Two days without him in my house. Two days to reset, to remember who I was.
I put away the groceries and started dinner prep. Chicken breasts. I'd make Desmond's favorite, the one with rosemary and lemon that he always said was better than anything from a restaurant.
My phone buzzed.
Desmond: Might be late tonight. Presentation ran long and now we're dealing with follow-up. Don't wait on dinner.
I stared at the chicken and at the recipe I'd been about to start, and at the kitchen that suddenly felt too empty and too full at the same time.
Okay. There's leftover pot roast in the fridge when you get home.
You're the best. What would I do without you?
I didn't answer that one.
I deep-cleaned the house. I scrubbed grout and washed windows and reorganized the linen closet. I worked until my shoulders ached and my knees hurt from kneeling. Physical exhaustion was good. It left less room for thinking.




Chapter 4

That night Desmond came home at nine, ate the reheated pot roast standing at the counter.
"House looks great," he said.
"Thank you."
"You didn't have to do all that."
"I wanted to."
He kissed my forehead. "I'm beat. I'm going to shower and crash."
I cleaned up his dishes after he went upstairs. I could hear the water running through the pipes. In twenty minutes he'd be asleep.
I opened the pantry and looked at the cookies. I took one and ate it slowly, tasting the butter, the chocolate, the thing I'd hidden from my husband.
Friday morning the truck pulled into the driveway at seven-thirty and my heart kicked against my ribs.
I was still in my robe. I went upstairs and stood in front of my closet looking at the careful rows of clothing. Modest cuts, muted colors, everything chosen to be appropriate, to be the right kind of wife.
I pulled on jeans and a t-shirt. Then I took off the t-shirt and put on a tank top, a fitted one I'd bought years ago and never wore because it showed my collarbone, the curve of my shoulders. I put a cardigan over it.
Then I took the cardigan off.
Then I put it back on but didn't button it.
I stared at myself in the mirror. The tank top was pale blue, nothing revealing, nothing inappropriate. But I looked different in it. I looked like I had a body instead of just being a vessel for good works.
I went downstairs before I could change my mind.
Troy was already in the basement. I made coffee, poured two cups. I walked down the stairs carefully, one cup in each hand.
He was measuring something against the wall, pencil behind his ear. When he heard me he turned.
His eyes went to the coffee, then to my face, then down to the tank top and back up. The whole thing took maybe two seconds but I felt it like a touch.
"Brought you coffee," I said. "I don’t know how you take it."
"Black is perfect." He took the cup from me and our fingers brushed. "Thank you."
"You're welcome."
I should have gone back upstairs. Instead I stood there holding my own cup, watching him drink his.
"Missed you yesterday," he said.
"You weren't here yesterday."
"I know. I still missed you." He said it casually, like it was nothing, like men said things like that to married women all the time.
"You can't say things like that."
"Why not? It's true." He set his cup on a sawhorse. "I thought about you while I was picking up materials. Wondered what you were doing. Whether you were thinking about me too."
"I wasn't."
"Liar." But he smiled when he said it.
I should have corrected him, reminded him of boundaries, gone upstairs and called Desmond and told him we needed to fire Troy immediately.
Instead I took a sip of coffee and felt heat spread through my chest that had nothing to do with the temperature of the liquid.
"I should let you work," I said.
“You probably should.”
But neither of us moved.
"Did you finish the cookies?" he asked.
I blinked. "What?"
"From Tuesday. I saw the package when I was getting water. Did you finish them?"
He'd noticed.
"Almost."
"Knew you'd like them." He picked up his pencil. "You seem like someone who's been eating bland food for too long."
"My food isn't bland."
"I'm not just talking about food, Madison."
There it was again, my first name in his mouth, intimate and wrong and making my stomach flip.
"Don't call me that."
"What should I call you?"
"Mrs. Carver."
"That's not your name. That's your title." He took a step closer. "Madison is your name."
"My husband..."
“Aren’t you e tired of being Mrs. Carver every second of every day?”
He was right in front of me now, close enough that I could see the scar on his chin again, could smell coffee on his breath mixing with sawdust.
"You don't know me," I whispered.
"I'm starting to." His hand came up and for a heart-stopping second I thought he was going to touch my face. But he reached past me and took my coffee cup, set it on the sawhorse next to his. "And I think you want to be known. Not just as someone's wife or someone's church lady. As yourself."
My back found the wall again. I was always backing into walls around this man.
"This is inappropriate."
“Probably.” He braced one hand against the wall beside my head, not touching me, but close enough that I could feel the heat of his arm. "Tell me to back off and I will."
I opened my mouth. The words should have been easy. Back off. Leave. Stop. But what came out was: "Why are you doing this?"
"Because you're interesting. Because you're smart and you're hiding it. Because when you brought me that coffee this morning you looked like a different person than the woman who answered the door on Monday." His voice was low, almost gentle. "Because I think you're dying in that pretty little box you've built and you're too scared to admit it."
"I'm not dying."
"No?" His other hand came up to the wall on my other side, caging me in. "Then why are you breathing like you just ran a mile?"
He was right, I was. My breath was coming fast and shallow. My whole body was alive in a way I'd never felt, every nerve ending firing.
“Just tell me to stop," he said again.
I looked up at him, at his mouth, at the way he was looking at me.
"I can't," I whispered.
"Can't tell me to stop? Or can't want me to stop?"
"Both."
His eyes darkened. He leaned in and I thought he was going to kiss me, thought this was the moment, the line, the point of no return.
But he just pressed his forehead against the wall next to my head, his breath hot against my neck.
"Jesus," he muttered. "You're going to ruin me."
"I'm not doing anything."
"That's the problem." He pushed back from the wall, ran both hands through his hair. "I need to work. You need to go upstairs."
"Okay."
I didn't move.
"Madison. Go."
The command in his voice sent electricity down my spine. I ducked under his arm and practically ran for the stairs. Behind me I heard him exhale hard.
Upstairs I locked myself in the bathroom and sat on the edge of the tub. My hands were shaking. My whole body was trembling.
Nothing had happened. He hadn't kissed me, hadn't touched me. There was nothing to confess, nothing to feel guilty about.
Except I could still feel the wall against my back, could still feel the heat of his body inches from mine, could still hear his voice saying my name.
I pulled out my phone.
Miss you, I texted Desmond.
Three dots appeared, disappeared, appeared again.
Miss you too. Crazy day. Home by 7?
Okay. I'll have dinner ready.
You're perfect. Love you.
Love you too.
I set the phone on the sink and looked at myself in the mirror. My face was flushed, my pupils dilated. I looked like I'd been doing exactly what I'd been doing, which was nothing, but also everything, which was standing too close to a man who wasn't my husband and wanting him to close the distance.
I splashed cold water on my face.
I stayed upstairs the rest of the day. I folded laundry that didn't need folding, rewrote email drafts that were already fine, reorganized the spice cabinet by alphabetical order instead of frequency of use. Busy work, anything to avoid going back down those stairs.
At noon I heard Troy's footsteps. He crossed through the kitchen, used the bathroom, went back down. I held my breath until the basement door closed again.
My phone buzzed.
Desmond: Meeting running over. Might not make 7. Sorry babe.
I stared at the message. He'd be late. Troy was supposed to still be here when Desmond got home, would shake his hand and discuss progress and my husband would have no idea that hours earlier I'd been pressed against a wall struggling to breathe while the man caged me in.
No problem. I'll keep dinner warm.
I made myself go to the grocery store again. I needed to get out of the house, needed to think clearly. But in the produce section I found myself picking up expensive strawberries, organic ones that Desmond always said were overpriced. I added Belgian chocolate, real vanilla beans, heavy cream, all things I had no plan to use. Things I just wanted.
At home Troy's truck sat in the driveway. I parked next to it and carried my bags inside through the front door, avoiding the basement door entirely.
I heard him come up around three. The bathroom, the kitchen, his footsteps stopping. He was waiting. He knew I was home, had probably heard my car.
I pressed my back against my bedroom door and listened to the silence.
Finally his footsteps retreated and the basement door closed.
I exhaled and hated myself for the disappointment that flooded through me.
At four I heard the truck start. I went to the window and watched him back out of the driveway. He looked up at the bedroom window as he left. Our eyes met for a second before he turned away.
I sat on the edge of my bed until my legs stopped shaking.
Desmond came home at eight-thirty. I'd kept dinner warm like I promised, but the chicken had dried out and the vegetables were mushy. He ate without complaint, told me about his day, asked about mine.
"Fine," I said. "Troy made good progress on the framing."
"Great. We're right on schedule then." He pushed his plate away. "I'm exhausted. Let's just crash early tonight."
In bed he reached for me, his hand sliding under my nightgown in the familiar way. I knew what he wanted, knew the routine. Friday nights when he wasn't too tired, this was part of our pattern.
He kissed my neck, his touch efficient and practiced. He'd told me once early in our marriage that sex was a gift from God for married couples, that we should honor it by approaching it with reverence and respect.
Reverence and respect meant quiet, meant dark, meant quick.
I closed my eyes and tried to focus on my husband's hands, my husband's breath, my husband's body. But my mind was in the basement, against a different wall, with different hands that hadn't touched me at all.
Desmond finished and rolled away, already half asleep.
"Love you," he murmured.
"Love you too."
I lay awake staring at the ceiling and felt like the worst person alive.
Saturday we went to church. I wore a modest dress, sat beside Desmond in our usual pew, sang the hymns I'd been singing since childhood. Pastor Williams preached about faithfulness, about keeping your vows, about the sanctity of marriage.
"Temptation will come," he said, his voice booming through the sanctuary. "But we must stand firm. We must remember our commitments before God and before our spouses."
Desmond reached over and squeezed my hand.
I squeezed back and thought about Troy's forearms, about the compass tattoo on his shoulder, about the way he'd said my name.
After church we went to his sister's baby shower. I helped serve cake, admired tiny clothes, listened to advice about motherhood that everyone assumed I'd need soon. Desmond and I had talked about kids, of course. After the first year of marriage. After we were settled. After, after, after.
"You two are next," his mother said, pressing a piece of cake into my hands. "I can feel it."
"We're in no rush," I said.
"Well, don't wait too long. You're not getting any younger."
I was twenty-eight. She made it sound ancient.




Chapter 5

That night Desmond fell asleep watching television and I sat beside him scrolling through my phone. I opened Instagram, a habit I'd mostly broken because Desmond thought social media was a waste of time.
On a whim I searched for Troy's name.
I found him immediately. His profile was public, full of photos. Troy on a beach somewhere tropical, shirtless and laughing. Troy at a restaurant with friends, many wine glasses catching the light. Troy in his Porsche, sunglasses on, the caption reading "Life's too short for traffic."
Every photo radiated joy, freedom, spontaneity. Everything I'd built my life specifically to avoid.
I scrolled back through months of images. Troy hiking, Troy at concerts, Troy with his arm around different women who all looked beautiful and happy and nothing like me. Women in tight dresses, women with wild hair, women who clearly didn't spend their Saturdays at baby showers discussing the virtues of cloth versus disposable diapers.
I clicked on a photo from three weeks ago. Troy at some outdoor festival, his head thrown back in laughter, a beer in one hand. The caption: "No plans, no problems."
I stared at that photo until my eyes burned.
Desmond stirred beside me and I closed the app quickly, guilt washing over me. This was worse than hiding cookies. This was looking at another man's life and wanting it, wanting him, wanting to be the kind of woman who appeared in those photos. Not for a life, but maybe for a visit?
Sunday morning I woke up before Desmond and went downstairs in my nightgown. I made coffee and stood at the kitchen window looking at the empty driveway. No red truck. Of course not. It was Sunday. Troy wouldn't be here until Monday.
The weekend stretched ahead, empty and familiar. Church again, lunch with Desmond's parents, meal prep for the week, evening service, bed. The same routine we followed every Sunday, the same pattern we'd established years ago.
Safe. Predictable. Everything I'd wanted.
I poured my coffee down the sink and went back to bed.
Monday morning I was up at six. I showered, shaved my legs even though Desmond wouldn't notice, put on the tank top again. This time I didn't bother with the cardigan.
Troy arrived at seven-thirty and I was waiting in the kitchen with two cups of coffee.
He came through the basement door and I went to half way down the stairs.
"Good morning," I said.
His eyes traveled over the tank top, my bare arms, my face. "Good morning."
I held out his coffee. "Black. As you like it.”
"You remembered." He took it, his fingers brushing mine again, lingering this time.
He came up and we stood in the kitchen not drinking our coffee, just looking at each other.
"How was your weekend?" he asked finally.
"Long."
"Yeah. Mine too." He took a sip. "Thought about you."
"You can't keep saying things like that."
"I know. But I'm going to anyway."
My heart hammered. "Troy..."
"I'm not asking you for anything, Madison. I'm just being honest." He set his cup on the counter. "That seems to be in short supply around here."
"That's not fair."
"Probably not." He moved closer. "But I spent all weekend thinking about Friday. About the way you looked at me, about the fact that you wanted me to kiss you."
"I didn't..."
"Yes, you did." He was right in front of me now. "And I wanted to. Still want to. But I'm not going to be the one who makes that choice first.”
I couldn't breathe. "There is no choice. I'm married."
"I know." His hand came up slowly, giving me time to move away. When I didn't, his fingers touched my collarbone, traced it lightly. "But you're also here. Wearing this. Bringing me coffee. Telling me with everything but words that you want this too."
His touch burned. I felt it everywhere, not just where his fingers traced my skin but down my spine, between my legs, in places I'd been taught were only for my husband.
"I can't," I whispered.
"Can't or won't?"
"Both. Neither. I don't know." Tears stung my eyes. "I don't know anything anymore."
His hand dropped away. "Hey. Madison, look at me."
I looked up and his expression had softened.
"I'm not trying to push you into something you don't want. If you tell me to stop, I'll stop. I'll finish this basement and leave and you'll never see me again." His thumb brushed my cheek, catching a tear I hadn't realized had fallen. "But I think you need to tink about what you actually want. Not what you're supposed to want. What you really want."
"I want..." My voice broke. I didn't know how to finish that sentence. A week ago I would have known. I would have said I wanted my marriage, my faith, my carefully ordered life.
Now I didn't know what I wanted except that I wanted him to touch me again, wanted to feel his hands on more than just my collarbone, wanted to be the kind of woman who appeared in his Instagram photos, laughing and free and alive.
"Take your time," he said quietly. "I'm not going anywhere for six more weeks."
He went downstairs and I stood in the kitchen shaking.
Six more weeks.
Six more weeks of this tension, this wanting, this slow disintegration of everything I'd built myself to be.
I didn't know if I could survive it.
I went to my office and tried to work. The newsletter sat open on my screen, the Proverbs passage still waiting for my commentary. I read the same verse five times and couldn't absorb a single word.
Below me I heard Troy working, the steady rhythm of hammering, the whine of a saw. All normal construction sounds. The sounds of a man doing his job.
My collarbone tingled where his fingers had touched.
At ten I went downstairs with water. I told myself it was routine, that I'd been bringing him water all week, that there was nothing different about today.
He was installing drywall, his shirt already damp with sweat. He looked up when I came down.
"Thanks." He took the glass and drank, his throat working. I watched a drop of condensation slide down the side of the glass, over his knuckles, and disappear.
"It's coming along," I said, gesturing at the walls.
"Yeah. Should have this section done by tomorrow." He handed the glass back and our fingers touched again. Neither of us pulled away immediately.
"Good," I managed.
I went back upstairs. My hands trembled as I set the glass in the sink.
At noon he came up for lunch. I was making a sandwich at the counter.
"I'm heading out to grab food," he said. "You want anything?"
"No. Thank you."
He leaned against the doorframe. "You sure? I'm going to that Thai place on Market Street. Their pad thai is incredible."
I thought about the chicken breast and lettuce on my cutting board. The same lunch I ate four days a week, all lean protein, vegetables, nothing excessive.
"I'm fine with what I have."
"Suit yourself." He pushed off the frame. "But you're missing out."
After he left I stared at my sandwich. I picked it up, put it down, picked it up again. Then I threw it away and ate the last European cookie instead, standing at the pantry with the door open.
When Troy came back an hour later the smell of peanut sauce and basil filled the kitchen.
"Changed your mind about that pad thai?” he called toward my office.
I came to the doorway. "I already ate."
"I got extra anyway." He was pulling containers from a bag. "Just in case."
He set one on the counter and looked at me. I looked at the container. At him. At the container.
"I shouldn't."
"Why not?"
Because Desmond wouldn't approve. Because rich food wasn't part of my meal plan. Because accepting it felt like accepting more than just lunch.
I crossed to the counter and opened the container. The smell made my mouth water.
"Thank you," I said.
We ate at the kitchen table again. Troy told me about the restaurant, about the chef who'd been cooking Thai food in this town for thirty years, about how you could taste the difference when someone actually loved what they did.
I listened and ate and felt the flavors explode in my mouth, rich and complex and nothing like the controlled portions I usually consumed.
"You have a little sauce," Troy said, gesturing at his own mouth.
I wiped at my face with a napkin.
"Other side."
I wiped again.
"Here, let me." He reached across the table and his thumb brushed the corner of my mouth. The gesture was quick, innocent, the kind of thing anyone might do.
Except his thumb lingered a fraction of a second too long and I didn't pull away.
He sat back and licked the sauce off his thumb, his eyes on mine.
I stood abruptly. "I should get back to work."
"Madison..."
"Thank you for lunch." I carried my container to the trash, scraped away half the noodles even though I wanted to eat every bite.
I heard his chair scrape back, heard him gathering the other containers. He passed behind me on his way to the door and I felt the heat of him even though we didn't touch.
The basement door closed.
I gripped the counter and tried to remember how to breathe normally.
That afternoon I couldn't stay in the house. I got in my car and drove with no destination. I ended up at the park where Desmond and I used to walk when we were dating. We'd held hands on these paths, talked about our future, our dreams, the life we'd build together.
I sat on a bench and called my mother.
"Sweetheart, what a nice surprise," she said. "How are the wedding preparations coming along?"
It took me a moment to remember. We'd talked about the couples' retreat so much I'd almost forgotten about my own wedding, years ago.
"We're married, Mom. Eight years now."
"Of course you are. I meant the retreat preparations. Your father and I are so looking forward to it."
"Right. Yes. It's coming together."
"You sound tired. Are you getting enough rest?"
I watched a jogger pass, a woman in bright athletic wear with her hair in a high ponytail, moving freely through space like she had every right to be there.
"I'm fine. Just busy with the house renovation."
"Oh, how's that going? Desmond mentioned you hired that Marchetti boy."
Boy. Troy was probably thirty-two, thirty-three. But my mother's generation still called unmarried men boys.
"He's doing good work."
"Well, that's wonderful. Your father and I are so proud of how you and Desmond maintain your home. It's a real testimony."
A testimony. My life as evidence of proper Christian values.
"Mom, can I ask you something?"
"Of course, dear."
I watched the jogger disappear around a bend. "Did you ever wonder what else you might have done? If you hadn't gotten married so young?"
Silence on the other end. Then: "Where is this coming from?"
"Nowhere. I'm just curious."
"Emily..." She still called me by my middle name sometimes. "Marriage is a commitment before God. When you make those vows, you're choosing that path. Wondering about other paths is just borrowing trouble."
"I know. You're right."
"Is everything okay with you and Desmond?"
"Yes. Everything's fine."
"Good. Because marriage takes work, sweetheart. Some days you'll feel like you made a mistake. Some days you'll be tempted to think there's something better out there. But that's just the enemy trying to destroy what God has blessed."
The enemy. Satan. Temptation. The same framework I'd been raised with, the same explanations for every uncomfortable feeling.
"I know, Mom. I'm sorry I asked."
"Don't apologize. Just pray about it. Pray for strength and for contentment." She paused. "And maybe spend a little less time alone with that contractor."
My stomach dropped. "What?"
"Nothing inappropriate, I'm sure. But you know how people talk. A young wife, home alone all day with a single man. It's just better to be careful about appearances."
"Nothing is happening, Mom."
"I know that. I'm just saying." Her voice softened. "You're a good girl, Madison. You always have been. Don't let idle time create problems where there aren't any."




Chapter 6

After we hung up I sat on the bench for another hour. The sun moved across the sky. More joggers passed, more people walking dogs, more lives being lived without the constant weight of judgment and expectation.
When I got home Troy's truck was gone. Another note on the basement door: "Good progress today. See you tomorrow."
I crumpled the note and threw it away, then immediately retrieved it from the trash and smoothed it out on the counter. His handwriting was loose, confident. The complete opposite of Desmond's careful print.
I tucked the note in my pocket.
Desmond came home at six with flowers, white roses, my favorite.
"What's the occasion?" I asked, taking them from him.
"No occasion. Just wanted to remind you that I appreciate you." He kissed my cheek. "How was your day?"
I filled a vase with water, arranged the roses carefully. "Fine. Productive."
"Troy's making good time on the basement."
"Yes."
"I'm thinking we should have him look at the deck next. The boards are starting to rot."
More weeks of Troy. More mornings of coffee, more lunches, more moments of him standing too close and me not moving away.
"We'll see," I said.
At dinner Desmond talked about work, about the promotion he was up for, about what it would mean for our future. More money, more stability, maybe finally time to start a family.
I cut my food into small pieces and nodded in the right places.
"You're quiet tonight," he said.
"Just thinking."
"About?"
About a man who wasn't my husband. About European cookies and the way it felt to have something just because I wanted it.
"About the retreat," I lied. "Making sure we have everything planned."
He reached across the table and squeezed my hand. "It's going to be perfect. You always make everything perfect."
That night in bed Desmond fell asleep immediately, his arm heavy across my waist. I lay awake and thought about Troy's Instagram, about women who laughed freely, about lives lived without the constant calculation of right and wrong.
I thought about his thumb at the corner of my mouth. I thought about how I'd wanted him to do more than just wipe away sauce.
Tuesday morning I woke up determined. I would dress normally, bring Troy water at the appropriate times, and maintain professional distance. I would remember my vows, my faith, my commitment to the life I'd chosen.
I put on loose jeans and an oversized sweater. I pinned my hair up. I looked in the mirror and saw Mrs. Carver looking back. Good.
Troy arrived at seven-thirty. I waited until nine to go down with water.
He was working shirtless again, the basement too warm despite the fan. I stopped on the stairs.
"Water," I called down.
"Thanks. I'll grab it in a minute."
I should have left it and gone back up. Instead I came down the rest of the way and set it on the sawhorse.
"It's hot down here," I said.
"Yeah." He wiped his forearm across his forehead. "The insulation makes it worse. But it'll be better once the drywall's up."
I nodded and turned to go.
"Madison."
I stopped but didn't turn around.
"You're wearing armor today."
"I don't know what you mean."
"The baggy clothes. The hair up. You're trying to hide again.” His footsteps crossed the floor behind me.
"I'm not trying to hide anything. This is how I normally dress."
"No. This is how you dress when you're scared."
I turned to face him. "I'm not scared."
"Then why won't you look at me?"
So I looked. He was standing close enough that I could see the sweat on his chest, could see his pulse beating in his throat.
“’There, I looked," I said.
"Really look.” He took a step closer. "Look at me the way you did yesterday. The way you did Friday."
"I don't know what you're talking about."
"Yes you do." Another step. "You know exactly what I'm talking about."
My back hit the wall. I'd done it again, retreated until there was nowhere left to go.
"This has to stop," I said.
"What has to stop?"
"This. Whatever this is."
"Nothing is happening, Madison. We're just talking."
But we weren't just talking. We were standing too close, breathing too hard, looking at each other like the air between us was combustible.
"My husband..."
"Isn't here." His hand came up and braced against the wall beside my head. "And even when he is here, I don't think he sees you. Not really."
"You don't know anything about my marriage."
"I know you hide cookies from him. I know you lie about being sick to avoid Bible study. I know you eat my food and throw away your chicken breast when you think I'm not looking."
Heat flooded my face. "You were watching me?"
"I notice you." His other hand came up to the wall. "I notice everything about you. The way you bite your lip when you're thinking. The way you smooth your hair when you're nervous. The way you look at me when you think I'm not paying attention."
"I don't..."
"You do." His voice dropped lower. "And I look back. I watch you walk up those stairs and I think about things I have no right to think. I smell your perfume in the kitchen and it stays with me all day. I hear your voice through the floor and I find excuses to come up just to see you."
My breath came in short gasps. "Stop."
"Tell me you don't feel it. Tell me I'm wrong about everything and I'll finish this job and disappear."
I opened my mouth. The words should have come easily. You're wrong. I don't feel anything. Leave me alone.
"I can't," I whispered.
His forehead dropped to the wall beside my head, his breath hot against my neck. We stayed like that, not touching except for the air between us, both of us shaking.
"Jesus," he muttered. "What are we doing?"
"I don't know."
"I should go. Should finish this basement and never come back."
"Okay."
Neither of us moved.
His nose brushed my neck, just barely. I felt it like electricity.
"Madison."
"Don't."
"Don't what?"
"Don't make me choose."
"I'm not making you do anything." He pulled back enough to look at me. "That's the whole point."
Tears burned in my eyes. "I don't know how. I don't know how to be the kind of person who wants this."
"You already are that person. You're just too scared to admit it."
He pushed away from the wall and I could breathe again. He grabbed his shirt from where it hung on a ladder and pulled it on, not looking at me.
"I'm going to take an early lunch," he said. "Give us both some space."
He went upstairs and I heard the front door close, heard the truck start and pull away.
I slid down the wall until I was sitting on the concrete floor of my unfinished basement, my carefully planned life crumbling around me like drywall dust.
I don't know how long I sat there. Long enough for my legs to go numb. Long enough for the tears to dry on my face. Long enough to realize I couldn't go back upstairs and pretend to be the woman I'd been this morning.
Eventually I pushed myself up and climbed the stairs on shaky legs. In the bathroom I washed my face and stared at my reflection. My eyes were red. My hair had come loose from its pins. I looked wrecked.
But I also looked alive.
I pulled out my phone.
Desmond: How's your day going?
I stared at the message. How was my day going? I'd spent the morning pressed against a wall wanting another man to touch me. I'd sat on the basement floor crying because I didn't know who I was anymore.
Fine. Busy.
Good. Don't forget we have small group tonight.
I had forgotten. Tuesday night small group, five couples from church in our living room discussing Scripture and praying together. The thought of it made my chest tight.
I remember.
Love you.
I didn't respond.
In the kitchen I pulled out ingredients without thinking. Flour, butter, sugar, the expensive chocolate I'd bought. My hands moved through the motions of making cookies, measuring and mixing, the mechanical process soothing.
I was sliding the tray into the oven when I heard the truck return.
The basement door opened and closed. His footsteps were on the stairs below.
I set the timer and stood at the counter, gripping the edge.
Twenty minutes later the timer went off. I pulled out the cookies, rich and dark, nothing like the wholesome oatmeal ones I usually made for church functions.
I picked three of them and carried them downstairs.
Troy was installing electrical boxes. He looked up when I appeared.
"I made cookies,” I said.
He straightened slowly. "You made me cookies."
"I made cookies. You can have some if you want."
He crossed to where I stood and took the plate. Our fingers didn't touch this time and the absence felt wrong.
He picked up a cookie and bit into it and his eyes closed.
"These are incredible."
"They're just cookies."
"No they're not." He took another bite. "They're you actually doing something you want to do."
I looked down. "I should go back up."
"Stay."
"Troy..."
"Just for a minute. Just talk to me like a normal person instead of running away every time you feel something."
I stayed. I sat on the bottom step and he sat on the floor across from me, his back against the wall, eating cookies.
"Tell me something about you," he said. "Not wife stuff or church stuff. Just you."
"I don't know what you mean."
"Sure you do. What did you want to be when you were a kid? What makes you laugh? What do you think about when you're alone?"
I honestly thought about it and tried to remember the girl I'd been before I became someone's fiancée, someone's wife, someone's example of proper Christian womanhood.
"I wanted to be a photographer," I said finally, chuckling and lower my face from the unfinished ceiling and back to his eyes. "I used to take pictures of everything. My parents bought me a camera for my fourteenth birthday and I carried it everywhere."
"What happened to it?"
"Tyler, my ex-fiancé from college, before Desmond, said it was a distraction. That I should focus on more important things. So I put it away." I paused. "I don't even know where it is anymore."
"That's kid of sad."
"It's a practical choice. Photography isn't a career. Not for someone like me."
"Someone like you."
"Someone who has responsibilities. A home to manage. A husband to support."
He finished the second cookie and reached for the third. "What do you think about when you're alone?"
"I'm never really alone."
"Bullshit. Everyone's alone in their own head."
I looked at him, at the way he sat so easily on the floor, comfortable in his own body, comfortable in his life.
"Lately I think about how different my life might have been," I admitted. "If I'd made different choices."
"Different how?"
"I don't know. Just different. Freer." I pulled my knees up to my chest and couldn’t stop the smile spreading again. "That's terrible, isn't it? To think that way?"
"It's human."
"My mother would say it's sinful."
"Your mother isn't here." He set the plate aside. "And I don't think it's terrible to want things. I think it's terrible to pretend you don't."




Chapter 7

We sat in silence. Upstairs the oven timer beeped again, forgotten.
"I wish I'd met you before," I said quietly.
"Before what?"
"Before I became this. Before I built this whole life that I don't know how to dismantle."
He moved closer but not touching. "You know what I think? I think you met me exactly when you needed to."
"I'm married now.”
"I know."
"I made vows before God."
"I know that too."
"So nothing can happen between us."
He looked at me for a long moment. "Is that what you want? For nothing to happen?"
I should have stood up and walked away and never come down these stairs again except to check on his work, to maintain appropriate distance, to protect my marriage and my faith and everything I'd built.
"No," I whispered.
The word hung between us like smoke.
Troy moved closer, slowly, giving me time to retreat. But I didn't move. He sat beside me on the step, our thighs touching, and that small point of contact sent heat seering through my entire body.
"Tell me what you want," he said.
"I can't."
"Yeah, you can."
I turned to look at him. His face was inches from mine.
"I want you to touch me," I said. The words came out barely audible. "I want to know what that feels like."
His hand came up slowly and cupped my face. His thumb traced my cheekbone, my jaw, the corner of my mouth like he'd done at lunch yesterday.
"Like this?" he asked.
"Yeah.” I barely had breath.
His other hand slid into my hair, pulling out the remaining pins ad they clattered to the concrete floor. My hair fell around my shoulders and he ran his fingers through it.
"You have beautiful hair," he said. "You shouldn't hide it."
I couldn't breathe. His hands were in my hair, on my face, everywhere and nowhere near enough.
"This is wrong," I whispered.
"I know."
"I should stop you."
"Then stop me."
But I didn't stop him. I leaned into his touch, starving for it, and he made a sound low in his throat.
"Madison." My name flowed out of his mouth like a prayer, or a curse. "Tell me to stop."
I turned my face into his palm and kissed it,  pressed my lips to his skin, tasting salt and dust and everything I'd been denying myself.
He went still.
"Fuck," he breathed. "You're killing me."
His hand slid from my face to the back of my neck and he pulled me closer. Our foreheads touched. We were breathing the same air.
"I've never..." I started.
"Never what?"
"Never wanted like this. Never felt like this."
"Like what?"
"Like I'm going to die if you don't kiss me."
He made that sound again and his hand tightened in my hair. "I'm trying to be good."
"I'm choosing it.”
"Are you sure? Because once I kiss you there's no going back. You can't undo it."
I knew that everything would change, that I would change, that the woman I'd been would cease to exist the moment his mouth touched mine.
I kissed him anyway. I closed the distance between us and pressed my lips to his and the world stopped.
He froze for half a second, like he couldn't believe I'd actually done it. Then his hand curled in my hair and he kissed me back and it wasn't like any kiss I'd ever experienced before.
Desmond's kisses were gentle, respectful, controlled. This was none of those things. Troy kissed me like he was starving, like he wanted to consume me, his mouth moving against mine with an intensity that made my head spin.
I gasped against his lips and he took advantage, his tongue sliding into my mouth. I'd never been kissed like this, had never known kissing could be like this.
His other hand gripped my waist, pulled me closer, and I went, climbing into his lap without thinking, straddling him on the basement steps while he kissed me like the world was ending.
I'd never sat on a man's lap before. Never pressed my body against someone like this. Never felt desire pooling hot and urgent in my stomach.
His hands slid under my sweater, callused palms against my bare skin, and I arched into his touch. He groaned and pulled back enough to look at me.
"Jesus Christ, Madison."
I kissed him again, desperate for it, and he let me for a moment before pulling away again.
"Wait. Wait." His hands went still on my waist. "We need to slow down."
"I don't want to slow down."
"But we're on your basement stairs and your small group is coming tonight and this is..." He pressed his forehead to mine. "This is happening too fast."
I knew he was right. But my body didn't care about right or wrong anymore. My body only knew that it wanted his hands on my skin, wanted his mouth on mine, wanted everything I knew was forbidden.
I climbed off his lap on shaking legs. My lips felt swollen. My hair was a mess. I looked like exactly what I was, a married woman who'd just kissed another man.
"I should go," I said.
"Yeah."
But neither of us moved.
"I don't regret it," I said. "I should. But I don't."
He reached up and tucked a strand of hair behind my ear. "Good."
"What happens now?"
"I don't know."
I nodded and turned toward the stairs.
"Madison."
I looked back.
"I don't regret it either."
Upstairs the kitchen smelled like fresh cookies.
My phone buzzed.
Desmond: Can you make those brownies everyone likes for small group tonight?
I stared at the message, at my husband asking me to bake for our friends while the taste of another man was still on my lips.
Sure.
I hid the cookies and made the brownies. I showered and changed into a modest dress. I pinned my hair back up. I set out plates and napkins and prepared coffee.
At six-thirty the doorbell rang and I opened it with a smile, welcomed Jim and Sarah inside, took their coats.
More couples arrived. We gathered in the living room, opened our Bibles, discussed the fruit of the Spirit. Love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness, self-control.
Self-control.
I sat beside my husband on our couch and thought about Troy's hands in my hair, about the way he'd kissed me like he needed it to breathe.
Desmond's hand rested on my knee, proprietary and comfortable. During prayer he squeezed it gently.
I kept my eyes closed and my head bowed and my lips moving in silent prayer while guilt and desire went to war in my chest.
After everyone left, Desmond helped me clean up.
"Good discussion tonight," he said, loading the dishwasher.
"Yeah.”
"Sarah was telling me about their mission trip plans. I'm thinking maybe we should go next year."
"Maybe."
He came up behind me and wrapped his arms around my waist, kissed my neck. "I'm proud of you. The way you host these gatherings, the way you serve. You're exactly the wife I always hoped for."
I stood in my husband's arms and thought about basement stairs and forbidden kisses and the way it felt to finally want something just for myself.
"I'm tired," I said. "I think I'll go to bed early."
"I'll be up soon."
In bed I lay in the dark and touched my lips, remembering. My phone glowed on the nightstand. I picked it up and opened Instagram, found Troy's profile again.
A new photo from today. Troy at some overlook, the city spread below him, golden hour light painting everything warm. The caption: "Sometimes you have to jump to learn you can fly."
I stared at that photo until Desmond came to bed, until his breathing evened out into sleep, until the phone battery warning appeared.
Then I stared at the ceiling and wondered what it would feel like to jump.
Wednesday morning I woke at five, my body tight with tension. Desmond slept beside me, peaceful and unaware. I slipped out of bed and stood at the window watching the street lighten, waiting for a red truck that wouldn't arrive for two and a half more hours.
I showered in the dark, my hands sliding over my own body and thinking about different hands, rougher hands. The water beat down on me and I touched myself the way I never had, the way I'd been taught was shameful even within marriage unless your husband initiated it. I bit my lip to stay quiet and came apart against the tile wall, guilt and pleasure mixing until I couldn't tell them apart.
Afterward I stared at myself in the mirror. My face was flushed, my pupils dilated. I looked different. I looked like a woman with secrets.
I made coffee and waited.
At seven-thirty the truck pulled into the driveway and my heart kicked into overdrive. I heard the basement door open, heard his footsteps below. I poured two cups of coffee and carried them downstairs before I could talk myself out of it.
Troy was examining yesterday's electrical work. He turned when he heard me on the stairs and his eyes went dark.
"Morning," he said carefully.
I set his coffee on the sawhorse. "Morning."
We looked at each other across the unfinished space. The air felt thick, charged.
"About yesterday..." he started.
I crossed to him and kissed him. Just walked up and pressed my mouth to his, my hands curling in fists in his shirt.
He made a surprised sound but his arms came around me immediately, pulling me closer. The kiss yesterday had been exploratory, tentative. This one was desperate.
His hands slid down my back to my hips, gripping hard, and I felt him hard against me. The evidence of his want sent electricity through my veins.
I pulled back, breathing hard. "I've been thinking about you."
"Yeah?" His voice was rough. "What were you thinking?"
"About this. About you. About things I shouldn't be thinking about."
His hands tightened on my hips. "Tell me."
"I can't." I laughed nervously.
"You can." He walked me backward until my back hit the wall. That damn wall again. Tell me what you were thinking about."
Heat flooded my face. "About touching you. About you touching me."
"Where?"
"Troy..."
"Where were you thinking about me touching you?"
I looked at him, at the hunger in his eyes, at the way he was looking at me like I was the only thing that mattered.
"Everywhere," I whispered.
He groaned and kissed me again, harder this time. His hands slid under my shirt, callused palms against bare skin, and I arched into his touch. When his thumbs brushed the underside of my breasts I gasped into his mouth.
“Good?” he asked against my lips.
"Yes. Don't stop."




Chapter 8

His hands moved higher, cupping my breasts through my bra, and I'd never felt anything like it. Desmond touched me sometimes but it was always purposeful, always leading somewhere specific. This was different. Troy touched me like he wanted to learn every inch of me, like my pleasure mattered.
I reached for his belt and he caught my wrist.
"Wait."
"I don't want to wait."
"Madison, we should slow down. You're married. This is..."
"I know what I am." I pulled my wrist free and reached for his belt again. "I don't care."
That wasn't true. I did care. Part of me was screaming that this was wrong, that I needed to stop, that I was destroying everything I'd built. But a louder part, a part I'd been suffocating for years, didn't care about wrong or right anymore. It only cared about what I wanted.
I unbuckled his belt with shaking hands. He watched me, his breathing harsh.
"You don't have to..."
"I want to." I looked up at him. "I've never wanted anything more."
I unzipped his jeans and slid my hand inside. He was hard and hot and I'd never touched a man like this, not even my husband. Desmond didn't like me to touch him there, said it was his job to initiate, to control. But Troy just groaned and his head fell back.
"Fuck, Madison."
I'd never heard him curse before. The word sent heat straight between my legs.
I sank to my knees on the concrete floor.
"Wait, you don't have to..." He looked down at me and whatever he saw in my face made him stop talking.
I pulled him free of his jeans and just looked for a moment. I'd never done this. Never even considered it. The church ladies who'd counseled me before my wedding had been very clear that certain acts were degrading, that a godly wife submitted but didn't debase herself.
But kneeling there on the cold concrete, looking up at Troy, I didn't feel debased. I felt powerful.
I leaned forward and took him in my mouth.
The sound he made was inhuman. His hand curled in my hair, not pushing, just holding on like he needed the anchor.
I had no idea what I was doing. I just followed instinct, followed the sounds he made, learned what made his grip tighten, what made his breath catch.
"Jesus Christ," he groaned. "Madison, your mouth..."
I took him deeper and he cursed again, his hips flexing.
"You're so fucking perfect," he said. "So good at this. How are you so good at this?"
The praise made me moan around him. I'd spent my whole life being good at the things I was supposed to be good at, cooking, cleaning, hostessing, supporting my husband. But this was different. This was being good at the forbidden, just for me that had nothing to do with duty or righteousness.
I pulled back and looked up at him. "Tell me what you want."
His eyes went nearly black. "What?"
"Tell me what you want me to do."
"Madison..."
"Please." I was begging and I didn't care. "I want to hear it."
He stared down at me for a long moment. Then his hand tightened in my hair.
"I want you to take me deeper," he said, his voice rough. "Want to feel the back of your throat."
Heat flooded between my legs. I'd never heard words like that, never imagined my body responding to them. But I was soaking wet, aching, desperate.
I took him deeper, fighting my gag reflex, and his groan was the most satisfying sound I'd ever heard.
"That's it. Just like that. Fuck, you're so good."
I moaned around him and he cursed again.
"You like this, don't you?" His voice was strained. "Like being on your knees for me. Like being dirty."
God help me, I did. The dirtier it felt, the more forbidden, the more I wanted it.
I pulled off him just long enough to say, "Yes. I love it." I pushed his cock all over my face.
"Tell me." His hand guided my head back down. "Tell me what you like."
"I like..." I took him in my mouth again, pulled back, tried to find words for things I'd never acknowledged wanting. "I like making you feel good. I like hearing you say my name. I like being this for you."
"Being what?"
"Bad." The word came out barely a whisper. "I like being bad."
He groaned and pulled me up, kissed me hard. "You're not bad. You're good.”
His hands were everywhere, under my shirt, on my skin, pulling me against him. I could feel him hard against my stomach and I wanted him inside me, wanted to cross every remaining line.
"I want you," I said against his mouth.
"I want you too. So fucking much."
"Then take me."
He pulled back, breathing hard. "Not like this. Not in your basement with your husband's small group brownies still in the kitchen."
"I don't care..."
"Yes, you do. You will." He rested his forehead against mine. "When you do this, when we do this, I want you to be sure. I want you to choose it completely."
"I am choosing it."
"You're choosing me right now because you're turned on and overwhelmed."
I stepped back, stung. "So what was this? Just you playing with me?"
"No. Jesus, no." He reached for me but I moved away. "This was me wanting you so badly I can barely think straight. But I'm trying to be responsible here because you're not thinking clearly."
"Don't tell me what I'm thinking."
"Then tell me. Tell me what happens after. After we fuck on this basement floor. After you go upstairs and your husband comes home. After everyone at church finds out. Tell me you've thought about all of that and you still want this."
I opened my mouth and closed it again. Because he was right. I hadn't thought past the wanting, past the desperate need to feel real.
"I don't know," I admitted.
"I know you don't. And that's okay." He tucked a strand of hair behind my ear. "But I'm not going to be the guy who ruins your life while you're not paying attention. When this happens, and it will happen, Madison, I can promise you that, I want you to walk into it with your eyes open."
Tears burned in my eyes. "I hate that you're being reasonable."
"I hate it too." He smiled, crooked and sad. "But one of us has to be."
I turned and ran up the stairs.
In the bathroom I locked the door and sat on the floor, my back against the tub. My knees hurt from the concrete. My lips felt swollen. I could still taste him.
I'd put my mouth on another man. I'd knelt for him, begged him, told him I wanted to be bad.
The woman I'd been a week ago wouldn't have recognized me.
The worst part was I still wanted more.
My phone buzzed. A text from an unknown number.
I shouldn't have stopped you. I should have let you finish what you started. I should have bent you over that sawhorse and made you scream my name. I should have done a lot of things. But I'm trying to be good for you even though all I want is to be very, very bad.
My hands shook as I read it. He'd gotten my number somehow, probably from the work order Desmond had filled out.
I should tell Desmond we needed to fire him immediately.
Instead I typed back: How did you get my number?
Contract paperwork. I'm not sorry.
You should be.
But I'm not. And neither are you.
I stared at that message, at how well he already knew me.
This can't happen again.
It will. You know it will.
Troy.
Tell me you don't want it. Tell me you don't want me to finish what we started. Tell me you don't think about me when you touch yourself.
Heat flooded my face. How did he know?
I don't know what you're talking about.
Liar. You touched yourself this morning thinking about me. I can see it in your eyes. You came in your shower with my name on your lips.
I couldn't breathe.
Stop.
Why? Because I'm right? Because you're finally admitting what you want?
Because I'm married.
I know. Doesn't change what you want.
It should.
But it doesn't.
I set the phone down but it buzzed again immediately.
I want you on your knees again. Want to finish what you started. Want to watch you swallow me down and know that you chose it, that you wanted it, that being dirty for me makes you wet.
I was soaking through my underwear. My whole body was on fire.
You can't talk to me like this.
You love when I talk to you like this.
Stop.
Make me. Come down here and make me stop.
I looked at myself in the bathroom mirror. My face was flushed, my eyes wild. I looked like a stranger.
I looked like someone who was about to make the worst decision of her life.
I stood up and unlocked the bathroom door.
I walked to the top of the basement stairs and stopped, my hand on the doorknob. My heart hammered so hard I could feel it in my throat, in my fingertips, everywhere.
I could still turn back. I could lock myself in my office, I could text Troy that this was over, I could pretend the last ten minutes hadn't happened.
Instead I opened the door.
The stairs creaked under my feet. Each step down felt monumental, felt like crossing a bridge that was burning behind me.
Troy stood at the far end of the basement, his back to me. His hands gripped the edge of the sawhorse, knuckles white. He didn't turn around.
"You should go back upstairs," he said.
"I don't want to."
"Madison." My name came out strained. "I'm trying to do the right thing here."
"I don't want you to do the right thing." I crossed the concrete floor toward him. "I want you to do what you said in the text."
He turned then, and the look on his face made me stop breathing. It was all raw hunger, barely controlled.
"You don't know what you're asking for."
"Then show me."
We stood there looking at each other across three feet of space that felt like miles. I could hear my own breathing, could hear his, could hear nothing else but the blood rushing in my ears.
He moved first to close the distance in two strides and cupped my face in his hands, kissing me hard. I melted into him, my hands curling in his shirt, pulling him closer.
His hands slid down my sides, gripped my hips, lifted me. I wrapped my legs around his waist and he carried me to the wall, pressed me against it. The concrete was cold through my shirt but his body was furnace-hot against my front.
"Tell me what you want," he said against my mouth.
"You. I want you."
His hips rolled against mine and I gasped. "Tell me exactly what you want me to do to you."
I'd never spoken like this. Never said these words out loud. But I had broken open and I couldn't close it back up.
"I want you inside me," I whispered.
He groaned and kissed my neck, my throat, the hollow behind my ear. "Keep going."
"I want you to fuck me against this wall. I want you to make me forget my own name. I want..." My voice broke. "I want to feel good and fucked by a man.”
His hands tightened on my hips.




Chapter 9

I was terrified. Terrified of what I was doing, what I was becoming, what I was destroying. But the fear only made me want it more.
He carried me away from the wall and set me down on the workbench, the wood rough under my thighs. He stood between my legs, his hands on my waist, and looked down at me like he was memorizing every detail.
"You're so beautiful," he said.
I shook my head. "I'm not..."
"You are. You have no idea how beautiful you are when you let yourself want something."
His hands slid under my shirt and I lifted my arms, let him pull it over my head. I sat there in my plain white bra, the kind I always wore, the kind that was practical and modest.
He looked at me like I was wearing lace and silk.
"Can I?" His fingers traced the edge of my bra strap.
I nodded, not trusting my voice.
He reached behind me and unhooked it. The bra fell away and I fought the urge to cover myself. Desmond had seen me like this countless times but it had always been in darkness, under covers.
Troy looked at me in the harsh light of the work lamps and his expression was reverence.
"Perfect," he murmured.
His hands cupped my breasts, thumbs brushing over my nipples, and I arched into his touch. When he lowered his head and took one nipple into his mouth I cried out, the sound echoing in the unfinished space.
"Shh," he said against my skin. "Someone might hear."
The reminder that we were in my house, that Desmond could come home early, that anyone could catch us, should have stopped me. Instead it made everything more intense.
"I don't care," I breathed.
"Yes, you do." He moved to my other breast, lavishing it with the same attention. "But you like the danger, don't you? Like knowing you could get caught."
God help me, I did.
His hands moved to the button of my jeans. "Can I take these off?"
"Yes."
He unbuttoned them slowly, pulled down the zipper tooth by tooth. Then he hooked his fingers in the waistband and pulled, sliding jeans and underwear down my legs together, pulling off my shoes so he could strip me completely.
I lay naked on the workbench in my basement, legs spread, completely exposed. I'd never been naked anywhere but a bedroom or bathroom. Never let anyone see me like this, vulnerable and wanting.
Troy stepped back and looked at me, and I felt myself getting wetter under his gaze.
"You're dripping," he said, his voice rough.
Shame and arousal flooded my chest. "Don't..."
"Don't what? Don't notice that you're soaking wet for me? Don't notice that your body is begging for this even if your mouth won't say it?"
His hand slid up my inner thigh and I trembled. When his fingers brushed my center I gasped and grabbed his shoulders for balance.
"So wet," he murmured. "All this for me?"
"Yes."
"Say it. Tell me what's making you this wet."
"You. You're making me this wet."
"What about me?" His fingers traced along my folds, skating across my clit and down again but never quite touching where I needed. "What am I doing that makes you this desperate?"
"Everything. The way you look at me. The way you touch me. The way you talk to me like..." I couldn't finish.
"Like what?"
"Like I'm real. Like I matter beyond what I can do for someone else."
His expression softened. He leaned in and kissed me, slow and deep, while his fingers continued their maddening exploration. Circling, teasing, avoiding.
I moaned into his mouth and tried to move my hips, tried to guide him where I wanted him, but he pulled back.
"Patience," he murmured.
"I don't want patience. I want..."
"I know what you want." His thumb brushed my clit, feather-light, and I nearly sobbed. "But we're going to take our time."
"Troy, please..."
"Please what?" Another circle, another brush. "Tell me exactly what you need."
"I need you to touch me. Really touch me."
"I am touching you."
"You know what I mean."
He smiled, wicked and knowing. "Say it."
"I need..." My voice broke. "I need you inside me."
His eyes darkened and his fingers slid lower, found my entrance, circled it slowly. The anticipation made me shake.
"Like this?" He pressed just barely, the tip of one finger against me, not entering, just pressure and promise.
"Yes. God, yes."
But he didn't push in. Just held that pressure steady while his thumb found my clit, circling with the same maddening lightness.
I was going to die. I was going to come apart from the wanting alone.
"More," I begged. "Please, I need more."
"Tell me what you want me to do with my fingers, Madison."
Heat flooded my face but I was too far gone to care. "I want you to put them inside me. I want you to fuck me with your fingers until I come."
He groaned and pressed a fraction deeper, still just at my entrance, still not giving me what I needed.
"You're so tight," he murmured. "Even here, just barely touching you, I can feel how tight you are."
His finger circled my entrance, pressing, retreating, pressing again, never quite entering but keeping me right on that edge.
"Please," I whimpered. "Please, Troy, I can't..."
"You can. You're doing so well." His thumb pressed harder on my clit and I cried out. "I want to make this last. Want to make you feel everything."
His finger pressed deeper, just past the first barrier of muscle, and my whole body clenched around even that tiny intrusion. He froze.
"Fuck, you're body is so responsive." He pulled back and I nearly sobbed at the loss. "If you clench like that around just my fingertip, I can't imagine..."
He didn't finish but his other hand went to his jeans, adjusting himself, and I realized he was as desperate as I was.
"Then don't make us wait," I said. "Please. I need you."
"Not yet." His finger returned, circling, teasing. "Not until you're ready."
"I am ready. I'm so ready."
"Your body needs more time." He pressed in again, just barely, and I felt the stretch. "You're so tight, Madison. So perfect and tight and I don't want to hurt you."
"You won't hurt me."
"I might." Another press, another retreat. "You've never felt anyone this way. Never been touched like this. Your body needs to learn."
The thought of him inside me, of finally feeling that fullness, made me writhe against his hand. He held steady, keeping that same maddening pressure at my entrance while his thumb worked my clit.
"That's it," he murmured. "Move against me. Show me what you need."
I rolled my hips, trying to take him deeper, but he controlled the pressure, controlled everything, giving me just enough to make me desperate but not enough to satisfy.
"I hate you," I gasped.
"No, you don't." He pressed a little deeper, maybe to the second knuckle, and my vision went white. "You love this. You love how I'm making you feel."
He was right. I loved it and hated it and needed it more than air.
His finger withdrew completely and I made a sound of protest. Then I felt him lower, felt his breath against my inner thigh.
"What are you..."
"I want to taste you," he said. "Want to put my mouth where my fingers were. Want to feel you on my tongue."
Before I could respond his mouth was on me and I forgot how to breathe.
His tongue traced the same path his fingers had, learning me, exploring. When he found my clit and sucked gently I had to grab the edge of the workbench to keep from falling.
"Troy, oh God..."
His hands gripped my thighs, holding me open for him, and his tongue worked me with devastating precision. Every nerve ending came alive. Every synapse fired. I was nothing but sensation, nothing but need.
Then I felt his tongue lower, felt it circle my entrance the way his finger had, teasing, promising.
"Please," I begged. "Please, I need..."
He pressed his tongue inside me, just barely, and I arched high off the bench. The intrusion was small but the intimacy of it, the absolute wrongness of letting another man taste me like this, made pleasure spike through my entire body.
His tongue withdrew and I whimpered at the loss. He looked up at me, his eyes dark, his mouth wet from me.
"You taste incredible," he said. "Like something I could feed on."
Then his mouth returned, his tongue pressing, retreating, pressing. Never giving me enough, never letting me have what I needed.
His finger joined his tongue, both working together, circling my entrance, teasing. The dual sensation was overwhelming. I could feel myself getting wetter, could feel my body opening, begging.
"I'm going to come," I gasped. "Troy, I'm..."
"Not yet." He pulled back and stood, his fingers returning to that maddening circle. "Not until I say."
"That's not fair."
"Life isn't fair." He leaned down and kissed me, and I could taste myself on his lips. "But this is perfect."
His finger pressed against my entrance again, steady pressure, and this time he didn't stop. He pushed in slowly, just to the first knuckle.
The stretch was exquisite. I'd never felt anything like it. Desmond's touch was always perfunctory, mechanical. This was worship.
"More," I breathed. "Please, more."
He pushed deeper, another fraction of an inch, and my body clenched around him.
"Relax," he murmured against my mouth. "Let me in."
I tried but every muscle was tense with wanting. He went still, letting me adjust, his thumb finding my clit again.
"That's it. Just feel." His thumb circled and I started to relax, started to open. "You're doing so well. Taking me so well."
He pushed deeper, maybe halfway, and stopped. I could feel every millimeter of him inside me, could feel my body stretching to accommodate even this small intrusion.
"How does it feel?" he asked.
"Full. I feel so full and you're barely..." I couldn't finish.
"I know." He pulled out slowly and I whimpered. "Shh, I've got you."
He pushed back in, same depth, establishing a rhythm. In and out, never quite deep enough, never quite satisfying the ache.
"Please," I begged. "All the way. I need all of you."
"Not my fingers." His free hand went to his belt and my eyes followed. "When you take all of me, it won't be my fingers."
He unbuckled his belt one-handed, never stopping the rhythm of his finger moving inside me. When he unzipped his jeans I saw him, hard and straining, and my mouth went dry. He made me shudder.
"See what you do to me?" He wrapped his hand around himself, stroking himself slowly. "See how badly I want you?"
I watched him stroke himself while his finger worked inside me and the sight alone nearly pushed me over the edge.
"I want that," I breathed. "I want you inside me."
"I know you do." He pressed deeper with his finger, maybe three-quarters now, and I gasped. "But first you're going to come on my hand. Going to show me how your body responds. Going to let me feel you clench around my fingers so I know what it'll feel like when I'm inside you for real."
He added a second finger at my entrance, pressing alongside the first, and the stretch was intense. I tried to pull away but his other hand held my hip steady.
"Too much," I gasped.
"You can take it." He pressed both fingers in together, just barely, just past that first barrier. "Your body was made for this. Made to be filled."
He worked both fingers slowly deeper, a millimeter at a time, while I writhed and bucked beneath him. The stretch burned in the best way, made me feel claimed in a way I'd never experienced.
"That's it," he murmured. "Take them both. Show me how good you can be."
When both fingers were halfway in he curled them, finding that spot inside that made stars explode behind my eyes. I cried out and his hand moved faster on himself.
"I'm going to come watching you," he said, his voice strained. "Going to come all over you while you take my fingers."
The thought of it, of being marked by him, made pleasure coil tighter in my belly.
His fingers pushed deeper, finally all the way, and his thumb found my clit. He worked me with devastating precision, fingers curling, thumb circling, and I felt myself climbing toward things I'd ever felt.
"Troy, I can't, I'm going to..."
"Come for me. Let me feel it."
His fingers curled again and I shattered. The orgasm tore through me, my body clamping down on his fingers, waves of pleasure radiating outward from where we were joined.
Through the haze I heard him groan, felt warmth on my stomach as he came, both of us finding release together.
When I could breathe again I looked down. His release painted my skin, marking me, claiming me in a way that felt more intimate than what we'd just done.
"We can't," I whispered, even as my body still pulsed around his fingers. "We can't actually..."
"I know." He slowly withdrew his fingers and I felt empty, aching. "But we both know we're going to."
He grabbed his discarded shirt and gently cleaned me, his touch tender now instead of desperate. When he was done he pulled me into his arms and I let him, let myself have this moment of being held by someone who wanted me for more than what I could provide.
"What are we doing?" I asked against his chest.
"I don't know. But I don't want to stop."
Neither did I. And that was going to be a big problem.




Chapter 10

I pulled away and reached for my clothes. My hands shook as I dressed, as reality crashed back in. I'd let another man bring me to orgasm. I'd watched him pleasure himself while his fingers were inside me. I'd let him mark my body with his release.
I'd done everything except the one thing that would make it undeniable adultery. But the distinction felt mostly meaningless. But not entirely…
"I have to go," I said.
"Madison..."
"Please don't." I pulled my shirt over my head. "I can't think when you look at me like that."
"Like what?"
“You know what.”
I turned away and walked toward the stairs. My legs felt weak. My body hummed with engrossing pleasure. I could still feel the ghost of his fingers inside me.
"This can't happen again," I said without turning around.
"You keep saying that."
“But I mean it this time."
I didn't mean it. I'd said the same thing ten minutes ago before coming back down these very same stairs.
I ran up to the bathroom and locked the door. In the mirror I looked wild, thoroughly debauched. My lips were swollen from kissing. My skin was flushed. I could see a faint red mark on my neck where he'd sucked too hard.
I pulled out my phone to find a text from Desmond.
Running late. Don't wait up for dinner.
Relief and shame washed over me in equal measure. I'd just betrayed my husband and my first feeling was relief that he wouldn't be home to see the evidence.
I typed back with shaking hands.
Okay. There's leftover in the fridge.
You're the best. Love you.
I stared at those two words. Love you. So casual, so automatic. Did he mean them? Did I? Had I ever?
I deleted my response three times before settling on:
See you tonight.
Coward. I couldn't even say it back.
Another text came through, this one from Troy.
I can still taste you.
My body responded immediately, heat flooding between my legs even though I'd just had the most intense orgasm of my life.
Stop.
I'm going to think about this all day. About your face when you came. About the sounds you made. About how tight you were around my fingers.
Troy.
About how much tighter you'll be when it's not my fingers inside you.
I typed: We can't.
You're going to take all of me and you're going to love it.
You're so arrogant.
I'm so right.
He was right, and we both knew he was.
I set the phone down and stripped off my clothes, turned the shower as hot as I could stand. I scrubbed my skin where he'd marked me, where his hands had been, where his mouth had been. But no amount of soap could wash away what had happened.
When I got out I could still feel the sensation of his fingers, the stretch, the fullness. My body already missed him.
I got dressed in clean clothes and went downstairs to start dinner. The basement door was closed. I heard Troy working below, the sounds of construction resuming as if we hadn't just possibly destroyed both our lives.
I chopped vegetables for a stir-fry and tried not to think about how his fingers had felt inside me. Tried not to imagine how the rest of him would feel, tried not to count the hours until Desmond came home and I'd have to pretend to be his faithful wife.
Around four I heard the truck start. I went to the window and watched Troy back out of the driveway. He didn't look up at the house this time, he just left.
I stood there long after his truck disappeared, my hand pressed to the window, wondering how many more days I could resist before I let him cross that final line. I wondered if I even wanted to resist it at all.
That night Desmond came home at nine. I'd kept dinner warm but the vegetables had turned to mush and the chicken was dry. He ate without comment, scrolling through his phone between bites.
"How was your day?" he asked without looking up.
"Fine. Productive."
"Troy making good progress?"
I took a sip of water to wet my suddenly dry throat. "Yes. He should be done with the framing by tomorrow."
"Great. Right on schedule." He set down his fork. "I'm exhausted. Big presentation tomorrow. I'm going to turn in early."
He kissed my forehead on his way past, already pulling off his tie. Ten minutes later I heard the shower running. Fifteen minutes after that, soft snores from our bedroom.
I cleaned the kitchen in the dark, my hands moving through familiar motions while my mind replayed the afternoon. The workbench. His fingers. The way I'd begged.
I pulled out my phone and found Troy had texted an hour ago.
Still thinking about you.
And then, twenty minutes later:
About how wet you got. About how badly I wanted to replace my fingers with my cock.
Heat pooled between my legs. I should tell Desmond we need to fire him immediately.
I'm thinking about it too.
Three dots appeared immediately.
Yeah? What are you thinking about?
I glanced toward the hallway. Desmond's snores continued, steady and oblivious.
About how you felt. How full you made me feel with just your fingers.
Just wait until it's more than my fingers.
You know that can't happen.
You want it to.
I did, God help me.
I have to go.
Dream about me, Madison. Dream about all the things I'm going to do to your body.
I turned off my phone and went to bed. Desmond didn't stir when I slipped under the covers. I lay there in the dark listening to him breathe, thinking about different hands, a different mouth, a different body.
I touched myself under the covers, quiet and quick, and came thinking about Troy's fingers inside me. The guilt afterward was crushing, but not crushing enough to make me regret it.
Thursday morning I woke before dawn. I showered, shaved everywhere, put on matching underwear for the first time in months, a pale pink set I'd bought years ago and never worn because Desmond had said it looked too frivolous.
I stood in front of my closet for ten minutes before settling on a sundress, light and feminine, the kind of thing I used to wear before I'd decided that modesty mattered more than beauty.
When I looked in the mirror I barely recognized myself. I looked young. I looked pretty. I looked like someone who might appear in Troy's Instagram photos, laughing and free.
And I looked like someone who was planning to do terrible things.
Desmond was already downstairs making coffee. He stopped when he saw me.
"You look nice. What's the occasion?"
"No occasion. Just felt like wearing a dress."
He kissed my cheek, distracted already. “Probably won't be home until late again. Don't wait up."
Thank you, I thought, and then hated myself for thinking it.
After he left I made two cups of coffee and waited. My heart hammered. My palms were sweaty. I felt like I was standing on the edge of a cliff, about to jump.
At seven-thirty the truck pulled into the driveway and I stopped breathing.
I heard the basement door open, heard his footsteps below. I counted to sixty, then carried both cups downstairs.
Troy was examining the work from yesterday. He turned when he heard me and went very still.
"You wore a dress," he said.
"I did."
His eyes traveled over me slowly, taking in every detail. The fitted bodice, the way the skirt hit mid-thigh, my bare legs, my sandals.
“For me."
"Maybe I wore it for myself,” I couldn’t help grinning.
"Did you though?” He crossed to me and took his coffee, his fingers brushing mine. "Did you wake up this morning and put on a pretty dress just because you wanted to?"
I lifted my chin. "What if I did? I can you know.” I twirled around for him to admire it, let the skirt flare up for him.
"Then I'd say you're discovering things about yourself." He set the coffee down without drinking it. "Things you like. Things you want."
"Maybe I'm discovering I like feeling pretty, ever think of that?” I flicked a splash of water from my fingers at his face.
"You're always pretty." His hand came up and traced the strap of my dress. "But this is you choosing to be pretty for someone who'll notice it. Someone who'll appreciate it."
"You're very sure of yourself, Mr. who are you again?” I turned and leaned my back into his chest, picked up his coffee, tilted it at his lips over my shoulder.
"I'm sure of what I see." His finger trailed down my arm, raising goosebumps. "You're different today. Bolder."
I was. I felt it in my bones, in my blood. Some switch had flipped. Yesterday I'd been passive, receiving. Today I wanted to give as good as I got.
"What if I am bolder?" I asked. I turned on the spot and now faced him, and I teased him, too, pressing my hips forward into his, twisting back and forth against him, but sipping my coffee all the same.
"Then I'm in trouble."
I smiled and it felt so wicked. "Good." I clutched my hand between his legs and laughed.
I set my coffee down beside his and stepped closer, close enough that my breasts brushed his chest now and his breath caught.
"Madison..."
"I've been thinking," I said, my voice lower than usual, "about yesterday. About what we did."
"Yeah?"
"And about what we didn't do." My hands slid up his chest, feeling his muscle flex under his shirt. "About how much I wanted you inside me." I felt so brave saying it.
His hands gripped my hips. "Fuck, don't say things like that."
"Why not? It's true." I went up on my toes, my lips brushing his ear. I flicked my tongue at it. “I couldn't stop thinking about it. About how you'd feel. About how I'd stretch around you."
He groaned and pulled me flush against him. I could feel him hardening.
"You're playing a dangerous game."
"Maybe I like danger." I rolled my hips against him and felt his grip tighten on me. "Maybe I've been playing it safe my whole life and I'm tired of it."
"Madison..."
I kissed him before he could finish, deep and hungry. His response was immediate, his tongue sliding against mine, his hands curling in my dress.
But this time I was the one in control. I was the one who pulled back, who smiled at his frustrated groan.
“It’s my turn anyway,” I said.
"Your turn for what?"
"To drive you crazy."
I dropped to my knees before he could process what I meant. His eyes went wide.
"You don't have to..."
"I want to." I reached for his belt, slower than yesterday. "I want to taste you. Want to make you feel as desperate as you made me feel."
I unbuckled his belt and unzipped his jeans, taking my time. When I freed him from his boxers I just looked for a moment, admiring. He was hard and thick and I'd done this to him. Me, Madison. The good Christian wife who'd never given her own husband “head” because he'd said it was degrading.
Well so what if it was? There was nothing degrading about it, though. It was power.
I wrapped my hand around him and stroked him slowly, feeling the weight of him, the heat. He made a choked sound above me.
"Is this okay, baby?” I asked, looking up through my lashes, blinking my eyes innocently.
"You know it is."
"Tell me what you want."
"I want your mouth on me."
I laughed.




Chapter 11

I leaned forward and licked him from base to tip, taking my time, tasting salt and skin. His hips jerked forward.
"Fuck..."
I did it again, slower this time, and then took just the head into my mouth. He groaned and his hand found my hair.
I pulled back and smiled up at him. "Does that feel good, baby?” I nearly whispered.
"You know it does."
"I want to hear you say it."
"It feels incredible. Your mouth feels incredible."
Pleasure bloomed in my chest. I took him deeper, establishing a rhythm, but kept it slow. Kept it teasing.
"More," he said, his voice strained.
I pulled off completely. "Ask nicely."
His eyes blazed. "Please."
"Please what?"
"Please take me deeper. Please let me feel the back of your throat."
I took him deeper but still not all the way. His grip tightened in my hair.
"You're torturing me."
“Yes I am.” I swirled my tongue around the head. "You tortured me yesterday. Fair is fair."
I worked him with my mouth and hand together, building him up and backing him off, learning what made him gasp, what made him curse. Every sound he made went straight between my legs. I was soaking wet just from doing it to him, from the power of making him fall apart.
"Madison, I'm close..."
I pulled off immediately and sat back on my heels, watching him. His cock was flushed and straining, his chest heaving.
"Not yet," I said.
"You're killing me."
"You'll survive." I stood up and he reached for me but I danced out of range. "My turn."
I lifted my dress over my head slowly, revealing the pink underwear. His eyes went dark.
"You wore that for me."
"Maybe. Maybe not. Maybe everything else is in the laundry, ever think of that?”
"Definitely." He took a step toward me but I held up a hand.
"No touching. Not yet." I twisted around to let him look at me again, without the dress on.
"Madison..."
"I'm in charge!” The words felt foreign in my mouth but right, too. Natural. "You had your turn yesterday. Today is mine."
I unhooked my bra and let it fall. His gaze locked on my breasts and I felt beautiful, powerful, desired.
I hooked my thumbs in the waist of my panties and slid them down my legs and stepped out of them, now completely naked in the basement while he stood there fully clothed except for his open jeans, his erection straining toward me.
“So come here," I said.
He crossed to me and I put my hands on his chest, stopping him.
"Shirt off."
He pulled it over his head and I finally got to see all of him, the compass tattoo on his shoulder, the muscles in his abdomen, the trail of hair disappearing into his jeans.
"Pants off too," I said.
He kicked off his shoes and shoved down his jeans and boxers. We stood facing each other, both naked, both wanting.
"Now what?" he asked.
I pushed him backward until his legs hit the workbench. “You sit is what.”
He sat and I climbed onto his lap, straddling him, but not taking him inside. His hands went to my hips.
"I said no touching."
"You're on top of me. I'm going to touch you."
"Fine. But no moving unless I say."
His jaw clenched but he nodded.
I braced my hands on his shoulders and lifted up, positioning myself so his cock was pressed between us, trapped between my body and his. Then I rolled my hips, sliding myself along his length without taking him inside.
The friction against my clit made me gasp. The head of him bumped against my entrance with each roll of my hips, teasing, promising, but I still didn't let him in.
"Madison..."
"Shh. Just feel."
I moved slowly, dragging myself along his length, getting him slick with how wet I was. Each pass made pleasure spike through me. Each time his head caught at my entrance I had to fight not to sink down, not to take him inside where we both wanted him. I shook like a leaf.
"You're so wet," he groaned. "I can feel how wet you are."
"All for you, baby.” I rolled my hips again, slower this time. "This is what you do to me."
His hands tightened on my hips, trying to guide me, trying to adjust the angle so he'd slip inside.
"No," I said. "Let me."
"Let you what? Torture me?"
"Let me play with you.” I ground down against him and we both moaned. "Let me find out what I like."
"You like this. I can feel that.”
I did. I loved it. I loved the control, loved the power, loved the way he looked at me like I was the only thing in the world that mattered.
I moved my hips and his head pressed directly against my entrance and we both froze.
"Madison..."
"I know."
I didn't move. I held him there, right at the edge, feeling him hot and hard against me, feeling how easy it would be to just sink down, to finally cross that last line.
His forehead pressed against mine. "You're right there. Right fucking there."
"I know."
"Take me. Please. Just..."
I pulled away and his sound of frustration was beautiful. “I’m not ready yet."
"When? When will you be ready?”
"I don't know." I grinned. I resumed my slow grinding, sliding along him, getting us both closer and closer to the edge without crossing it.
I angled my hips so his length dragged across my clit with each movement. The pressure was perfect, maddening. I could feel my orgasm building.
"I'm going to come like this," I gasped.
"Do it. Come all over my cock."
The dirty words sent me over the edge. I ground down against him and shattered, pleasure radiating out from my core while I used his body for my own release.
When I could breathe again I looked at him. His jaw was clenched, his whole body tense.
"Your turn now,” I whispered.
I wrapped my hand around him and stroked him, using the slick wetness I'd left on him as lubrication. He was so hard it had to be painful.
"Where do you want to come?" I asked.
"On you."
The thought made me clench around nothing. I stroked him faster, watching his face, learning what he liked.
"Tell me where," I said.
"Your stomach. Your breasts. Fuck, anywhere. Everywhere."
I leaned back to give him a better view, arching my back, putting myself on display. His eyes roamed over me hungrily.
“Do you want to come all over my pretty face that I got made up just for you?”
"You're so fucking beautiful," he groaned. "So perfect."
"Come on me, Troy, now.”
He came with a curse, his release slapping my stomach, my breasts, my face, taking me the way he had yesterday, and more. I watched his face contort with pleasure and felt powerful, feminine, and desired in a way I'd never experienced.
I laughed and kicked and sucked him into my mouth to finish him, and when he drooped out, I gathered his strings of come in my fingers, played with it, and sucked my fingers clean. I let him watch me rub his come into my nipples.
After, we both sat catching our breath. His hands traced patterns on my hips, gentle now instead of desperate.
"You're very different today," he said.
"I know."
"I like it. I like seeing you like this."
“Of course you do, because I make you come.”
I climbed off his lap and looked for something to clean myself with. He grabbed his shirt and gently wiped me down, his touch tender.
“I’m supposed to feel guilty now,” I said as he cleaned me.
"But you don't."
"I should though.”
I should feel the crushing weight of what I was doing. But all I felt was alive, electric, more myself than I'd felt in years.
I got dressed while he watched. The pink underwear, the sundress. When I was covered again I felt like I was putting on a costume.
"When can I see you again?" he asked.
"I don't know."
"Tomorrow?"
I thought about Desmond's schedule, about my own obligations, about how many more times I could dance this close to the edge without falling over.
"Maybe."
"I'll take maybe." He pulled on his jeans. "For now."
I went upstairs and he stayed in the basement. The sounds of construction resumed like I hadn't just ground myself against him.
In the kitchen I made myself lunch and tried to think about anything else. But my body still hummed. I could still feel the echo of him against me, could still feel the power of making him lose control.
My phone buzzed.
You're going to ruin me.
I smiled and typed back:
We’re going to ruin each other..
When are you going to let me inside you?
The question made my pulse spike. When? When was I going to cross that final line? When was I going to commit full adultery instead of just dancing around it?
I don't know.
Yes you do.
Maybe.
No maybe about it.
He was right and both knew it. It was only a matter of time.
I set the phone down and finished my lunch, tasting it intensively, thinking about when, not if, and where.
Friday morning I woke up and I knew.
Today was the day. Today I would cross the line I'd been dancing around all week. Today I would stop being Desmond's faithful wife and become something else entirely.
The knowing sat in my chest, heavy and electric at the same time. Ishould have felt the weight of eight years of marriage, of vows made before God, of everything I was about to destroy.
Instead I felt calm and certain, like I was finally doing the one thing I was meant to do: what my body was for.
Desmond was already in the shower. I lay in bed listening to the water run and felt nothing, no guilt, no attachment, just a distant awareness that the man in my bathroom was a stranger, and had always been a stranger, had never really known me at all.
When he came out, toweling his hair, I watched him from the bed.
"Sleep well?" he asked.
"Yes."
"Might not be home until ten or later."
Perfect. "That's fine."
He kissed my forehead on his way out, already distracted by his phone. The front door closed and his car started and he drove away.
I popped up and looked at myself in the mirror. Madison Carver. Twenty-eight years old. Married. And about to joyfully commit adultery. The woman looking back at me didn't look afraid, she looked ready.
I showered and took my time shaving, moisturizing, making myself soft and smooth everywhere. I put on the pink underwear again, but this time I knew I wouldn't be wearing it for long.
I chose a different dress, this one white and simple, buttons down the front. Easy to remove. I left my hair down, put on a little makeup. When I looked in the mirror I saw a woman who'd made a choice.
I went downstairs and made coffee. My hands were steady and my breathing was calm. At seven-twenty I heard the truck pull into the driveway and my heart kicked once, hard, then settled into a determined rhythm.
I carried two cups of coffee downstairs.
Troy was setting up for the day, arranging tools. He turned when he heard me and his eyes went dark immediately. He could see it on my face. He could see what I'd decided.
"Madison..."
I set down the coffee and crossed to him. "No talking."
I kissed him hard, my hands already going to his belt. He made a sound of surprise but his arms came around me immediately, pulling me closer.
"Are you sure?" he asked against my mouth.
“Now I am.”
"Madison, if we do this..."
"I know what happens if we do this." I pulled back enough to look at him. "I'm doing it anyway."




Chapter 12

The last traces of hesitation disappeared.
"Okay," he said quietly. "Okay."
He kissed me again, deeper this time, his hands already working at the buttons of my dress. I pulled at his shirt and we undressed each other frantically, desperately, like we'd been waiting years instead of days.
When we were both naked he lifted me and I wrapped my legs around his waist. He carried me to the workbench and set me down, stepping between my thighs.
"I don't have..." he started.
"I'm on birth control." For period regulation, supposedly. Desmond had never questioned it. "I'm clean. Are you?"
"Yes. Got tested two months ago."
"Then we don't need anything."
The reality of what that meant hung between us. Nothing between us. Completely bare. Completely intimate.
"Last chance," he said, his hands on my thighs. "Last chance to change your mind."
"I'm not changing my mind." I reached between us and wrapped my hand around him. He was hard and hot and all mine. "I want you."
I guided him to my entrance and we both stopped breathing. The head of him pressed against me, right where I'd teased us both yesterday, right where we'd both been desperate to go.
"Madison..."
I pulled him closer with my heels behind him and pushed my hips forward, taking just the tip of him inside.
We both gasped.
"Oh fuck," he breathed. "You're so tight."
I was. Even after his fingers yesterday, even with how wet I was, the stretch was intense. I could feel my body trying to accommodate him, opening slowly for him.
"More," I said.
He pushed in another inch and I whimpered. The fullness was overwhelming. I'd only ever been with Desmond, and this was different. Troy was thicker, longer, and the angle was different, everything was different.
"Too much?" he asked, holding still.
"No. Don't stop." I bit my lip hard enough to bleed.
He pulled back and pushed in again, deeper this time. I clutched his shoulders, adjusting, opening.
"You feel incredible," he groaned. "So fucking perfect."
He worked himself deeper with small, shallow thrusts, letting my body adjust to him. Each thrust sent pleasure sparking through me. Each one made me want more.
"All of it," I said. "I want all of you."
"You can't take all of me yet. You need time..."
"Now." I dug my nails into his shoulders. "I want to feel you all the way inside me. I want to know what it's like."
He groaned and pushed deeper, and deeper, until finally he was fully inside me, buried completely.
I'd never felt so full in my life. Never felt so claimed. Never felt so absolutely and completely connected to another person.
"Look at me," he said.
I opened my eyes and met his gaze.
He pulled back and thrust in again, and I cried out. He set a slow rhythm, letting me feel every inch of him, every stroke. We kept our eyes barely open on each other.
This wasn't like sex with Desmond. This wasn't quick and efficient and goal-oriented. This was worship. This was communion. This was everything I'd been missing.
"Harder," I cried.
"You sure?"
"Yes. I want to feel it tomorrow. Want to remember it.”
He gripped my hips and thrust harder, deeper. The workbench scraped against the concrete floor. I didn't care. Let the whole neighborhood hear.
"That's it," he groaned. "Take it. Take all of it.”
I wrapped my legs tighter around him, changing the angle, and suddenly he was hitting me inside that made white sparks explode behind my eyes.
"There," I gasped. "Right there."
He hit that spot again and again, driving into me while I clung to him. I could feel my orgasm building, different from yesterday, deeper, more intense.
"I'm so close," I panted.
"Come for me. Let me feel you come on my cock."
The dirty words pushed me over the edge. I came hard, clenching around him, my whole body shaking with the force of it. He groaned and thrust deeper, harder, chasing his own release.
"Where?" he gritted out. "Where do you want it?"
"Inside me." The words came out before I could think. "Come inside me." I was nearly breathless.
He made a choked sound and thrust deep one more time, and I felt him pulse inside me, felt him fill me, take me from the inside.
We stayed locked together, both panting, both processing what we'd just done.
I'd crossed the line. I'd committed adultery with another man's release still running out of me. I felt free.
Troy pulled back enough to look at me, his hands gentle on my face.
He kissed me deeper this time, and I felt him already starting to harden inside me.
"Round two?" he asked against my lips.
I laughed.
But he lifted me off the workbench, still inside me, and carried me to the wall. He pressed me against it and thrust up, deeper than before, and I wrapped my arms around his neck.
"I want to fuck you everywhere," he said. "Every surface in this place. Every room in your house."
“Uh-huh.” I couldn’t talk of course.
“I want to bend you over that sawhorse. Want to take you against that wall. Want to lay you out on your kitchen table and taste every inch of you."
Each word sent heat stabbing in my belly. “Do it."
He rocked me with a punishing rhythm, holding me up like I weighed nothing, driving into me until I was mindless with it. When I came this time I screamed, not caring who heard, not caring about anything except the pleasure tearing through me.
He followed moments later, groaning my name against my neck.
We collapsed onto the concrete floor, both breathing hard. I lay with my head on his chest, feeling his heart pound, feeling his release leaking out of me.
"We should probably get up," he said after a while.
"Probably."
But neither of us moved.
I though about Desmond coming home at ten, about the life I'd built with him, about the woman I'd been.
We eventually got up and cleaned ourselves with his rags. I started to put my dress back on but he stopped me.
"Not yet. I want to look at you."
I stood naked in the basement while he sat on the floor and just looked, his eyes tracing every line of my body.
"You're so beautiful," he said. "I could look at you forever."
"Forever's a long time."
"I know."
The weight of that word hung between us. Forever. As if this could be forever. As if I could leave my marriage, leave my life, leave everything for this.
My phone buzzed upstairs. I heard it through the floor, insistent and demanding. Probably Desmond checking in, being the dutiful husband while I stood naked in front of another man with his release still running down my thigh.
I didn't go answer it.
"Come here," Troy said.
I went to him and he pulled me down into his lap. We sat like that for a long time, him running his hands over my skin, me learning the feel of his body under my fingers.
"I should probably actually do some work," he said eventually. "Your husband is paying me for this basement."
The mention of Desmond should have brought reality crashing back. It should have made me feel the weight of what I'd done. Instead I just smiled. "Later. Right now I want you again."
"Madison..."
I silenced him with a kiss, deep and hungry. I felt him harden beneath me and lifted up, positioned him at my entrance, and sank down slowly on him.
This time I was in control. This time I set the pace, riding him slowly, grinding down on him with each stroke, taking my pleasure from his body.
"Fuck," he groaned, his hands on my hips. "You're going to kill me."
"Good way to die though." I kissed him sloppily and greedily.
I rode him until we both came again, slower this time, more languid, not so hard, of course. After, we lay tangled together on the floor, sweaty and satisfied.
My phone buzzed again upstairs.
"You should probably check that," Troy said.
"Later."
"Madison..."
"I don't want to think about him right now. I just want this."
He pulled me closer.
We stayed on the floor until I couldn't ignore the world anymore. Finally I got up and dressed, put myself back together.
Troy watched me, still naked, completely comfortable in his body.
"What time does your husband get home?"
"He said ten."
"And tomorrow?"
"Church. Then his parents for lunch."
"Sunday?"
I thought about the lies I'd have to tell. And about how easy those lies were becoming.
"I could say I'm meeting a friend. I could get a few hours."
"Where?"
"Your place?"
He smiled. "My place."
The idea of it sent excitement through me. His space. His bed. Hours instead of stolen minutes. A real affair.
"Text me your address," I said.
I started for the stairs, then turned back. “And Troy?"
"Yeah?"
"Thank you."
"For what?"
"For really seeing me."
His expression softened. "Always."
Upstairs I checked my phone. There were three missed calls from Desmond and two texts.
Hey, just checking in.
Call me when you get a chance.
I called him back.
"Hey," he said. "Everything okay? You didn't answer."
"Sorry, I was in the shower."
The lie came so easily.
"No problem. Just wanted to let you know I'll definitely be late tonight. This one is taking forever."
"That's fine. I'll see you when you whenever you get home."
"Love you."
The words hung there, waiting for my response.
"See you tonight," I said, and I hung up before he could press.
Through the floor I could hear Troy working, making his sounds of construction, the sounds of a man doing a job while my body still hummed from what we'd done to me.
I went to the bathroom and looked at myself in the mirror. My lips were swollen. My neck had marks. I looked thoroughly taken.
But I looked happy.
I texted Troy.
I can still feel you inside me.
That's where I want to be.
When can we do it again?
How long until your husband gets home?
I checked the time. It was only two. Eight hours until Desmond's earliest possible arrival.
Hours.
Then come back down.
I went back downstairs.
Troy was framing out a closet. He turned when he heard me and set down his tools.
"That was fast."
"I need you again. So sue me.”
“Already?”
"Yes!” I flared my eyes at him.
He crossed to me and kissed me hard. His hands were already working at my dress buttons.
"Where?" he asked.
I looked around the basement at all the surfaces we hadn't used yet.
"The sawhorse. Like you said. I want you to bend me over it."
His eyes went dark. "Fuck, yes ma’am.”
He stripped me quickly and positioned me over the sawhorse, my hands braced on one side, my ass in the air. The position was dirty, degrading, and perfect.
I felt him behind me, felt his hands on my hips.
"You're so wet," he said, his fingers sliding through my folds. "Still full of me from earlier."
"Yes."
"You like that? Like having my come inside you?"
"Yes."
He pushed two fingers inside and I moaned. "You're going to be sore tomorrow."
"I want to be.”
He pulled his fingers out and I felt the head of him at my entrance. In one thrust he filled me completely and I cried out.
"Too much?"
"No. Don't stop."




Chapter 13

He didn't stop. He fucked me hard over that sawhorse, his hands gripping my hips, the sound of skin slapping against skin echoing in the unfinished space.
I came twice before he finished, and when he pulled out I felt his new release dripping down my thighs, obscene and perfect.
We fucked three more times that afternoon, against the wall where he'd first pressed me, on the floor with me on top, riding him while he watched, and bent over the workbench again because I'd liked it so much the first time.
By the time six o'clock rolled around I was sore and satisfied and floating.
"You should go," Troy said, both of us naked on the floor again. "Get yourself together before he comes home."
"I know."
But I didn't move.
"Madison."
"I know, I know." I sat up slowly, wincing. I was definitely going to be sore tomorrow. "I just don't want this to end."
"It's not ending. Tomorrow. Sunday."
I got dressed and went upstairs. My legs shook as I climbed the stairs. Everything ached in the very best way.
I showered and scrubbed away the evidence, put on my robe, started dinner. It was a normal Friday evening routine. Except nothing was normal anymore. Nothing would ever be normal again.
Desmond came home at ten-fifteen. I was reading on the couch, looking perfectly innocent.
"Hey," he said, kissing my forehead. "How was your day?"
"Fine. Quiet. How was the deal?"
"Exhausting. I'm beat." He headed for the stairs. "Coming to bed?"
"In a bit. I want to finish this chapter."
I heard him in the shower, heard him get into bed. I waited until his snores started before going upstairs myself.
I lay beside my husband in the dark and thought about Troy's hands, Troy's mouth, Troy's body inside mine. About how I'd begged for it, loved it, wanted more of it.
And I thought about how tomorrow I'd go to church and pretend to be faithful, would sit beside Desmond and sing hymns and pray, would smile at his parents over lunch and discuss plans for the couples' retreat.
But I would be counting the hours until Sunday when I could be with Troy again.
My phone glowed under my pillow and I pulled it out carefully.
I can still taste you. Still feel you. Still want you.
Tomorrow, I typed back. After church. After his parents. I'll find a way.
I'll be waiting.
I set the phone down and closed my eyes. Desmond's arm was heavy across my waist but I barely felt it. I was already somewhere else, already planning my next lie, my next escape, my next chance to feel alive.
Saturday morning I woke to find Desmond already dressed for church, standing at the closet choosing between two identical ties.
"The blue one," I said from bed.
"You think?" He held it up, examining. "I was leaning toward the gray."
"The blue brings out your eyes."
He smiled at the compliment, chose the blue, and went back to getting ready. I watched him from bed and felt nothing, no guilt, just a mild curiosity about how long I could keep playing this part.
At church I sat beside him in our usual pew. Pastor Williams preached about covenant, about keeping your word before God, about the sanctity of promises made.
"Marriage is a holy bond," he said, his voice booming through the sanctuary. "When we enter into it, we enter into it forever. There is no escape clause. No provision for when it gets difficult or when we're tempted by something that seems more appealing."
I thought about Troy's mouth on me. About riding him on the basement floor. About the way he looked at me like I was precious.
Beside me, Desmond squeezed my hand and I squeezed back automatically.
After the service we drove to his parents' house. His mother had made pot roast, the same meal she made every other Sunday. We sat at the same table, discussed the same topics, existed in the same loop we'd been in for eight years.
"How's the basement coming?" Mr. Patterson asked, carving the roast.
"Very well," Desmond said. "Troy's making excellent progress. Should be done ahead of schedule."
"That's wonderful. You two must be so excited about the retreat."
"We are," I said, the lie smooth and practiced. "It's going to be a beautiful weekend."
Mrs. Patterson smiled at me. "You're such a blessing, Madison. The way you serve, the way you support Desmond in his ministry. It's exactly what a godly wife should be."
I smiled back and thought about how I'd begged another man to come inside me. About how I'd screamed his name. About how I was planning to do it again all day tomorrow.
After lunch, as I helped Mrs. Patterson clear the table, she pulled me aside.
"You seem different lately," she said quietly.
My heart stopped. "Different how?"
"Happier. More relaxed." She smiled. "I think married life is really suiting you now. Sometimes it takes a few years to really settle in."
Relief flooded through me. "Yes. I think you're right."
We finished in the kitchen and rejoined the men. Desmond was discussing the promotion with his father, both of them excited about what it would mean for our future.
At four we finally left. In the car, Desmond turned to me. "I was thinking maybe we could start trying," he said.
"Trying what?"
"For a baby. The promotion means we'll be more financially stable. We have the bigger house now. It seems like the right time."
I stared at him. A baby, a permanent tie to this life, to this marriage, to this version of myself I was trying desperately to shed.
"Can we talk about it later?" I asked. "I'm tired."
"Sure. Of course." He reached over and squeezed my knee. "No rush."
At home he settled in to watch football. I went upstairs and locked myself in the bathroom.
I pulled out my phone.
I need to see you. Tomorrow. Please.
Troy responded immediately.
Already planning on it. What time?
I'll tell him I'm meeting Sarah for coffee. Can be at your place by ten.
I'll be here.
I stared at my reflection in the mirror. Tomorrow I would go to Troy's apartment and I would fully step into this other life, this new version of myself.
Tomorrow I would prepare myself for him properly, not just throwing on a dress and hoping, but really preparing. I would make myself into the kind of woman who appeared in his photos: Beautiful. Feminine. Free.
That evening I told Desmond I needed to run to the drugstore. Instead I drove to the lingerie store in the mall, the one I'd always walked past quickly, eyes averted, thinking it was for a different kind of woman.
Now I was that different kind of woman.
Inside, I wandered through displays of lace and silk, touching fabrics I'd never allowed myself to want. A saleswoman approached, middle-aged and kind.
"Looking for anything special?"
"I want to feel beautiful," I said. Then, more honestly: "I want to feel sexy,” I laughed.
She smiled like she understood exactly what I meant. "Let me help you."
An hour later I walked out with three bags full of black lace, emerald silk, and champagne satin, a garter belt and stockings, a negligee that was barely there. Things Desmond would never see, things I was buying for another man.
At a boutique next door I found a dress, deep red and fitted, nothing like anything in my closet. I bought heels too, higher than I'd ever worn. A delicate gold necklace, too, and earrings that caught the light.
I was building a costume for a new Madison, the one who existed only with Troy.
Sunday morning I woke early and told Desmond I was meeting Sarah for coffee, maybe doing some shopping after.
"That's nice," he said, still half asleep. "Have fun."
I showered and took my time. I shaved everywhere carefully, exfoliated, moisturized. I put on the champagne satin set with the matching garter belt and stockings. The fabric felt like sin against my skin.
Over it I wore the red dress. It hugged my curves, showed my collarbone, made my waist look tiny. I curled my hair in loose waves, did my makeup more dramatically than usual, with mascara, liner, a dark red lip that matched the dress.
The gold necklace settled into the hollow of my throat. The earrings caught the light when I moved my head.
I looked at myself in the mirror and barely recognized the woman staring back. She was beautiful and powerful. She was everything I'd been afraid to be.
I grabbed my purse and headed downstairs. Desmond was making coffee in his pajamas.
He looked up when I entered and his eyes went wide.
"Wow. You look... that's a lot for coffee with Sarah."
"We might go somewhere nice after. Maybe brunch."
"Oh. Okay." He looked uncomfortable, like he wanted to say something but couldn't find the words. "You look really different."
"Different bad?"
"No. Just different. I'm not used to seeing you so..." He gestured vaguely. "Dressed up."
"I felt like making an effort." I kissed his cheek, careful not to leave lipstick. "I'll be back this afternoon."
In the car I checked myself in the rearview mirror one more time. The woman looking back was a stranger, but a beautiful stranger.
I typed Troy's address into my phone and drove across town, my heart hammering the whole way.
He lived in a converted warehouse loft, all exposed brick and huge windows. I took the elevator up, my hands shaking as I knocked on his door.
He opened it and stopped breathing.
"Jesus Christ," he said.
I smiled, feeling like power itself. “Well, can I come in?"
He stepped back wordlessly and I walked past him into the loft. It was exactly what I'd expected. Minimal furniture, artwork on the walls, everything chosen for aesthetics rather than practicality. So different from the carefully curated traditional space I'd created with Desmond.
This was Troy. This was freedom.
I turned to face him and his eyes were still roaming over me, taking in every detail.
"You got so dressed up,” he said.
"I did."
"Why?"
"Because I wanted to. Because I wanted you to see me like this. Beautiful. Choosing to be attractive for you."
He crossed to me slowly.
"You're always beautiful," he said. "But this..." His fingers traced the neckline of my dress. "This is you choosing to be seen."
"I want you to see all of me."
I reached back and unzipped the dress. It fell to the floor in a pool of red silk.
His breath caught. "Fuck, Madison."
I stood in the champagne satin and stockings, the garter belt framing my hips, the heels making my legs look endless. I watched his face as he looked at me, watched desire flood his expression.
“You like?" I asked, even though I could see that he did.
"Like? I want to worship you."
“Well do it, then,” I said, rolling my eyes and shaking my head, letting my hair bounce over my face.




Chapter 14

He dropped to his knees in front of me, his hands running up my stocking-clad legs. When he reached the lace tops he groaned.
"You wore stockings."
"And a garter belt." I turned slowly, letting him see. "And this." I gestured to the satin barely covering me. “You seemed that kind of man.”
His hands traced the straps of the garter belt, followed them down to where they attached to the stockings. "You have no idea what you do to me."
"So show me."
He looked up at me from his knees, this beautiful man worshipping at my feet, and I felt like a goddess.
His hands slid higher, pushing aside the satin to find me already wet. His mouth followed, and I had to brace myself against his shoulders to stay standing in the heels.
"You're soaked," he murmured against me. "All this preparation, all this beautiful lingerie, and you're already desperate for me."
“I’m always desperate for you."
He worked me with his mouth until I was shaking, until I had to grab his hair to stay upright. When I came I cried out his name, not caring who heard, not caring about anything except the pleasure he was giving me.
After, he stood and kissed me deep. I could taste myself on his lips.
"Bedroom?” I said.
He led me through the loft to his bedroom. Floor-to-ceiling windows looked out over the city. The bed was massive, unmade, rumpled sheets speaking of his bachelor life.
I pushed him down onto it and stood at the foot of the bed, letting him look.
"I want to do something for you," I said.
"You don't have to..."
"I want to." I climbed onto the bed and straddled him, still fully dressed in my lingerie. "I want to make you feel as good as you make me feel."
I kissed my way down his body, taking my time, learning every muscle, every scar. When I reached his jeans I unbuttoned them slowly, drawing it out.
"Madison..."
"Let me take care of you."
I freed him from his jeans and took him in my mouth, taking my time, making it good for him. His hands curled in my hair and he groaned my name.
I worked him until he was close, then pulled back.
"Not yet," I said.
I stood and slowly removed the satin, the garter belt, the stockings. Everything except the heels. I stood naked except for the gold necklace and the shoes, and watched his face.
"Keep the heels on," he said, his voice rough.
I climbed back onto the bed and positioned myself over him. Slowly, maintaining eye contact, I sank down onto him.
We both groaned. From this angle he felt impossibly deep, impossibly perfect.
I started to move, taking my pleasure from his body. The heels gave me leverage and I used it, riding him until we were both sweating, both desperate.
"Touch yourself," he said. "I want to watch you."
I brought my hand between my legs and touched myself while I rode him, watching his face while he watched me, both of us caught in this perfect loop of desire.
When I came I clenched around him and he followed immediately, groaning my name, filling me.
After, I collapsed onto his chest. We lay tangled together in his rumpled sheets, both breathing hard.
We made love twice more that morning, once with me bent over the edge of his bed, him driving into me from behind while I watched us in the mirror across the room, and once in his shower, him lifting me against the tile while hot water poured over us both.
At one o'clock I finally forced myself to get dressed. He watched me put myself back together, the lingerie, the dress, the armor I wore to face my other life.
"I hate watching you leave," he said.
"I hate leaving."
"Then don't. Stay. Let me keep you."
I wanted to. God, I wanted to. But there were logistics, consequences, realities I couldn't ignore.
He walked me to the door and kissed me goodbye, deep and possessive.
I drove home in a daze, stopping at a coffee shop to get a latte so I'd have evidence of where I'd been. At home I found Desmond exactly where I'd left him, on the couch watching football.
"How was Sarah?" he asked without looking away from the screen.
"Good. We had a nice time."
"That's good."
I went upstairs and changed into comfortable clothes, washed off my makeup, took down my hair. I put Madison Carver back on like a costume.
But underneath I was still someone else. Under my modest clothes I could still feel Troy's hands between my legs. On my skin I could still smell his scent.
I was living a double life now, split between two versions of myself, and I knew which version I preferred.
That night in bed, Desmond reached for me. His hands on my body felt wrong now, invasive. I let him anyway, closing my eyes and thinking about Troy.
After, Desmond fell asleep. I lay awake staring at the ceiling, counting down the days.
My phone buzzed under my pillow. Of course it was Troy.
Missing you.
Missing you too.
When can I see you again?
I thought about my week, about Desmond's schedule, about how many lies I could tell before someone caught me.
Wednesday. He has late meetings.
My place?
Yes please.
I'll make you dinner. Make it a real date.
A date. The word made my chest ache. When was the last time Desmond had taken me on a date? When was the last time he'd cooked for me, tried to impress me, treated me like someone worth courting instead of someone who simply existed to support him?
I'd like that.
Wear that red dress again. I want to take it off you properly this time.
Heat flooded through me. Okay.
Madison?
Yes?
I'm falling for you. You know that right?
I stared at those words for a long time. Falling for me. Not just wanting me, not just enjoying the sex. Falling.
I know. I'm falling for you too.
Sleep well.
You too.
I set the phone down and looked at Desmond sleeping beside me.
Monday morning I woke up and felt different.v I felt like I'd discovered a secret the rest of the world didn't know.
I could be both. I could be Desmond's dutiful wife and Troy's passionate lover. I could navigate both worlds, keep both versions of myself alive, and nobody would know.
The thought thrilled me.
I made Desmond his breakfast exactly the way he liked it, eggs over easy, wheat toast, orange juice. I wore a modest cardigan and smiled at him over my coffee cup.
"You seem happy this morning," he said.
"I am. I had a good weekend."
"Good." He kissed my forehead. "I like seeing you like this. Settled. Content."
Content. If only he knew.
After he left I changed into a fitted tank top and shorts that showed my legs. I put on the gold necklace Troy had watched me wear. I looked at myself in the mirror and saw both versions existing simultaneously. Wife, lLover. Madison Carver, someone else entirely.
I carried coffee downstairs to the basement.
Troy looked up when he saw me and his eyes went dark.
"Morning baby,” I said.
"Morning." He set down his tools. "You're wearing the necklace."
"I am."
"Come here."
I set down the coffee and went to him. He pulled me close and kissed me, his hands already sliding under my tank top.
"We can't," I said against his mouth. "Not today. Desmond's home early today. Three o'clock."
"Then we have hours."
"Troy..."
"I'll be quick. Please. I haven't stopped thinking about you."
I should have maintained boundaries. But his hands were on my skin and I was already wet.
"Quick, then”, I said.
He bent me over the sawhorse and fucked me fast and hard, both of us gasping. We came within minutes, desperate and fully.
After, I cleaned up quickly and went back upstairs, shaking my head at him, but smiling too. I put myself together and started on my tasks for the day and heard him working below.
At noon I made lunch for when Desmond came home. At two-thirty I changed back into modest clothes. At three, when Desmond walked through the door, I was the perfect wife again, smiling, put together, asking about his day.
"How's the basement coming?" he asked.
"Good. Troy says he'll be done with the electrical this week."
"Excellent. Right on schedule for the retreat."
The retreat, two and a half weeks away now. I smiled and nodded and thought about Troy inside me just hours earlier.
That evening I cooked Desmond's favorite dinner. I listened to him talk about his promotion, his meetings, his plans for our future. I played my role perfectly.
And later, after he fell asleep, I texted Troy.
I can't stop thinking about this morning.
Me neither. Wednesday can't come fast enough.
What are you making me for dinner, lover-boy?
It's a surprise. But I promise you'll like it.
I'm sure I will.
Tuesday I perfected my dual existence. I spent the morning as Troy's lover, quick and desperate in the basement between his work. I spent the afternoon as Desmond's wife, baking cookies for the church bake sale, reviewing seating charts for the retreat.
I was two people existing in one body and I'd never felt more alive.
Wednesday morning I told Desmond I was meeting Sarah for dinner, maybe a movie after.
"Again?" he asked. "You saw her Sunday."
"I know. But we're planning a girls' weekend and want to get the details sorted."
The lies came too easily.
"A girls' weekend? When?"
"Two weekends from now. After your retreat. Sarah's been so stressed with her job. We thought a spa weekend would be nice."
"That sounds good. You deserve it." He kissed my cheek. "Have fun tonight."
I dressed carefully in the red dress, the champagne lingerie underneath. I packed an overnight bag and hid it in my trunk. I told myself I was just being prepared.




Chapter 15

At Troy's loft he opened the door in dark jeans and a button-down, sleeves rolled up. He looked devastating.
"Hi baby,” I said.
"Hi yourself." He pulled me inside and kissed me deep. "You wore the dress."
"I did."
"I've been fantasizing about taking it off you all week."
But first he made me dinner, cooked himself, pasta with homemade sauce, fresh bread, a salad with ingredients he'd picked up that morning.
We ate at his table with candles lit, talking and laughing like this was normal, like this was just another part of my life now.
After dinner he led me to his bedroom. But instead of immediately undressing me, he sat on the edge of the bed and pulled me between his legs.
"I just want to look at you a minute," he said.
"Why?"
"Because you're so beautiful. Because you got dressed up for me."
His hands traced the lines of my dress, the curve of my waist, the swell of my hips. Then slowly, reverently, he unzipped it and let it fall.
His breath caught when he saw the lingerie.
"You wore this for me."
"Always for you."
He stood and undressed me piece by piece, taking his time, making it last. When I was naked except for the necklace, he laid me on his bed and worshipped every inch of me with his mouth.
We made love slowly this time, no desperation, no rush. He moved inside me like he had all the time in the world, like we could exist in this bubble forever.
After, we lay tangled in his sheets.
"Stay a while," he said.
I looked at the clock. It was only nine. I could stay until eleven and still make the movie timeline work.
"Okay. Until eleven."
We made love again, then showered together, then made love once more me on the bathroom counter because we couldn't help ourselves.
At ten-forty-five I forced myself to get dressed. He watched me put myself back together, back into my other life.
"Same time next week?" he asked.
“Yeah. Wednesday nights might become our regular thing."
"I like the sound of that."
I kissed him goodbye and drove home, my body still humming from his touch. I stopped at a gas station to fix up my hair a bit, make it look like I'd actually been at a movie.
At home Desmond was already in bed but still awake.
"How was the movie?" he asked.
"Really good." The lie was nothing. "Sarah and I had a great time planning the spa weekend."
"That's good. When did you say you're going?"
"The weekend after the retreat. We booked a place in the mountains. Two nights."
Another lie. But this one had a plan attached.
"Sounds expensive."
"I'll use money from my account." The account my grandmother had left me.
"Okay. You deserve it. You work so hard for everyone else."
I did work hard and I did deserve this. Deserved to have both lives, both versions of myself.
Thursday and Friday I perfected my routine. Mornings in the basement with Troy, quick and desperate. Afternoons as the dutiful wife, planning the retreat, coordinating with caterers, reviewing schedules.
At night I lay beside Desmond and texted Troy.
The weekend came and I played the perfect church wife. I sat beside Desmond in our pew, smiled at the right people, helped serve coffee after the service.
But Sunday afternoon I told Desmond I needed to pick up supplies for the retreat. Instead I drove to Troy's loft and spent three hours in his bed.
"I've been thinking," he said afterward, both of us naked and tangled together covered in sweat and come.
"About what?"
"About the weekend. The one you're supposedly spending at a spa with Sarah."
"What about it?"
"There's a cabin. About three hours north. My friend owns it but he never uses it. Right on the lake. Completely private." He traced patterns on my hip. “If you wanted to spend that weekend with me instead of actually going to a spa, we could. Cook together. Go hiking. Just be together without watching the clock."
My heart started racing. A whole weekend, just us. No hiding in basements, no quick encounters, no watching the time.
"I do want that," I said.
"Yeah?"
"Yes. Book it. I'll tell Desmond I'm going to the spa. I'll tell Sarah to cover for me if he calls."
"You're sure? I don't want to push you into anything."
"You're not pushing. I want this. I want a weekend where I can just be with you. Where I don't have to split myself in half."
He grinned and pulled me closer. "I'll make it perfect. I promise."
That night I called Sarah. We'd been friends in college but had drifted apart over the years. She'd always thought Desmond was too controlling, had questioned why I'd married him so young.
"Madison? This is a surprise."
"I need a favor."
"Okay?"
"I need you to cover for me. Tell Desmond we're going to a spa weekend together. Two weeks from now."
Silence. Then: "You're having an affair."
“A little bit, maybe?”
"Jesus. Madison, really?"
"Really. And I just need this weekend. Just this one thing for myself."
More silence. Then: "Okay. I'll cover for you."
"Really?"
"Really. I always thought you deserved more than what you have. If you've found something that makes you happy, I'm not going to judge."
Relief flooded through me. "Thank you. Thank you so much."
"Just be careful. And Madison? I hope it's worth it."
"It is."
I hung up and texted Troy.
Sarah's in. The weekend is ours.
Can't wait. Two more weeks.
Two more weeks.
The days blurred together. I split my time between two lives, two versions of myself. With Desmond I was the perfect wife, planning his retreat, supporting his career, playing my role flawlessly.
With Troy I was someone else entirely, passionate, demanding, and free. I learned what I liked in bed, what made me come hardest, what made me beg. I discovered I loved being on top, loved the control. I loved when he talked dirty to me, when he told me exactly what he wanted to do to me.
I bought more lingerie, different colors, different styles. I started wearing it under my modest clothes, a secret armor that reminded me who I really was underneath.
The Thursday before the retreat, Troy and I were in the basement. He'd pushed me against the wall, my legs wrapped around his waist, both of us desperate.
"One more week," he panted. "One more week and we get a whole weekend."
"I can't wait."
"Me neither. I want to wake up with you. Want to make you breakfast. Want to spend all day in bed with you."
We came together and he held me there against the wall, both of us breathing hard.
“I want this. I want you like this."
He kissed me softly. "Then that's what we'll have. I'm not asking for more than you can give."
"Thank you."
"For what?"
"For understanding. For not pressuring me. For letting me have this exactly the way I need it."
He set me down gently. "I just want you to be happy."
"I am. Happier than I've been in years."
And I was. I had everything. The security of my marriage, the respect of my community, and the passion I'd been missing. I could be both women. I could have both lives.
I just had to keep them separate.
Friday morning Desmond reviewed the final schedule for the retreat. Thirty couples were arriving Friday evening, with sessions all day Saturday, and closing Sunday morning.
"I'm so grateful for all your help with this," he said. "I couldn't have done it without you."
"Of course. That's what I'm here for."
And I meant it. This was my role, my responsibility. Being Desmond's wife mattered. I wasn't going to abandon that.
I was just going to have Troy too.
Troy came over that afternoon for the final basement inspection. The space was finished, perfect, ready for the weekend.
Desmond walked him through, pointing out details, discussing the quality of the work.
"You've done an amazing job," Desmond said. “Everything we could have wanted.”
"Thanks. It was a good project." Troy's eyes found mine across the room. "I enjoyed it."
"Well, we'll definitely recommend you to friends."
After Desmond went back upstairs to make calls, Troy pulled me into the basement one last time.
"The basement's done," he said. "So I won't have a reason to come here anymore."
My stomach dropped. "I know."
"But we'll still have Wednesday nights. And that weekend. And whatever else we can figure out."
"Yeah.”
He kissed me softly. "This doesn't end just because the basement's finished."
"No. It doesn't."
"Good." He pulled me closer. "Because I'm not ready to give this up."
"Me neither."
We made love one last time on that basement floor, slower this time, savoring it, the space where everything had started, the space where I'd discovered this other version of myself.
When we finished, I looked around at the completed basement, at the walls that had witnessed my transformation, at the floor that had held us while I became someone new.
"Thank you," I said.
"For what?"
"For this. For showing me I could be more than just one thing."
He smiled and tucked a strand of hair behind my ear. "You showed yourself. I just let you see it."
I went upstairs, to find Desmond, back to being Mrs. Carver. I waved at him from outside his office. Good boy. The retreat weekend loomed ahead. Thirty couples, two days of playing the perfect hostess, the perfect wife.
And then my weekend with Troy, my reward for maintaining the balance, my escape into the other life.
I could do this. I could be both women. I could have everything.
The couples' retreat weekend arrived and I stepped into my role with ease.
Friday evening I stood beside Desmond at the front door, greeting couples as they arrived. I wore a navy dress, modest and appropriate, my hair pulled back in a neat bun, pearl earrings Desmond's mother had given me, and sensible flats.
"Welcome," I said warmly to Jim and Carol, taking their coats. "We're so glad you're here."
"Madison, the house looks beautiful," Carol said, admiring the foyer. "You've outdone yourself."
"Thank you. I just want everyone to feel at home."
I showed them to their room, made sure they had fresh towels, pointed out where they could find coffee in the morning. I was the perfect hostess, attentive and organized. Exactly what everyone expected from Desmond's wife.
Downstairs, thirty couples gathered in the finished basement, the space Troy had built. I looked at the walls and remembered his hands on me, remembered being bent over the workbench, remembered screaming his name.
Now it was filled with folding chairs and coffee stations and couples discussing Scripture.
The duality made me dizzy.
"Madison, could you help me with the refreshments?" Susan asked.
"Of course."
I spent the evening serving cookies, refilling coffee, making sure everyone was comfortable. I smiled at the right moments during Desmond's opening talk about strengthening marriages through faith. I nodded when he mentioned the importance of putting your spouse first, of honoring your vows.
But I thought about Troy's cock inside me just yesterday morning. About how I'd ridden him in his bed, my hair wild, my voice hoarse from screaming. About how he'd gripped my hips and called me perfect.
"Are you alright?" Desmond whispered during a break.
"Fine. Just tired."
He kissed my temple. "You're doing great. Everyone's so impressed."
That night I lay in bed beside Desmond. My phone buzzed under my pillow.
Troy: Missing you.
Missing you too.
What are you wearing?
I looked down at my modest nightgown, high-necked and cotton.
Nothing you'd want to see.
I want to see everything. Always.
Tomorrow night.
I'll be waiting.
Saturday was endless. Sessions on communication, on intimacy, on keeping Christ at the center of your marriage. I sat beside Desmond and took notes, participated in discussions, shared insights about maintaining a strong partnership.
"Madison and I have found that daily prayer together really strengthens our bond," Desmond said during one session.
I nodded and smiled. We did pray together. Every morning. And every afternoon I texted Troy explicit descriptions of what I wanted him to do to my body.




Chapter 16

During lunch I helped serve sandwiches, chatted with the wives about recipes and decorating tips and the challenges of supporting our husbands' careers.
"You make it look so easy," Jennifer said. "Being the perfect wife."
"It's not always easy," I said honestly. "But it's worth it."
And it was worth it. Worth it to have the security, the respect, the structure. Worth it so I could also have Troy.
In the kitchen, refilling coffee, I caught my reflection in the window. Hair still perfectly pinned. Makeup subtle. Dress pressed and proper.
I thought about the emerald lingerie hidden in my drawer. About the red dress hanging in the back of my closet. About the woman who wore those things, who transformed in Troy's presence.
Both women were me. Both women were real.
That afternoon Pastor Williams led a session on temptation, on resisting desires that pulled you away from your marriage, from your faith.
"The enemy wants to destroy your covenant," he said. "He'll use attraction, curiosity, the allure of something new. But we must remain steadfast. We must remember our vows."
I sat perfectly still, my face composed, while my phone buzzed in my pocket.
Troy: Three more hours until I can see you.
I know. I'm counting.
What do you want me to do to you?
My face stayed calm while I typed under the table.
Everything. I want you to do everything to me.
Sunday morning we had a closing service. Couples renewed their vows and recommitted to each other. Desmond and I stood before everyone and repeated the words we'd said eight years ago.
"To have and to hold, from this day forward, for better or worse, for richer or poorer, in sickness and in health, to love and to cherish, until death do us part."
I said the words and meant them. I did love Desmond, in my way. I did cherish this life we'd built.
I just also had Troy.
By noon everyone had left. I walked through the house collecting coffee cups, folding chairs, putting things back in order. Desmond collapsed on the couch, exhausted.
"That went so well," he said. "Everyone was so blessed."
"I'm glad."
"You were amazing this weekend. Perfect."
"Thank you."
"I'm going to take a nap. I'm beat."
He went upstairs and I heard him hit the bed within minutes. I cleaned the kitchen, started laundry, moved through my routines.
At three o'clock I texted Troy.
He's asleep. Can I come over for a few hours?
Please.
I changed quickly. I stripped off the modest dress and put on tight jeans and a fitted top. I let my hair down from its bun, running my fingers through it until it fell in waves around my shoulders. I applied eyeliner, mascara, the dark red lipstick. I sprayed perfume.
I looked in the mirror and watched Madison Carver disappear and watched someone else emerge.
At Troy's loft I knocked once before he pulled me inside, his mouth on mine before the door even closed.
"God, I missed you," he groaned against my lips.
"It's only been two days."
"Two days too long."
He backed me against the wall, his hands already working at my jeans. I was wet before he even touched me, had been wet all weekend thinking about this moment.
"Tell me about it," he said, his fingers sliding inside my jeans. "Tell me about playing perfect wife while thinking about my cock."
"I thought about you the whole time." I arched into his touch. "Thought about this while I served coffee. While I smiled at everyone. While I renewed my vows."
He groaned and captured my mouth again. "That's so fucking dirty."
"I know."
He stripped me efficiently, my clothes hitting the floor in a trail to his bedroom. When I was naked he stepped back and looked at me.
"Your hair," he said. "I love it down like this. Wild."
I ran my fingers through it, tousling it more. "You make me wild."
"I want you wild. Want you screaming. Want you completely uninhibited."
He laid me on his bed and I pulled up my knees and spread my legs for him without hesitation. This version of me, this woman, she knew what she wanted and how to ask for it.
"I want your mouth," I said.
"Tell me where."
"Everywhere. Start at my breasts and work your way down."
He did exactly as I asked, his mouth worshipping every inch of me. When he finally reached between my legs I was already shaking.
"Please," I begged. "I need to come."
He worked me with his tongue and fingers until I shattered, my hands curling in his hair, my back arched off the bed. I came harder than I had in weeks, the release of maintaining my facade all weekend flooding out of me.
Before I could catch my breath I pushed him onto his back and straddled him.
“Your turn," I said.
I sank down onto him slowly, watching his face as I took him inch by inch. His hands gripped my hips but I controlled the pace, controlled everything.
"Fuck, Madison," he groaned.
I started to move, slow at first, then faster. I loved this. Loved being on top, loved the power, loved watching him fall apart beneath me.
"Touch yourself," he said. "I want to watch."
I brought my hand between my legs and touched myself while I rode him, my hair falling around my shoulders, my other hand braced on his chest.
"You're so fucking beautiful like this," he said. "Wild and free.”
"This is what I want. You. This. Being this version of myself."
I rode him harder, chasing my second orgasm. When it hit I threw my head back and cried out, not caring who heard, completely lost in the pleasure.
He followed moments later, groaning my name, his fingers digging into my hips.
I collapsed onto his chest, both of us breathing hard.
"How long can you stay?" he asked.
I checked the time. "Maybe one hour. Then I need to get back before he wakes up."
"Then we better make the most of it."
We made love twice more in that hour, once in his shower with me pressed against the tile and once bent over his couch because we couldn't make it back to the bedroom.
By the time I left I was thoroughly satisfied, my body loose and sated.
In my car I fixed my makeup, pulled my hair back into a ponytail. I put Madison Carver back on like a costume.
At home Desmond was just waking up, groggy and rumpled.
"Where were you?" he asked.
"Grocery store. We're completely out of everything after this weekend."
"Oh. Thanks for doing that. I'm still exhausted."
"Why don't you relax? I'll make dinner."
I cooked while he watched television, my body still alive from Troy's touch. Under my modest clothes I was sore. Between my legs I could still feel the pound of him.
That night in bed, Desmond laid on me. I let him, closing my eyes and thinking about Troy, about how different it felt, how much more alive I felt in Troy's bed.
Desmond finished quickly and rolled away, already falling asleep.
I lay awake and counted the days until my weekend with Troy. Five more days. Five more days of being Mrs. Carver before I could be myself again.
I set the phone down and stared at the ceiling. Two lives. Two versions of myself. Both real. And both necessary.
Monday morning I was up at six, making Desmond's breakfast, dressed in a cardigan and slacks. We discussed his week, his meetings, his plans for the promotion.
"I'm really proud of how the retreat went," he said. "Everyone's been texting about what a great time they had."
"I'm so glad."
"You really are the perfect partner. I don't know what I'd do without you."
He left for work and I immediately changed into a tank top and shorts and let my hair down and put on the gold necklace.
I made coffee and waited.
But no truck pulled into the driveway. No Troy came in the basement.
The realization hit me. The basement was finished. He had no reason to come back here anymore.
I felt the loss like a physical ache.
But Wednesday was coming. Wednesday I'd go to his place. And this weekend I'd have each other for two whole days.
I could wait. I'd gotten good at waiting. Good at compartmentalizing. Good at being two different people.
Tuesday I went to lunch with the church ladies. We discussed the retreat, planned the next bake sale, coordinated schedules for the food bank.
"You're glowing lately," Susan said. "Marriage must really be agreeing with you."
"It is," I said, which wasn't entirely a lie. Marriage gave me security, structure, purpose. Troy gave me passion, freedom, pleasure.
I needed both.
That afternoon I went shopping. I bought black lace this time, with a matching garter belt. I bought a dress in deep purple, fitted and feminine. I bought heels too.
At home I hid everything in the back of my closet. My secret wardrobe. The clothes for my other life.
Wednesday morning I told Desmond I had errands to run, maybe lunch with Sarah.
"Again?" he asked mildly.
"We're finalizing plans for the spa weekend."
"Right. That's this weekend, isn't it?"
My heart skipped. "Yes."
"You deserve it. A weekend to relax."
If only he knew.
I dressed carefully. The purple dress, the black lace underneath. I curled my hair, did my makeup, put on the heels.
When I looked in the mirror I saw her. The other Madison. Wild and free, Troy said.
At Troy's loft he opened the door and his eyes went dark.
"Purple," he said.
"You like it?"
"I love it. Come here."
I stepped inside and he pulled me close, his hands immediately finding the zipper.
"Wait," I said. "You promised me dinner."
"Dinner can wait."
"No. I want dinner. I want you to feed me. I want to sit across from you and talk. I want the full Troy experience."
He smiled and kissed me softly. "Okay. Dinner first."
He'd made risotto, creamy and perfect, with wine that made my head pleasantly fuzzy. We ate and talked about everything and nothing, about his latest project, about a book I was reading, about plans for the weekend.
"I found this hiking trail near the cabin," he said. "Supposed to have incredible views."
"I don't really hike."
"Then we'll go slow. Take our time. I just want to be outside with you. Want to see you in nature, with the sun in your hair."
The image made my chest ache. "That sounds perfect."
After dinner he took his time undressing me, revealing the black lace piece by piece.
"You wore this for me," he said, his voice reverent.
"Always for you."
We made love slowly, thoroughly. He worshipped my body and I felt beautiful under his gaze.
After, we lay tangled in his sheets.
"I like having both," I said quietly.
"Both what?"
"Both lives. Both versions of myself. Does that make me terrible?"
He kissed my shoulder. "It makes you human, I guess. Makes you someone figuring out what they need."
"I need this. I need you. But I also need the other part. The structure. The security."
"I know. I'm not asking you to choose."
"Thank you."
"For what?"
"For understanding. For not pushing. For letting me have this exactly how I need it."
He pulled me closer. "I just want you happy. However that looks."
We made love again before I had to leave, slow and languid. I dressed reluctantly, putting my other self back on.
"Four more days," he said. "Then we get each other for a whole weekend."
"I can't wait."




Chapter 16

At home Desmond asked about my errands. I told him about shopping I hadn't done, lunch I hadn't eaten.
The lies were part of it now, part of maintaining both worlds.
Thursday and Friday I played the perfect wife. I cleaned, I cooked, I managed our home. I smiled at neighbors, chatted with church ladies, maintained my reputation.
And I counted the hours until Saturday morning.
Friday night I packed my bag carefully. Practical clothes for the cover story - yoga pants, comfortable sweaters. Hidden underneath - the lingerie, the dresses, the heels. Two different wardrobes for two different lives.
"Have a great time at the spa," Desmond said Saturday morning, kissing my forehead. "You deserve a weekend of relaxation."
"Thank you. I'll miss you."
And part of me would. Part of me would miss the comfort of our routine, the ease of our partnership.
But a bigger part couldn't wait to get in my car and drive to Troy to spend two whole days being the other Madison, the real one.
I drove north with the windows down, my hair whipping in the wind. My phone buzzed. Troy.
Where are you?
About a minute away.
Can't wait.
I smiled and pressed the accelerator harder.
When I pulled in tomeet him, he was already down, leaning against his Porsche in jeans and a white t-shirt, sunglasses on. He looked like something out of a magazine.
I parked and got out, suddenly nervous.
"Hey babe,” I said.
"Hey yourself." He crossed over to me and pulled me into a kiss, right there in the parking lot where anyone could see. "Ready for two days of absolutely nothing serious?"
"God, yes."
I grabbed my bag and he put it in his trunk. When I slid into the passenger seat of the Porsche, the leather was warm from the sun.
“Leave the top down?" he asked.
"Absolutely."
We pulled onto the highway, the engine roaring, the wind tearing at my hair.
I pulled the elastic from my ponytail and let my hair fly free. I tilted my head back and laughed at the pure joy of it.
"There she is," Troy said, glancing over at me.
"Who?"
"My favorite version of you. Wild and ready to have fun."
I reached over and put my hand on his thigh, much higher than appropriate. Possessive-like.
"I'm here to have the best weekend of my life."
His hand covered mine, moved it higher still. "That's the plan."
I looked around. The highway was mostly empty, trees blurring past on either side.
"Pull over at the next rest stop," I said.
"Why?"
"Because I want you and I don't want to wait."
He grinned and pressed the accelerator. "There's one in two miles."
We barely made it into the parking lot before I was unbuckling my seatbelt. The rest stop was nearly empty, just a couple of semis parked far away.
I straddled him immediately, my hands already working at his belt.
"Someone might see," he said, but his hands were already sliding under my skirt.
"I don't care."
I freed him from his jeans and pulled my underwear aside, sinking down onto him with a gasp. The windows were tinted but not that tinted. Anyone walking by would know exactly what we were doing.
"Fuck," he groaned. "You're so wet."
"I've been wet since I left the house. Been thinking about this all week."
I rode him hard and fast, both of us desperate. When I came I bit his shoulder to muffle my cry. He followed moments later, his hands gripping my hips hard enough to bruise.
After, we caught our breath in the cramped seat, both laughing.
"We're terrible people," I said.
“But the best kind of terrible."
I climbed back into my seat and he continued driving, his hand on my thigh the whole time.
"So what's the plan for this weekend?" I asked.
"Eat amazing food. Drink expensive wine. Have as much sex as humanly possible."
"Absolutely perfect."
We drove for another hour, talking and laughing, the conversation easy and light. No heavy discussions about feelings or futures. Just fun.
When we finally pulled up to the cabin I gasped.
It sat right on the lake, all windows and natural wood, completely isolated.
"It's beautiful," I said.
"Wait until you see inside."
The interior was stunning. Floor-to-ceiling windows overlooking the water, a huge stone fireplace, and upstairs, a bedroom with a bed that faced the lake.
"We're going to have so much fun in here," he said, pulling me close.
We unpacked and then drove into the small town nearby for dinner. He took me to a restaurant that was clearly expensive, the kind of place I never went.
"Order whatever you want," he said. "Tonight we're living like we're rich and reckless."
I ordered duck confit and a glass of wine that cost thirty dollars. The food was exquisite, rich and complex, each bite making me close my eyes in pleasure.
"You like it," Troy said, watching me.
"I love it. I never eat like this."
"You should. Life's too short for boring food."
After dinner we walked through the town, stopping in a wine bar for more drinks. We sat outside, people-watching and laughing at everything and nothing.
"This is exactly what I needed," I said. "No responsibilities. No expectations. Just this."
"Just fun," he agreed, raising his glass to mine.
We finished our drinks and walked back to the car. In the parking lot I pushed him against the Porsche and kissed him hard, my hands already reaching for his belt.
"Not here," he said, laughing. "We have a perfectly good cabin five minutes away."
"I don't want to wait five minutes."
"Too bad. I have plans for you that require a bed and privacy."
He drove us back and we barely made it inside before our clothes were flying. We made love on the couch, then stumbled upstairs to the bed where we went again, slower this time.
After, we lay tangled together, the windows open, the sound of the lake outside.
"I could do this every weekend," I said.
"Expensive dinners and great sex? Who couldn't?"
"Exactly. No complications. Just pleasure."
"That's all this needs to be," he said, running his fingers through my hair. "Just two people who enjoy each other."
"Perfect."
We fell asleep wrapped around each other, satisfied and content.
Sunday morning we woke up late. He made breakfast while I lounged in bed wearing nothing but his shirt. We ate on the deck overlooking the lake.
"What do you want to do today?" he asked.
"Everything. I want to pack as much fun into today as possible."
We went for a hike on a trail near the cabin. I wasn't dressed for it, but I didn't care. We found a secluded spot with a view and made love against a tree, both of us laughing at the absurdity and thrill of it.
"We're like teenagers," I said afterward.
"Better. We're adults with no supervision."
We drove into town for lunch at a cafe with outdoor seating. We ate decadent sandwiches and shared a dessert that was pure chocolate and cream.
"I'm going to gain ten pounds this weekend," I said.
"Worth it though."
"Absolutely worth it."
We spent the afternoon back at the cabin, making love in every room, on the kitchen counter, in the shower, against those huge windows overlooking the lake.
By evening we were both exhausted. We ordered pizza and ate it on the couch, too tired to do anything but laugh about our day.
"We should do this more often."
"Once a month?" he suggested. "You find a weekend, I'll find a place."
"Deal."
That night we made love one more time, slower than before. Monday morning came and I felt the change. It was time to go back.
"Same time next month?" he asked as we packed.
"Definitely. And Wednesday nights."
"Always Wednesday nights."
We drove back mostly talking about nothing important, about restaurants we wanted to try, places we could escape to, things we wanted to do together.
When we got back, he pulled me close.
"This was fun," he said.
"The best."
"See you Wednesday?"
"Absolutely."
He kissed me goodbye and I got in my car, already changing back into my other role, hair in a ponytail, modest clothes. Mrs. Carver.
At home Desmond was on the couch watching football.
“Hey, how was the spa?" he asked.
"Amazing. Really relaxing."
"You look refreshed."
I did feel refreshed. And satisfied. I was ready to slip back into my routine knowing I had Wednesday to look forward to, and another weekend escape next month.
That night I unpacked in the bathroom, hiding the lingerie and dresses in the back of my closet. I looked at myself in the mirror and smiled.
I had both lives, both versions of myself. And I was going to enjoy every minute of both.
My phone buzzed.
Troy: Already planning next month. There's this hotel in the city with an incredible restaurant.
Can't wait. Wednesday?
Definitely Wednesday. You, me, my bed?
I laughed and typed back.
Sounds perfect.
I set the phone down and went to bed beside Desmond, my body still pleasantly sore, my mind already counting down to Wednesday.




Chapter 17

Three months later I stood in the copy room at Desmond's office Christmas party, refilling the paper tray in the printer. The room smelled like toner and pine from the tree in the lobby. Someone had strung tinsel around the ceiling tiles.
A woman I didn't recognize came in for copies, younger than me, wearing a sensible cardigan and modest dress. She had a ring on her left finger, small and new.
"Excuse me," she said, reaching past me for paper.
I stepped aside and watched her fumble with the tray, nervous and careful. She reminded me of someone, of a version of myself I barely recognized anymore.
"First office party?" I asked.
"Is it that obvious?" She blushed. "My fiancé works here. We just got engaged three months ago."
"Congratulations."
"Thank you. Everyone's been so kind. His coworkers, their wives. Everyone keeps telling me how lucky I am." She looked down at her ring. "We're getting married in seven months."
Seven months. I remembered seven months. I remembered standing in rooms like this one, clutching file folders like shields, thinking I knew exactly who I was and who I'd always be.
"That's wonderful," I said.
"I'm a little nervous, honestly. About being a wife. About doing everything right. Everyone seems to have such high expectations."
I looked at her, this young woman on the edge of becoming someone's wife, someone's example, someone's cautionary tale or success story.
"Can I tell you something?" I asked.
"Of course."
"You're going to be fine. Better than fine. You'll figure out exactly what you need."
"Really?"
"Really. You might surprise yourself."
She smiled, relieved. "Thank you. I needed to hear that."
She finished with the copier and left, and I stood there in that small room, in that tight space.
My phone buzzed in my pocket.
What are you wearing under that dress?
I smiled and typed back.
The emerald set. The one you love.
Fuck. How long until you can leave?
Two hours. Then I'm all yours, baby.
I slipped the phone back in my pocket and smoothed my dress, the modest navy one that Desmond's mother had complimented earlier. Under it, emerald lace and stockings that no one here would ever see.
I walked back out to the party. Desmond stood by the punch bowl talking to his colleagues about the promotion he'd gotten, about his plans for the new position, about how grateful he was for his supportive wife.
I joined him and he put his arm around my waist, proprietary and comfortable.
"There she is. Madison was just telling me she thinks we should host the next office party at our house. The basement renovation turned out so well."
"That would be lovely," I said, smiling at the circle of faces.
"Madison's an incredible hostess," someone's wife said. "You're so lucky, Desmond."
"I know. Best decision I ever made."
He squeezed my waist and I leaned into him, playing my part perfectly, the good wife, the supportive partner, the woman everyone expected me to be, just like the soon-to-be newlywed.
But nder my dress, the emerald lace reminded me of who else I was.
Later, after the party, I told Desmond I was meeting Sarah for drinks. He kissed my forehead and told me to have fun, to be safe, to text him when I got home.
I drove across town with my hair still pinned up, my makeup still modest. But with each mile I felt the change happening inside me, felt Mrs. Carver receding and the other person emerging.
At Troy's loft I didn't bother knocking. I had a key now, had for two months.
He was waiting in the bedroom, and the smile on his face when he saw me made my stomach flip.
"Let me see," he said.
I unbuttoned my dress slowly, letting it fall to reveal the emerald lace underneath.
His eyes went wide. "Perfect."
"You like it?"
"I love it. Come here."
I went to him and he pulled me close, his hands already working at the hooks and clasps.
We made love with the city lights glittering outside his windows, and I felt free, wild, completely myself in a way I never felt anywhere else.
After, he said, “What are you thinking about?"
"About a girl I met tonight. Just engaged. Nervous about becoming a wife."
"What did you tell her?"
"That she'd figure out what she needed."
He ran his fingers through my hair, loose now, and wild. "Good advice."
"I hope so."
My phone buzzed on the nightstand. Desmond.
Get there safe?
I typed back quickly.
Just got here.
I set the phone down and turned back to Troy.
“You ready for round two, lover?” he asked.
"Always ready.”
We made love again, and then once more in his shower, and I didn't leave until midnight, didn't slip back into my car and my other life until I absolutely had to.
At home I crept into bed beside Desmond, who was already asleep and snoring softly. I lay in the dark and thought about that girl in the copy room, about who she'd become in seven months, in a year, in eight years.
I thought about the promises she'd make and whether she'd keep them. About the version of herself she'd build and whether it would be enough.
I thought about whether she'd find her own Troy, her own emerald lace, her own second life.
And you know what? I hoped she would. I hoped she'd discover what I'd discovered, that you didn't have to choose. That you could be both the good wife and the wild woman. That you could stand in a copy room at an office party and know exactly who you were underneath the plain cardigan. That you could hold two truths at once: the vows you'd made and the person you'd become.
You could be terrified and exhilarated in equal measure, and that was okay. That was being alive.
My phone buzzed one more time.
Next Wednesday?
I smiled in the dark, Desmond's arm across my waist, the taste of wine still on my lips, my body still humming from Troy's touch.
Next Wednesday, I typed back. Always next Wednesday.
I set the phone down and closed my eyes.
I wasn't the woman I'd been in that copy room eight years ago, clutching a file folder like a shield, thinking I knew what my life would be.
I was someone different now. Someone better.
I was someone who'd learned that the promises you make to yourself matter just as much as the ones you make to other people.
I was someone who'd found a way to have everything. And I had no regrets, not one.
I fell asleep smiling, already counting down to Wednesday.
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