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From the Author

This series is where I came back to myself as an author.

I hadn't written fiction in years. Not seriously. The reasons don't matter much now. Life, doubt, the particular paralysis that sets in when you've been away from something long enough that returning feels like admitting something. What matters is that the Shared Wives series was the door back in.

You'll notice the seams if you look for them. Shorter chapters in some books, longer in others. A voice that's still finding its footing in the early pages and settles into something more assured as the series grew. I've left those imperfections intact. They're part of the record.

What surprised me was how much this particular subject matter demanded honesty. You can't write about desire, vulnerability, and the strange courage it takes to say I want this without reaching for something real. Every couple in these pages is asking a version of the same question: what are we willing to become for each other? That question kept me honest when I might otherwise have hidden behind craft.

Each of these five stories sits at a different point in the Shared Wives series, though all of them stand alone. Sharing Sarah is about reclaiming a self that was quietly surrendered. Sharing Vivian is about what lives beneath a perfect surface. Sharing Rachel is about the question that cracks a marriage open and finds something stronger underneath. Sharing Jessica leans into the body as a site of transformation. Sometimes you learn who you are by doing before you understand. Sharing Samantha let me play, and after years away from the page, play turned out to be exactly what I needed.

As always, we've compressed what would take longer in real life. We've idealized, accelerated, softened the rougher edges. Fiction earns that license. But the emotional core of each story felt true to me as I wrote it, and I hope it feels true to you as you read.

Take what resonates. Leave what doesn't.

Thanks for reading, and for waiting while I found my way back.

Love Always,

[image: Raven Signature]

Sharing Jessica

From the Author

Some people told me Sharing Cassie didn't have enough sex.


Fair enough.

One of the joys of this work is getting feedback that challenges me to stretch in different directions. Sharing Jessica leans more into the physical side of opening a relationship. There are more encounters, more exploration, the psychology is expressed through action rather than introspection.

Brian and Jessica's journey is just as real as Teddy and Cassie's from Sharing Cassie. Sometimes relationships transform through intense physical experiences rather than careful psychological excavation. Sometimes you learn who you are by doing the thing, not by talking about doing the thing first.

The cruise ship setting gave me permission to compress time and accelerate their exploration in ways that felt earned. Seven days. Multiple partners. A contained environment where normal rules don't quite apply. It's fantasy, yes, but grounded in the emotional reality of two people trying to save their marriage through radical honesty.

As many of you know, Alexandra and I are transparent about the fact that we enjoy many of the activities we write about. The experiences in these pages come from understanding what it means to navigate desire, jealousy, and connection in non-traditional ways.

But this isn't an instruction manual. In reality, Jessica's and Brian's transformations would take months, if not years. Sexual health conversations would happen. Boundaries would be tested and renegotiated repeatedly. We've compressed and idealized for the sake of story. Real life requires more patience, more communication, and more caution than fiction does.

I write different stories for different reasons. Both approaches are valid ways of exploring relationship dynamics. Bodies can communicate what words can't.

As always, take what resonates. Let these stories mean what they need to mean for you.

Thanks for reading.

Love Always,
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Chapter 1


Brian watched his wife kiss another man at the pool bar and waited for the rage that didn’t come.

The stranger’s hand rested on Jessica’s lower back, fingers spread across the skin her bikini didn’t cover. She leaned into him, laughing at something he’d said, her hand on his chest. When she tilted her face up and their lips met, Brian’s heart hammered, but not with anger.

The kiss was deepening now. Brian could see the stranger’s tongue sliding into Jessica’s mouth, her lips parting eagerly. She’d kissed him like that plenty of times. On their third date, the night he proposed, the honeymoon, and hundreds of other times. But barely at all in the last year.

Jessica’s eyes opened and found his across the pool deck. She didn’t pull away from the kiss. Instead, she winked—their signal.

Brian stood on unsteady legs and walked to their suite on the tenth deck, one of the ones with the sex swing and Velcro cuffs at each corner of the bed. As discussed, he sat in the chair positioned across from the bed and waited. His mouth was dry. The ship swayed gently, but the movement in his stomach had nothing to do with the ocean.

The door opened five minutes later. Jessica walked in first, the stranger’s mouth already on her neck, his hands gripping her ass cheeks and bikini bottoms.

“That’s my husband,” Jessica said casually as they tumbled onto the bed. “You can talk later if you want.”

The man looked over and grinned. “You’re a lucky man. I’m Derek.” Then he buried his face between Jessica’s breasts, unhooking her bikini top with practiced ease.

Brian sat in his chair, rock-hard and paralyzed, thinking, How the hell did we get here?

Derek’s mouth moved across Jessica’s breasts, taking his time. She arched beneath him, her hands in his hair. When he bit gently at her nipple, she gasped and pulled him closer.

Brian watched Derek work his way down Jessica’s belly, kissing and licking. Jessica spread her legs wider, eager. When Derek’s mouth found her, she cried out and grabbed the headboard.

From his angle, Brian could see everything—Derek’s tongue moving, Jessica’s hips rolling up to meet him. Her free hand gripped the sheets. Her chest was flushed pink, rising and falling rapidly.

When she came, it was loud and long, her thighs clamping around Derek’s head. Derek kept going until she pushed him away, oversensitive.

Jessica sat up, pushing Derek onto his back. She kissed him deeply then moved down to take him in her mouth. Brian watched her work enthusiastically, her head bobbing, her hand stroking in rhythm.

***

Six Weeks Earlier…

“I think we need to try something different,” Jessica said.

Dr. Montoya’s office had that peculiar stillness that came with difficult admissions. Brian stared at the abstract painting behind the therapist’s head—swirls of blue and gray that looked like storms or maybe just nothing at all.

“Different how?” Dr. Montoya asked.

Jessica pulled out her phone, swiping to a bookmarked page. “There’s this cruise line. They cater to … alternative lifestyles. Couples who want to explore opening their relationship.”

Brian’s stomach dropped. “You want to swing?”

“I want to stop feeling like a museum piece you’re afraid to touch.” Her voice was steady, but her hands shook slightly. “Every time we try to have sex, you look at me like you’re corrupting me all over again. Like you’re remembering that twenty-six-year-old virgin and feeling guilty about what you’ve done to her.”

“That’s not—”

“It is, though. You told me about those thirty-four women then immediately started treating me like I was too pure for what you really wanted.”

Dr. Montoya intervened, “Jessica, let’s let Brian respond. Do you believe there is any truth to that?”

He rubbed his face. “Maybe. When we met, she’d never even given a blowjob. And I’d done … everything. Groups, clubs, and some other stuff I’m not proud of. Now when I look at her, I think about how I’ve changed her. It sounds stupid—I know it sounds stupid—but I feel like I corrupted something.”

“I’m thirty-one years old,” Jessica said quietly. “I’m not corrupted. I’m just not satisfied.”

***

Brian watched Jessica’s head bob up and down, taking Derek deeper with each stroke. He heard her gag slightly when she took too much, but she didn’t pull back. Her hand worked the base while her mouth handled the rest. Derek’s hands tangled in her hair, not forcing but guiding.

She pulled off, catching her breath, then stood and peeled off her bikini bottoms—the last piece of her clothing between them.

Derek sat up and stripped off his swim trunks quickly, tossing them aside.

“How do you want me?” Jessica asked.

Derek positioned himself behind Jessica, gripping her hips. When he pushed inside, she gasped and braced herself on the bed. They found a rhythm quickly, Derek driving deep while Jessica pushed back to meet him.

Brian watched his wife’s breasts bounce with each thrust, the way they moved in circles when Derek picked up the pace. Her face was turned to the side, mouth open, eyes closed. She was making small sounds with each thrust—not fake porn moans but real, involuntary gasps of pleasure.

Derek’s hands moved from her hips to her shoulders, pulling her back against him. The angle changed and Jessica cried out, her hands fisting in the sheets. Brian could see the flush spreading down her chest, the sheen of sweat on her lower back.

“Fuck,” Jessica breathed. “Right there. Don’t stop.”

Her wedding ring caught the light as she gripped the headboard, the only reminder of the husband sitting six feet away. Derek maintained that angle, that rhythm, for several minutes. Jessica’s sounds grew louder, more urgent, but the peak stayed just out of reach. Still, she was genuinely enjoying herself, lost in the pure physical pleasure of being fucked well.

Derek’s pace increased, his breathing getting ragged. Jessica reached back to touch his hip, encouraging him. When he came, he pulled her tight against him, groaning. They stayed frozen for a moment before he released her and she collapsed forward onto the bed.

They lay tangled on the bed for a minute, both catching their breath. Derek rolled onto his back, running a hand through his hair.

“Do you need anything else?” he asked Jessica. It was a practical question—on a swingers cruise, everyone understood the etiquette.

“No, that was great. Really great.” She stretched like a satisfied cat. “It’s actually our first time doing this.”

Derek propped himself up on an elbow, surprised. “Really? You seemed so … comfortable.”

Jessica laughed. “Beginner’s luck?”

“Well, happy to help with your maiden voyage.” He grinned then looked over at Brian for the first time since entering his wife. “Everything all right?”

***

Six Weeks Earlier…

“What if I get jealous?” Brian asked Dr. Montoya. “What if I see her with someone else and can’t handle it?”

“That’s why we would establish rules beforehand,” the therapist said. “Safe words, boundaries, check-ins.”

“I don’t think you’ll be jealous,” Jessica said quietly. “I think you’ll be relieved.”

“Relieved?”

“That you can see me being sexual without the guilt. That I’m not the virgin you met anymore, and that’s okay.”

Brian had sat with that for a moment. She wasn’t wrong. The idea of watching her with someone else, someone who didn’t know her history, who just saw her as she was now …

“There’s something called reclaiming,” Dr. Montoya offered. “Many couples find that reconnecting after an encounter can be incredibly intense.”

***

Brian realized Derek was still looking at him, waiting for an answer.

“No … that’s … Everything is good. Thank you.” He laughed, trying to break his own tension.

Derek stood and stretched. “Mind if I use your bathroom before I head out?”

“Go ahead,” Jessica said, gesturing toward it.

As soon as the bathroom door closed, Jessica rolled over to look at Brian. He could see the excitement in her eyes, the hunger, the pure fun. She smiled—a real, wide smile he hadn’t seen in months.

“Let me take care of you,” she said, getting off the bed and walking toward his chair. “I want to have made two men come tonight.”

Brian sat there, still in his swim trunks, rock-hard, not knowing what to say. His wife had just fucked another man, and now she wanted him.

***

Six Weeks Earlier…

“So, we’re really going to book this?” Brian asked. They were in their bedroom, Jessica’s laptop open to the cruise website.

“If you’re willing to try.” She sat cross-legged on the bed, looking younger than thirty-one. “We need something to change, Brian. We can’t keep living like roommates.”

“What if it changes us in ways we don’t expect?”

“We barely touched each other in eight months.” She closed the laptop. “I’d rather try something radical than slowly die in this marriage.”

The word “die” hit him hard. Was that what they were doing? Dying slowly, politely, in their king-sized bed with its invisible line down the middle?

“Okay,” he said.

“Okay?”

“Book it. Before I lose my nerve.”

She opened the laptop again, fingers hovering over the keyboard. “You’re sure?”

He thought about all those nights lying next to her, wanting her but paralyzed by his own baggage. Thought about how she looked at him now—frustrated, lonely, distant. They couldn’t keep going like this.

“I’m sure.”

***

Jessica was between Brian’s legs, his swim trunks pushed down, her head moving up and down on his cock when Derek exited the bathroom.

“Whoops!” Derek chuckled, looking away politely. “I’ll see you two around the ship.”

The door clicked shut behind him.

Jessica pulled off Brian and laughed. “That should have been awkward.”

“You don’t seem bothered.”

“I'm not. I'm not even sure why.” She stood, wiping her mouth. “Come on; let’s get in bed properly. I want you inside me.”

Brian stood from the chair on shaky legs, stepping out of his trunks. They moved to the bed—the same bed where Derek had just been. The sheets were tangled, the room smelled like sex. Jessica lay back and pulled him on top of her.

“I need you,” she said, and for the first time in months, he believed her.

When he pushed inside her, she was wet—from Derek, from arousal, from everything. The thought should have bothered him but it didn’t. She wrapped her legs around him and pulled him deep.

“I missed this,” she gasped. “I missed you.”

They found their rhythm quickly, eight months of frustration dissolving with each thrust. When she came, it was with his name on her lips. When he followed, it was with the knowledge that something fundamental had shifted between them.

They lay tangled together afterward, both breathing hard.

“So,” Jessica eventually said, “day one of seven.”




Chapter 2

The cruise ship’s sports deck was mostly empty at nine a.m. Brian lined up his beanbag, trying to focus on the cornhole board fifteen feet away.

“Your elbow’s too high,” Jessica said, tossing her bag. Perfect arc, straight through the hole.

“Since when are you good at this?”

“Rachel’s bachelorette party. We played drunk cornhole for three hours.” She picked up another bag. “You kept checking your phone last night.”

“I wasn’t—” His throw went wide. “I don’t even have my phone.”

“Not literally.” She threw again, another perfect shot. “But you had that look. Same one you get during conference calls when you’re pretending to pay attention.”

Brian collected the bags, buying time. “It was a lot to process.”

“Derek wasn’t that complicated.” She smiled at her own joke. “Though he did have that thing with his tongue.”

“Jesus, Jess.”

“What? Can’t I talk about it?” She lined up her next shot. “We came here to fix our sex life. Sex was had. Seems worth discussing.”

Brian finally landed one on the board. One point. “In public?”

“Look around.” A few other couples were scattered around the deck—some at the basketball hoop, others doing the rock climbing wall. A fit couple in their fifties jogged past, the woman wearing a shirt that read, “Hot Wife,” with an arrow pointing up to her face. “Everyone here knows what everyone else is doing.”

“That doesn’t mean—”

“Morning, Jessica!” someone called out. Derek walked by with a woman who definitely wasn’t at the pool yesterday. He gave Brian a friendly nod. “Brian.” They continued past without stopping.

“See?” Jessica said. “No awkwardness. It’s understood.” She threw another perfect shot. “Besides, you think that elderly couple doing shuffleboard isn’t here for the same reason?”

Brian glanced over. The elderly woman was wearing a delicate ankle bracelet on her right ankle with “HW” in cursive letters.

“Point taken.” His throw actually went in. Three points. “So, tonight, the dancing bar.”

“Unless you have other plans?”

“No, I just …” He lined up another shot. “Yesterday was a lot.”

“Good a lot, or bad a lot?”

“I don’t know yet.” Brian’s next throw bounced off the board’s edge.

Jessica collected the bags, weighing them in her hands before tossing. “What would help? For tonight, I mean.”

“What do you mean?”

“You seemed …” She threw, watched it land. “Far away. During.” Another throw while she searched for words. “Would it be better if you were closer? Or is closer worse?”

Brian walked to the board to retrieve the bags, glad for the excuse to move. The sun was getting higher, making him squint. “Closer might be good.”

“On the bed instead of the chair?”

“Maybe.” He handed her the bags, their fingers brushing. “It felt strange sitting across the room. Like I was watching a movie.”

“A pretty hot movie.” She smiled, but it was gentle, not teasing.

The elderly couple had finished their shuffleboard game. The woman marched over, wearing tennis whites and enough jewelry for a pageant queen.

“Lord have mercy, that’s the sorriest cornhole tossin’ I ever did see,” she announced, watching Brian’s throw miss entirely. “You’re releasin’ too early, sugar. Gotta hold it longer.”

“Thanks?” Brian said.

She turned to Jessica, looking her up and down. “First time on one of these boats?”

“On a cruise like this, yes.”

“Figured as much. Y’all playing cornhole at nine in the morning ’stead of fuckin’ like rabbits.” She fanned herself with her hand. “Harold and I made that same fool mistake our first go-round. Day two, tryin’ to act normal. Honey, ain’t nothing normal ’bout this boat.”

Harold called from the shuffleboard court, “Marge, leave them young folks be!”

“I’m bein’ helpful!” She turned back, lowering her voice conspiratorially. “Harold almost fainted when he watched me with another man. Right there on the carpet. Poor thing was white as a sheet.”

“Marge!” Harold protested.

“What? It’s true! ’Course, that was forty years ago.” She patted Brian’s arm with a hand full of rings. “You didn’t toss your cookies or something, did you, darlin’?”

“No, ma’am.”

“Good boy.” She adjusted her sun visor. “Y’all skip that dancing bar tonight. Too much grabass, not enough class. Try the hot tub after midnight. That’s where the quality folks play.”

Harold and Marge headed off toward the breakfast buffet, Marge still hollering advice about proper lubrication brands over her shoulder.

Jessica turned back to Brian, collecting the beanbags. “So, you’ll be interactive? Tonight?”

“What would you like me to be doing?” He lined up another shot, missed again.

“I want to feel like you enjoy watching.” She paused, weighing the bag in her hand. “And that you enjoy having a wife that other men want. But I only want that if there’s some truth to it.”

Brian was quiet, focusing on the board like it held answers.

“Is there?” she asked. “Some truth to it?”

He picked up another bag, tossed it without really aiming. “I don’t know. The answer isn’t no. That’s not what I felt last night. But I wasn’t angry or hurt by any of it.”

“That sounds partway to liking it.”

“Yeah.” He finally looked at her. “Okay … I’ll be interactive. Or something.”

“Or something.” She smiled, throwing her last bag. Perfect shot, of course. “That’s very specific.”

“Maybe I could”—he searched for words—“sit on the bed. Hold your hand?”

“I’d like that.”

A younger couple walked past, the woman wearing a mesh cover-up over her bikini. The man had his hand possessively on her lower back. They looked confident, experienced.

“Hot tub or dancing bar?” Jessica asked, watching them pass.

“Your choice. You’re the one who’s …” He gestured vaguely.

“Getting properly fucked by strangers?”

“I was going to say exploring.”

“Both are true.” She gathered up the beanbags one last time. “Let’s try the dancing bar. Save the hot tub for another night.”




Chapter 3

The dance floor on deck seven was already busy by eight p.m. Unlike a regular cruise where people would still be at dinner, this crowd knew why they were here. Bodies moved to bass-heavy music, the lights creating shadows and silhouettes.

Jessica had changed three times before settling on a black dress that barely covered anything.

“You look …” Brian started.

“Available?” She turned in front of him. “That’s the point.”

They found a spot at the bar overlooking the dance floor. Brian ordered whiskey, Jessica got a vodka tonic. She sipped it slowly while scanning the crowd.

“See anyone interesting?” Brian asked.

“Maybe.” Jessica was watching a tall Black man dancing with obvious rhythm. “He’s cute.”

“Go dance.”

She looked at Brian. “You sure?”

“That’s why we’re here.”

Jessica set down her half-finished drink and headed to the dance floor. Brian watched her work her way toward the man, starting to dance near him but not with him. Classic approach—close enough to be noticed, not so close it was presumptuous.

The man was tall and thin with short curly hair that caught the dance floor lights. He moved with easy confidence, comfortable in his own skin.

It took less than a minute. The man noticed her, moved closer, and they found a rhythm together. His hands went to her hips, respectful but interested. She turned in his arms, grinding back against him.

Brian took a sip of whiskey, realizing suddenly that they’d never talked about race when discussing potential partners. He knew some couples had strong preferences—either what they wanted for themselves or what they wanted to see their spouse with. He did a quick gut check as he watched the Black man’s hands on Jessica’s waist. Nothing. No jealousy beyond what he’d felt last night with Derek, no particular thrill either. Just his wife dancing with an attractive man who happened to be Black. The realization was oddly freeing.

Brian nursed his whiskey and watched his wife own the dance floor. The shy uncertainty that had creeped into their bedroom over the last year was completely gone. She moved with confidence, grinding back against the stranger, guiding his hands where she wanted them. This was Jessica unleashed, the woman who’d been hiding under months of sexual frustration.

After three songs, she led him to the bar.

“This is my husband, Brian,” she said casually. “Brian, this is Terrence.”

Terrence extended his hand, unfazed. “Good to meet you.”

They shook hands—Brian still holding his whiskey, Terrence’s other hand still on Jessica’s waist.

“We have a room,” Jessica said to Terrence. “Want to join us?”

“Absolutely.” He looked between them. “You two done this before?”

“Last night,” Jessica said then smiled. “So we’re practically experts.”

The elevator ride up was quiet except for the soft jazz playing through the speakers. Terrence stood behind Jessica, his hand on her lower back. Brian watched the numbers climb—8, 9, 10.

In the room, Jessica kicked off her heels immediately. “Thank god. Those things are murder.”

Terrence laughed. “Sexy, though.”

“Everything has a price.” She walked to the mini-bar. “Water anyone?”

Both men accepted. Brian moved to his position—not the chair tonight, but sitting on the bed as they’d discussed. Terrence noticed.

“You two have any rules I should know about?”

“We’re figuring it out,” Jessica said, handing out water bottles. “Last night, he sat across the room. Tonight, he’s participating more.”

“Participating how?” Terrence asked.

“We’ll see what feels right,” Jessica said.

“Okay. I’m flexible, but when in doubt, tell me what’s happening. Don’t make me guess.” Terrence took a sip of water. “Communication makes everything better.”

Jessica smiled. “I like that. Direct.”

“It’s a lifestyle cruise, not a poetry reading.” He set down his water and smiled big. “So, what does feel right?”

She moved to Terrence, ran her hands up his chest. “Right now, this feels right.”

They kissed, slow at first. Brian watched from the bed, close enough to see the goosebumps rise on Jessica’s arms. When Terrence’s hands went to the zipper of her dress, she stepped back.

“Let my husband do that.”

She moved to Brian, turned her back to him. He stood, reaching for her zipper. His fingers paused at the tab. He was about to undress his wife for another man. The same hands that had done this on their wedding night, during anniversaries, lazy Sunday mornings—now performing this intimate act as preparation for someone else.

He pulled the zipper down slowly, watching the fabric part to reveal her skin. She’d put on perfume—not the one she usually wore for him, but something new, chosen for tonight. For Terrence. The thought sent an unexpected thrill through him. Not jealousy, but something else. Pride? Arousal at her desire?

The dress pooled at her feet. She wore black lace underneath—something she’d bought specifically for this trip, tags removed just this morning. He’d seen her trying it on in the bathroom, admiring herself in the mirror when she thought he wasn’t looking.

“Now yours,” she said to Terrence.

Terrence stripped efficiently. He was lean, almost skinny—the type who probably forgot to eat when he got busy. His dark skin was smooth except for a line of hair running from his navel down. When he pushed down his boxers, his cock sprang free, already fully hard. He was long and sleek, with a slight upward curve that promised to hit interesting angles.

Jessica took him in with obvious appreciation. “Very nice.”

She moved back to the bed, sat next to Brian, and took his hand.

“This okay?” she whispered.

He squeezed her hand in response. It was more than okay. Watching her desire, her control of the situation—it was intoxicating.

Terrence approached them, his cock swaying as he walked. Jessica pulled him down for a kiss while still holding Brian’s hand.

When she lay back on the bed, she positioned herself so Brian could stay close, their hands still linked. Terrence moved between her legs, kissing down her neck toward her breasts.

“Don’t let go,” Jessica said to Brian. “I want you here with me.”

Terrence unclasped her bra with one hand—a practiced move—and took her nipple in his mouth. Jessica arched, her grip on Brian’s hand tightening. With his free hand, Brian brushed her hair back from her face, a tender gesture while another man pleasured her.

“That’s perfect,” she breathed, though Brian wasn’t sure if she meant Terrence’s mouth or his touch or both.

Terrence worked his way down Jessica’s body, taking his time. Brian watched his wife’s reactions—the way her breath hitched when Terrence found a sensitive spot, how her free hand gripped the sheets.

When Terrence hooked his fingers in her panties, Jessica lifted her hips to help. She was already wet, Brian could see it in the low light. The sight of another man between his wife’s legs while holding her hand created a strange intimacy—he was both participant and observer.

Terrence’s tongue found her and Jessica gasped, her hand crushing Brian’s.

There was something visually striking about the contrast—Terrence’s dark skin against Jessica’s pale thighs, his black curls between her legs. Like watching art in motion, two different tones creating something beautiful together.

“Oh fuck,” she breathed.

Brian stroked her hair with his free hand, watched her face contort with pleasure. This was different from last night—being close enough to feel her trembling, to see the flush spreading across her chest.

“Tell me what you want,” Terrence said against her.

“Your cock,” Jessica said immediately. “I want you to fuck me.”

Terrence moved up her body, positioning himself. He looked at Brian for the first time since they’d started.

“You good, man?”

Brian nodded. “We’re good.”

Terrence pushed inside Jessica slowly. She moaned, her back arching off the bed. Brian kept hold of her hand as Terrence began to move, finding a rhythm.

“Kiss me,” Jessica said to Brian.

He leaned down and their lips met—their first real kiss in months that wasn’t perfunctory. She moaned into his mouth as Terrence thrust deeper.

The kiss deepened as Terrence found his rhythm. Brian could taste the wine from dinner on Jessica’s lips, feel her gasping against his mouth with each thrust. It was surreal—kissing his wife while another man fucked her, feeling her pleasure through their connected hands and mouths.

Jessica broke the kiss, pressing her forehead against Brian’s. “Watch,” she whispered. “Watch him fuck me.”

Brian looked down to where Terrence and Jessica were joined, watched the man’s long cock sliding in and out of his wife. That upward curve was clearly hitting something right—Jessica’s hips were rolling to meet each thrust, chasing the angle.

“Fuck, you feel good,” Terrence groaned, gripping Jessica’s hips tighter.

Jessica’s hand squeezed Brian’s almost painfully. “Harder,” she told Terrence. “Please.”

Terrence complied, the sound of skin against skin filling the room. Jessica’s breasts bounced with each impact. She was making those same involuntary sounds from last night, but this time Brian was close enough to feel her breath on his face.

“I’m close,” she gasped. “Oh god, I’m so close.”

Brian kissed her neck, whispering in her ear, “Come for him. I want to watch you come on his cock.”

That sent her over. She cried out, her whole body tensing, her pussy clenching around Terrence. Brian held her through it, kissing her face, her neck, murmuring encouragement.

Terrence fucked her through the orgasm, then his own pace became erratic. “Where do you want me to—”

“Inside,” Jessica gasped. “Come inside me.”

Terrence groaned deep and pushed as far into Jessica as he could, his body going rigid as he came. Brian watched his wife’s face transform with the feeling of it—that satisfied, almost proud expression of a woman who’d made a man lose control.

They stayed frozen for a moment, all three catching their breath. Then Terrence pulled out carefully and stretched out beside Jessica on the bed, completely comfortable.

“Holy shit,” Terrence said, laughing. “You two are intense.”

Jessica was still holding Brian’s hand, her grip looser now but not letting go. She turned to look at him, her eyes soft and satisfied.

“Hi,” she said quietly.

“Hi,” he responded, brushing sweaty hair from her forehead.

Terrence propped himself up on one elbow, watching them with casual interest. “First time doing it this way? With him holding your hand?”

“Second time doing any of it,” Jessica said. “But yeah, first time like this.”

“It’s sweet,” Terrence said without any mockery. “Some couples lose that connection when they play. You two have something good.”

Jessica pulled Brian down for a kiss—hungry, demanding.

“Your turn,” she said against his lips. “I need you inside me.”

Brian was still fully dressed. Jessica’s hands went to his belt while Terrence watched with the same casual interest someone might show watching Netflix.

“Want me to stay or go?” Terrence asked. “No judgment either way.”

Jessica looked at Brian. “What do you think?”

“Up to you,” Brian said.

“I’ll chill then.” Terrence got up from the bed and walked over to the chair—the same one Brian had occupied last night.

“Help yourself to the mini bar,” Brian said, gesturing toward it as he kicked off his shoes.

“Thanks, man.” Terrence grabbed a Heineken from the mini fridge, popped the cap, and settled into the chair completely naked and relaxed, like watching other people have sex was the most natural thing in the world.

Jessica’s hands returned to Brian’s belt, more urgent now. “I need you,” she said, getting his pants open.

Brian kicked off his shoes, let Jessica push his pants down. His shirt came off in one motion. When he was finally naked, he positioned himself between her legs.

“I can feel him,” Brian said as he pushed inside. She was so wet, so open, filled with Terrence’s cum.

“Good,” Jessica gasped. “I want you to. I want you to know another man just had me and now you’re mine again.”

Brian began to move, the sensation overwhelming—the extra wetness, the knowledge of what it was, Terrence watching from the chair with casual interest. It was filthy and intimate and perfect.

“Harder,” Jessica demanded, wrapping her legs around him. “Show him how you fuck me. Show him I’m yours.”

Brian drove into her with all the pent-up desire from watching, from months of not touching her. The bed creaked with their rhythm. Jessica was making those sounds again, but now they were for him.

“That’s it,” Terrence said from the chair. “Take her back, man.”

The words spurred Brian on. He fucked Jessica like he hadn’t in over a year—possessive, demanding, claiming what was his. She clawed at his back, leaving marks he’d see tomorrow.

“I’m gonna come,” Jessica gasped. “Oh fuck, Brian, I’m gonna come again.”

“Look at me,” he demanded.

She opened her eyes, met his gaze. The connection was electric—months of distance collapsing into this moment. When she came, it was with his name on her lips, her pussy clenching around him.

Brian followed immediately, the combination of her orgasm and the whole surreal situation pushing him over. He came hard, adding to what Terrence had left, marking her as his again.

They collapsed together, breathing hard. Brian was vaguely aware of Terrence in the chair, still sipping his Heineken, but his focus was entirely on Jessica—her face, her body, the way she was looking at him like she had on their honeymoon.

“I missed you,” she whispered. “I missed this.”

“Me, too.”

They lay tangled for a moment before Jessica stretched. “I need to clean up.” She kissed Brian’s forehead and padded to the bathroom.

Brian sat up, suddenly aware he was naked with another naked man in the room. Terrence seemed unbothered, finishing his beer.

“You two are good together,” Terrence said. “Some couples, you can tell they’re using this to avoid dealing with shit. You two are using it to find each other again.”

“Yeah,” Brian said, not sure what else to say.

Jessica emerged from the bathroom wearing one of the ship’s robes. “Your turn,” she said to Brian, then looked at Terrence. “You sticking around?”

“Nah, I’ll head out.” He stood, set the empty bottle on the dresser, and started collecting his clothes. “This was fun, though. Really fun.”

He dressed efficiently. At the door, he turned back. “See you around the ship?”

“Definitely,” Jessica said.

After he left, Jessica dropped the robe and climbed back into bed with Brian. “So,” she said, tracing patterns on his chest, “better than last night?”

“Different,” Brian said. “But yeah, better. Being close to you, touching you during … it felt right.”

“Tomorrow night,” she said, “I want to try something else.”

“Already?”

“Seven days, Brian. We have seven days to make up for eight months.”

He pulled her closer. For the first time in almost a year, falling asleep next to his wife felt natural.




Chapter 4

The ping pong table on deck nine was actually sheltered from the wind. Brian bounced the ball twice, then served. Jessica swung and missed completely.

“That had spin on it!” she protested.

“That’s … how ping pong works,” Brian said, trying not to laugh.

“Serve it normal.”

He served again, slower, straight down the middle. Jessica hit it back, but it went flying off the table toward the pool.

“Still counts as one-zero,” Brian said, fetching the ball.

Jessica’s serve hit the net. Then hit the net again. Then flew off sideways.

“This paddle is defective,” she announced.

“Sure it is.”

She finally got a serve over. Brian returned it gently. Jessica swung hard and completely whiffed the ball as it bounced past her.

“Four-zero,” Brian said.

“Morning, y’all!” Marge’s voice carried across the deck.

Jessica turned to look, which meant Brian’s gentle serve hit her in the shoulder.

“Five-zero. Hi, Marge.”

Marge marched over to the ping pong table, stopping right at the net post. She planted herself there like a referee, her bedazzled visor catching the morning sun. Harold hung back by the shuffleboard court, clearly having learned not to get too close when Marge was on a mission.

“Y’all never made it to the hot tub last night.”

“We ended up at the dance club,” Jessica said, holding her paddle wrong.

“The one with all that loud music?” Marge fanned herself with her hand, jangling her collection of bracelets. “Hot tub’s more relaxing. Better for conversation.” She waggled her eyebrows. “Among other things.”

“I promise we had fun,” Jessica said, twirling her paddle and nearly dropping it.

Marge’s eyes lit up like Christmas morning. She leaned farther over the net post. “Do tell!”

“Marge!” Harold called out, finally approaching. “Leave ’em alone, nosy-Nelly.”

Marge stuck out her lower lip in an exaggerated pout, her heavily lip-sticked mouth making the expression almost comical. “Fine.” She straightened up, adjusting her visor with wounded dignity. “How about tonight then?”

“I think it’s casino night,” Brian said, bouncing the ball against the table.

“Ha!” Marge slapped the net post, making the whole table shudder. “Not a bad choice. Harold, tell them about—”

“I won her playing baccarat in ’83,” Harold interrupted, clearly having told this story a thousand times.

“He looked just like James Bond.” Marge gazed at Harold with genuine affection, then at his current cargo shorts and sandals-with-socks combination. “’Course, that was forty pounds and most of his hair ago.”

Harold shrugged good-naturedly.

“But we’ll be at the tubs after,” Marge continued, backing away from the table finally. “Deck twelve. Hope y’all make it there sometime soon.”

She grabbed Harold’s arm and started pulling him toward the breakfast buffet. “Come on, Mr. Bond. They got fresh biscuits.”

Jessica waited until they were out of earshot. “Your serve. What’s the score?”

“Eight-zero.”

“It is not!”

“You’re right. Nine-zero.”

Jessica served directly into the net.

“Ten-zero. Game point.”

“Already? Don’t you play to twenty-one?”

“Eleven. Or twenty-one. We can play to twenty-one if you want to lose by more.”

She stuck her tongue out at him. Brian served one last time, gentle and straight. Jessica actually returned it! Then Brian’s return hit the corner, and she didn’t even move for it.

“That’s eleven-zero. I believe that’s called a skunk.”

“I hate this game,” Jessica said, setting down the paddle. “Let’s go find something I’m good at.”

“Like cornhole?”

“Exactly like cornhole.” She walked around the table to him. “Come on; let’s get ready for casino night. I want to look good when you lose me at poker.”




Chapter 5

The casino on deck six hummed with conversation and clinking chips. Crystal chandeliers cast warm light over green felt tables. Passengers had dressed for the occasion—men in suits or at least pressed shirts, women in cocktail dresses and jewelry that caught the light.

Jessica wore a black dress with a plunging neckline, the hem hitting mid-thigh. She’d bought it specifically for this cruise, removing the tags just an hour ago. Brian had on his navy suit, no tie—the best he’d packed.

They stood at the entrance, taking it in.

At the roulette wheel, an older couple was laughing over a win, the woman’s hand on her husband’s arm. Two women at the craps table were teaching a younger man how to throw dice, all three flirting openly. The atmosphere was charged but still elegant—this wasn’t some seedy backroom game.

“Drink?” Brian asked.

“Please.”

They made their way to the bar. Brian ordered whiskey, Jessica white wine. She sipped it slowly, watching the room over the rim of her glass.

“See the poker tables?” she asked.

Three tables were set up in the back corner. Professional dealers in crisp white shirts and bow ties shuffled cards with practiced efficiency. The players there seemed more serious than the casual gamblers at the other games.

“Want to watch first?” Brian suggested.

They found a spot where they could observe without crowding the players. At the nearest table, a mix of ages and types—a silver-haired man with an expensive watch, a woman in her forties wearing a red dress that hugged her curves, a younger guy who looked like he spent serious time at the gym.

“Eight fifty-seven,” someone said behind them.

Brian turned. It was one of the dealers on break, a Jamaican woman with elaborate braids, checking her watch.

“Sorry?” Brian said.

“Three minutes until special stakes allowed.” She smiled. “You two looking to play?”

“Maybe,” Jessica said. “We’re new to this.”

“The poker or the stakes?”

“Both,” Brian admitted.

The dealer laughed. “Well, until nine, it’s just regular poker. Chips only. After nine …” She shrugged. “Players can negotiate other arrangements. But some people keep playing for chips all night. Grand prize is a free cruise voucher.”

She headed back to her table. Brian and Jessica returned their attention to the game in progress. The woman in red was raking in a pot, smiling at something the silver-haired man said.

“She’s good,” Jessica observed.

“Which one would you pick?” Brian asked quietly.

Jessica studied the table. The younger guy caught her looking and winked. She didn’t look away.

“Him,” she said. “If we’re doing this.”

Brian’s pulse quickened. Not from jealousy—from anticipation. “Yeah?”

“Definitely.”

The clock above the bar showed 8:59.

A small chime sounded through the casino—subtle, but everyone noticed. Nine o’clock.

At the poker table, the dealer finished the current hand then paused. “Special stakes now permitted for those interested.”

The players exchanged glances. The silver-haired man leaned back in his chair, said something to a tall blonde woman Brian hadn’t noticed before—must be his wife. She nodded, smiled.

“Shall we?” Jessica asked.

They walked to the table. A heavyset man was collecting his chips, standing to leave.

“I’ll stick to the roulette,” he said good-naturedly. “You folks have fun.”

The dealer—the Jamaican woman they’d spoken to—gestured to the empty seat. “You playing?”

Brian sat down. Jessica stood behind his chair, her hand finding his shoulder. The weight of it felt significant.

“Hundred dollar buy-in minimum,” the dealer explained. “Regular poker rules apply. Stakes are negotiated between players.”

Brian put down two hundred. The chips clicked as the dealer counted them out.

“I’m Daniel,” the younger guy said, reaching across to shake hands. Up close, Brian could see he was swimmer-lean, confident in that way of someone who rarely heard no.

“Brian. This is Jessica.”

“Sylvie,” the woman in red said. French accent, Brian noticed. Elegant fingers on her wine glass, wedding ring catching the light, but no husband visible.

“Richard,” the silver-haired man said. “And my wife, Caroline.”

Caroline gave a little wave. She was younger than Richard, athletic build, studying Jessica with open curiosity.

The dealer shuffled with practiced efficiency. “We starting easy, just chips for now. Let everybody get comfortable first.”

Her accent was musical, warm.

Brian’s first cards: a pair of sevens. He could feel Jessica lean forward slightly to look.

Daniel opened with a moderate raise. Sylvie called. Richard folded immediately.

“Too rich for my blood already,” Richard said, though his chip stack suggested otherwise.

Brian called, wanting to see the flop. The dealer laid out three cards: seven of hearts, jack of spades, four of clubs.

Three of a kind. Brian kept his face neutral.

Daniel bet aggressively. The other players still in called or folded. Sylvie called, watching Brian carefully.

Brian raised with his three sevens.

“Getting serious,” Daniel said, calling the raise.

The flop: ace of hearts, seven of clubs, jack of diamonds. Brian had three sevens.

Daniel bet aggressively. Sylvie called.

Brian raised significantly.

Daniel stared at Brian, then at his chips, then pushed all-in.

“Interesting,” Sylvie said. She counted her chips, then called.

Both Daniel and Sylvie were all-in. The pot was massive.

Brian called with his three sevens.

They flipped their cards—Daniel had two pair, Sylvie had a straight draw.

The turn and river didn’t help either of them. Brian’s three sevens took the enormous pot.

“Damn,” Daniel muttered, counting his remaining chips. He still had enough to keep playing, but he was wounded.

Sylvie still had chips, too, though not many. The table was quieter now.

“Well,” Richard said, “this is getting interesting.”

As Brian collected his chips from the last hand, more men approached the table.

“Room for more?” one asked the dealer—Monique, Brian saw from her name tag.

“Seats are open.”

Two sat down. Then another. Within minutes, the table had gone from four players to seven. Brian didn’t catch all their names—it didn’t matter.

The new players kept glancing between Jessica and Caroline. The atmosphere had shifted. More competition, more possibility.

Jessica’s hand on Brian’s shoulder tightened slightly. Her pulse quickened—he could feel it through her fingertips. She liked this.

“Getting interesting,” Caroline murmured.

Monique dealt the next hand.

“Anyone changing stakes?” someone asked.

The next hand started with regular betting. Then Richard said simply, “My wife is on the table.”

Everyone turned to look at Caroline.

She put her hand to her chest in mock surprise. “Oh my goodness, Richard!” she said, but she was smiling.

Caroline stepped back from his chair and did a slow turn for the table, even bending forward slightly at the waist to adjust her heel, knowing exactly what view she was providing. When she straightened, she winked at the table. “Better make it worth his while,” she said.

The betting intensified. Daniel doubled. Two others called. Sylvie folded with an amused smile.

The cards played out. One of the new players—younger guy, expensive watch—won with three kings.

Caroline walked around the table to the winner, taking her time getting there. She sat on his lap then kissed him slowly. When she pulled back, she looked at Richard one more time.

They stood up and left together, his hand already on her ass.

Richard stayed seated, shuffling his chips. Perfectly content. Excited even.

Jessica’s fingers dug into Brian’s shoulder, her nails pressing through his suit jacket. Her breathing had changed. She was imagining herself in Caroline’s place—being bet, won, walking away with a stranger.

“Next hand,” Monique said, dealing.

Brian looked at his cards. Pocket aces.

Brian stacked his massive pile of chips then looked around the table. Daniel was still there. Sylvie looking perfectly happy. Richard watched with interest. The other men kept looking between their chip piles, Brian, and Jessica.

Monique dealt the cards facedown. Brian didn’t touch them.

“My wife is on the table,” Brian announced.

Jessica stepped back from his chair, smiling at the other players.

Daniel pushed a large stack forward. “I’m in.”

The other remaining player matched. “Can’t miss this.”

Richard looked at his cards, then at Jessica, then pushed chips in. “Maybe I won’t be spending the evening alone after all.”

Sylvie studied her cards carefully, then pushed chips forward. “I’m in, too.”

“I’ve never actually been with a woman,” Jessica said to Sylvie, a bit nervously.

Sylvie smiled. “Neither have I, chérie. I prefer men, always have.”

Jessica gave Brian a small nod. The danger was part of the thrill—four people competing for her.

Now Brian looked at his cards. Pocket queens.

The flop came out: queen of hearts, seven of spades, two of clubs.

He had three queens. A great hand. He’d probably win, which meant they’d just bet Jessica again next hand. No big deal.

Daniel pushed a huge stack of chips forward.

Richard called. “Let’s see where this goes.”

The other players called, too.

Sylvie counted her chips carefully, then matched. “I call.”

She could feel the energy from the table—Daniel’s intensity, Richard’s confidence, the other player’s hunger, even Sylvie’s careful calculation. Her fingers pressed into Brian’s shoulder.

The turn: jack of diamonds.

Daniel pushed more chips in. Richard called. The other player called. Sylvie raised.

Everyone called the raise, including Brian. The pot was enormous now.

The river: nine of hearts.

Daniel bet again. Richard called. The other player called. Sylvie raised significantly.

Daniel stared at her, trying to read her face. “Fuck it,” he said, calling.

Richard called. The other player called. Brian called.

Everyone still in. Everyone wanted Jessica—or at least wanted to see who would win her.

“Let’s see them,” Monique said.

Daniel showed two pair. Richard had a smaller two pair. The other player had triple sevens.

Brian turned over his pocket queens. Triple queens.

“Nice hand,” Daniel muttered.

“Very nice,” Richard agreed.

Sylvie smiled. “But not nice enough.” She turned over her cards—a flush.

Brian stared. He’d assumed his queens might win, which would just mean they’d bet Jessica again next hand. But Sylvie winning … that was unexpected.

She looked at the massive pot of chips, then at Jessica.

“So,” Sylvie said, her accent thicker with wine and victory. “Are you going to be a good girl for me tonight?”

Jessica blinked. “But … you said …”

“I said I prefer men. It is my husband whom you will be pleasing.” Sylvie gestured toward the bar. “Under my direction for the evening. If you agree?”

Brian and Jessica looked where she indicated. A man at the bar raised his glass—early forties, athletic build, dark hair with just a touch of gray at the temples. He’d been watching the entire game.

Jessica looked at Brian, clearly surprised. This wasn’t what either of them had expected. Brian gave a small shrug—he was surprised, too, but not opposed.

Jessica turned back to Sylvie, still uncertain. “I …”

“Your husband is welcome to come, as well,” Sylvie said, clearly delighted with the situation. “But remember, I am the one in control.”

Jessica looked at Brian one more time. He nodded slightly.

“Yes,” Jessica said. “Okay.”

Sylvie stood. “Wonderful. Shall we?”




Chapter 6

The elevator ride was silent except for soft jazz. Sylvie stood between them and her husband, who she’d introduced as Philippe. Brian studied her in the elevator’s harsh light—mid-forties, he guessed, though she had that confusing French quality that made it hard to tell. Her blonde hair was pulled back so tightly it looked almost painful, not a strand out of place. Everything about her seemed controlled, calculated. Even her posture was performative, like she was always aware of being watched.

“You understand you can leave whenever you wish,” Sylvie said, studying Jessica’s face. The words were perfectly pronounced, but the rhythm was unmistakably French—that slight emphasis on the wrong syllables, the way “wish” came out with just a hint of “weesh.” “Just say stop.”

“We understand,” Jessica said.

Brian nodded.

“Bon. Then I won’t ask again.” Even that simple “bon” carried the weight of her accent—she could have said “good” but chose the French, letting her origins color everything. The elevator doors opened. “Follow me.”

Their suite was on the top deck, twice the size of Brian and Jessica’s room. Philippe went immediately to pour drinks, moving with the efficiency of someone who’d done this before. Jessica noticed he was shorter than the average American man, with a swimmer’s lean build. His dark hair was slightly too long, that deliberate casualness she associated with European men. When he glanced at his wife for approval, Jessica saw laugh lines that suggested he wasn’t always playing this supporting role.

Sylvie turned to study her prizes. “You,” she said to Brian, “sit there.” She indicated a chair positioned to see the bed perfectly. “You may watch. You may not touch yourself unless I permit it.”

She turned to Jessica. “You’re overdressed.”

Jessica reached for her zipper.

“Non. Philippe will do that.”

Philippe set down his drink and moved behind Jessica. His hands were steady as he lowered the zipper, letting the dress fall. Jessica stood in black lace.

“Look at her,” Sylvie said to her husband. “Isn’t she pretty?”

“Très belle,” Philippe agreed.

Sylvie circled Jessica slowly, like an artist studying a sculpture. Brian noticed her nails—deep red, perfectly shaped, not a chip anywhere. Every movement seemed rehearsed, deliberate. She wasn’t trying to seduce Jessica, Brian realized. She was arranging her, like a director positioning an actress. When she adjusted Jessica’s bra strap, it was with the same detached precision someone might straighten a picture frame.

“This, too,” she said, unclasping Jessica’s bra herself, letting it drop. She stepped back, framing Jessica with her hands like a cinematographer checking a shot. “There. Much better.”

Jessica’s breathing had quickened. Brian could see her nipples were already hard.

“On your knees,” Sylvie said simply.

Jessica kneeled. The immediacy of her response surprised Brian, and clearly pleased Sylvie.

Sylvie smiled, running her hand through Jessica’s hair. “Good girl. Philippe, come here.”

Philippe stood in front of Jessica. Sylvie’s hand was still in her hair, not forcing, just present. The weight of it made Jessica’s pulse race in a way she hadn’t expected—being controlled by another woman was completely different from being desired by men.

“Undress him,” Sylvie commanded. “Slowly.”

Jessica reached up to unbutton Philippe’s shirt. Her hands trembled slightly—not from nerves about touching another man, she’d done that already. This was about Sylvie watching, judging, controlling her every move.

“Look at him while you do it,” Sylvie said. “Eyes up.”

Jessica looked up at Philippe as she worked each button. His eyes were on his wife, not her—waiting for Sylvie’s next instruction. When she pushed his shirt off, her hands lingered on his chest, feeling the warmth of his skin.

“The rest,” Sylvie said.

Jessica undid his belt, his pants. When she pulled them down, he was already noticeably aroused.

Brian shifted in his chair. Watching Jessica with Derek and Terrence had been straightforward—his wife with other men. But this … Sylvie’s control added layers he hadn’t anticipated. The way Jessica responded to female authority, how quickly she’d kneeled when told. It was hitting something primal he didn’t know existed.

“You see?” Sylvie said to Brian. “Your wife on her knees for another man. She looks good there, non?”

She waited. Brian realized she expected an answer.

“Yes,” he said, his voice rougher than expected.

“Yes, what?”

“She looks good.”

“Be specific,” Sylvie commanded, smiling. “Tell me how your wife looks.”

Brian swallowed. Jessica was looking at him now, too, still on her knees, waiting. “She looks … beautiful. Ready.”

“Ready for what?”

“To suck him.”

“Your wife is ready to suck another man’s cock.” Sylvie seemed delighted by making him say it. “And you want to watch.”

It wasn’t a question but she waited anyway.

“Yes,” Brian admitted.

“Bien. Honesty, it makes everything better.” She walked over to Brian, ran a finger along his jaw. The touch was possessive, casual, like he was another prop in her scene. “I can see you want to touch yourself. Not yet. The best pleasures are the ones we wait for.”

Brian’s cock throbbed in his pants. Being told when he could touch himself by this woman—it shouldn’t turn him on this much, but it did.

Sylvie returned to Jessica, crouched down beside her. “Have you done this before? Sucked a man while your husband watches?”

“Last night,” Jessica admitted.

“Ah, but not with proper instruction. I will teach you to do it perfectly.”

Sylvie stood, pulling Jessica up by her hair—not roughly, but firmly enough to show who was in charge.

“First, you must make him want it,” Sylvie said. “Kiss his thighs. The inside, where the skin, it is sensitive.”

Jessica leaned forward, pressing her lips to Philippe’s inner thigh. He made a soft sound.

“Higher,” Sylvie directed. “Closer, but not touching his cock. Make him wait.”

Jessica obeyed, kissing higher, her breath ghosting over Philippe’s erection without making contact. Brian watched his wife follow another woman’s instructions precisely, saw how her nipples had hardened, how her breathing had changed. She was aroused by this—by being controlled.

“Use your tongue,” Sylvie said. “Just the tip. Trace the crease where his thigh meets his body.”

Jessica’s tongue darted out, following the path Sylvie described. Philippe’s cock twitched.

“You see how he responds?” Sylvie asked. “This is what men don’t tell you—they want to be teased, too.”

She walked behind Jessica, gathered her hair in one hand. “Now, look at your husband while you take Philippe in your mouth.”

Jessica turned her head to look at Brian. Their eyes met as she leaned forward and took Philippe’s cock between her lips.

“Slowly,” Sylvie commanded, using her grip on Jessica’s hair to control the pace. “Just at first. Use your tongue.”

Brian watched his wife’s cheeks hollow as she sucked, following Sylvie’s physical guidance. The French woman was using Jessica’s mouth like an instrument she was playing, controlling depth and rhythm with subtle pressure.

“Deeper now,” Sylvie said, pressing Jessica forward. “Philippe likes it deep. Don’t you, mon amour?”

“Oui,” Philippe breathed.

Sylvie controlled the pace with her grip on Jessica’s hair, pushing her down further on Philippe’s cock, then pulling her back.

“Breathe through your nose,” Sylvie instructed. “Yes, like that. Take him deeper.”

Jessica gagged slightly as Philippe hit the back of her throat. Her eyes watered but she didn’t pull away.

“She’s eager,” Sylvie observed, looking at Brian. “Your wife wants to please. She wants to be good at this.”

She was right. Jessica was working Philippe’s cock with genuine enthusiasm now, finding her own rhythm within Sylvie’s control. Her hands came up to grip his thighs for balance.

“Non,” Sylvie said sharply. “Hands behind your back.”

Jessica clasped her hands behind her, which changed her posture—chest pushed forward, completely vulnerable. Brian’s cock was painfully hard watching his wife in this position.

“Better,” Sylvie approved. She released Jessica’s hair, letting her work freely. “Show me what you can do.”

Jessica took Philippe deep, then pulled back to work her tongue along the shaft before taking him again. Philippe groaned, his hands twitching like he wanted to touch her but wouldn’t without Sylvie’s permission.

“She’s good,” Philippe said in accented English.

“She’s learning,” Sylvie corrected. She walked over to Brian again. “Your pants are straining. Take them off.”

Brian hesitated.

“That wasn’t a request.” Sylvie’s tone was pleasant but firm. “Pants and underwear off. Leave the shirt.”

Brian stood and undid his belt, pushed everything down. His cock sprang free, hard and leaking. Sylvie smiled.

“Sit back down. Hands on the armrests. You may look but not touch.”

Brian gripped the armrests, his cock twitching in the air. Being exposed while still wearing his shirt somehow made him feel more naked than if he’d stripped completely.

Sylvie returned to Jessica, who was still working Philippe’s cock with her mouth, hands clasped behind her back.

“Enough,” Sylvie said, pulling Jessica back by her hair. Jessica’s lips were swollen, still wet from her efforts.

“Stand up.”

Jessica stood on shaky legs. Sylvie turned her to face Brian.

“Look at your husband,” she said. “Look how hard he is from watching you service another man.”

Jessica’s eyes traveled down Brian’s body to his erection.

“Tell him how Philippe tastes,” Sylvie commanded.

Jessica’s voice was hoarse. “Different. He tastes different than you.”

“Different how?” Sylvie prompted, clearly enjoying this.

“Saltier. Thicker.”

Brian’s cock jumped at her words. Sylvie noticed and laughed.

“Men are so predictable,” she said. She hooked her fingers in Jessica’s panties. “These, they need to go.”

She pulled them down slowly, making Jessica step out of them. Then she picked them up, walked over to Brian, and placed them on the arm of his chair—close enough that he could see they were soaked through.

“Your wife is dripping,” Sylvie announced. “Being controlled, it makes her wet.”

She returned to Jessica, ran a hand between her legs from behind, making Jessica gasp.

“Très wet,” Sylvie confirmed, holding up glistening fingers. “Philippe, taste.”

Philippe sucked Sylvie’s fingers into his mouth, maintaining eye contact with Jessica as he did.

“On the bed,” Sylvie commanded Jessica. “On your back.”

Jessica moved to the bed, lay down. Sylvie positioned her—arms above her head, legs spread but not too wide.

“Perfect,” Sylvie said, stepping back like an artist admiring her composition. She held up her hands, making a frame with her fingers to view the scene. “Philippe, go down on her. Make her very wet. But she does not come without my permission.”

Philippe moved between Jessica’s legs. When his tongue touched her, Jessica arched off the bed.

“Be still,” Sylvie said sharply. “You move only when I allow it.”

Jessica forced herself to stay still, though Brian could see the effort it took. Her hands gripped the sheets above her head, knuckles white.

Sylvie walked around the bed, observing from different angles like a director checking camera positions. “Spread wider,” she told Jessica, who obeyed. “Yes, better lighting this way.”

Brian watched his wife fight to stay still while Philippe’s tongue worked her. Her chest was flushed, breath coming in short gasps. Every muscle in her body was tense with the effort of not moving.

“She’s close already,” Sylvie observed. “Your wife is very responsive.” She leaned down next to Jessica’s ear. “Do you want to come?”

“Yes,” Jessica gasped.

“Yes, what?”

“Yes, please.”

“Please who?”

Jessica hesitated, then … “Please, Madame Sylvie.”

Sylvie smiled, satisfied. “Not yet. Philippe, stop.”

Philippe pulled back. Jessica whimpered at the loss.

“Now,” Sylvie said, “you’re going to ride him. But slowly. I control the pace.”

Philippe lay back on the bed at Sylvie’s direction. His cock stood rigid, waiting.

“Straddle him,” Sylvie told Jessica. “But don’t take him inside yet.” She walked around them, adjusting Jessica’s posture slightly. “Chin up. Yes, like that. The anticipation, it is everything.”

Jessica positioned herself over Philippe, her pussy hovering just above his cock. The position made her thighs tremble with the effort of holding herself up.

“Lower yourself until you’re just touching him,” Sylvie instructed. “Let him feel how wet you are.”

Jessica lowered until Philippe’s cock just brushed against her. Both of them groaned at the contact.

“Slide along him,” Sylvie said. “Let him feel you but don’t let him inside.”

Jessica rolled her hips, sliding her wetness along Philippe’s length without taking him in. Brian watched his wife tease another man under Sylvie’s direction, saw the desperation in both their faces.

“She’s torturing you both,” Sylvie said to Philippe with obvious delight. “Look how much she wants it. Look how much you want to be inside her.”

She walked over to Brian. “Your wife, she is about to fuck my husband. She’s going to take him deep while you watch. How does that make you feel?”

She waited for an answer again.

“Turned on,” Brian admitted.

“Just turned on?”

“Jealous. Excited. Confused.” The honesty spilled out.

“Perfect,” Sylvie said. “Confusion, it is part of the pleasure. Now you may touch yourself. But slowly. Match my rhythm.”

She leaned over Brian, and without warning, spit into her palm. The casualness of it, the confidence, made Brian’s breath catch. She wrapped her wet hand around his cock, stroking once, twice, coating him with her saliva.

“There,” she said, guiding his hand to replace hers. “Now stroke exactly as I showed you. Slowly.”

Her hand stayed on his briefly, enforcing the pace, before she returned to the bed.

“Jessica,” she called. “Take him inside now. Slowly.”

Jessica sank down onto Philippe’s cock, taking him inch by inch. Brian stroked himself with Sylvie’s spit, maintaining the slow rhythm she’d set.

“All of him,” Sylvie commanded. “Take every inch.”

Jessica took Philippe completely, sitting flush against his hips. She was breathing hard, adjusting to him.

“How does he feel?” Sylvie asked.

“Full,” Jessica gasped. “He fills me differently.”

“Than your husband?”

“Yes.”

“Tell Brian how my husband feels inside you.”

Jessica looked at Brian, her eyes heavy with lust. “He’s … the curve hits different spots. When I move—” She rolled her hips experimentally and gasped.

“Show him,” Sylvie said. “Ride Philippe. Show your husband how you fuck another man.”

Jessica began to move, lifting and lowering herself on Philippe’s cock.

Jessica rode Philippe slowly, following the rhythm Sylvie had established. Brian watched his wife’s breasts bounce, watched another man’s cock disappear inside her over and over, while his own hand maintained Sylvie’s mandatory pace.

“Faster now,” Sylvie said. “Philippe likes it faster, don’t you?”

“Oui,” Philippe groaned, his hands coming up to grip Jessica’s hips.

“Non!” Sylvie said sharply. “Hands at your sides. You don’t touch unless I say.”

Philippe’s hands dropped immediately. Jessica increased her pace, driving herself down harder on his cock.

Sylvie moved behind Jessica on the bed, pressed against her back. Her hands came around to cup Jessica’s breasts, pinching her nipples between manicured fingers.

“Your husband is watching you,” Sylvie whispered in Jessica’s ear, loud enough for Brian to hear. “Watching you fuck Philippe. Watching me touch you.”

Jessica moaned, her rhythm faltering.

“Don’t stop,” Sylvie commanded. “Keep riding him.”

Jessica resumed her pace while Sylvie’s hands roamed her body—squeezing her breasts, trailing down her belly, everything except where Jessica clearly wanted to be touched.

“Please,” Jessica gasped.

“Please what?”

“Please touch me.”

“Where?” Sylvie was smiling, enjoying the power.

“My clit. Please.”

Sylvie’s hand moved down, found Jessica’s clit. The reaction was immediate—Jessica cried out, her pace becoming erratic.

“She’s going to come,” Sylvie announced as if to an audience. “Your wife is going to come on my husband’s cock while I touch her.” She looked at Brian. “Stroke faster now. Match her rhythm. This is the climax of Act Two.”

Brian sped up, his hand moving faster on his cock, still slick with Sylvie’s spit.

Jessica’s body tensed, right on the edge.

“Not yet,” Sylvie said, removing her hand.

“Please!” Jessica begged.

“Philippe comes first,” Sylvie decided. “Make him come inside you.”

Jessica focused on riding Philippe harder, faster, angling to take him as deep as possible. Philippe’s breathing became ragged, his hands fisting the sheets to keep from touching her.

“Tell him what you want,” Sylvie instructed Jessica.

“Come inside me,” Jessica gasped, looking down at Philippe. “I want to feel you come.”

Philippe groaned something in French, his hips bucking up despite Sylvie’s earlier commands.

“Now,” Sylvie told him.

Philippe came hard, gripping the sheets, pumping up into Jessica. Brian watched his wife take another load, saw her face as she felt Philippe pulsing inside her.

“Good,” Sylvie said. “Now you.” Her hand returned to Jessica’s clit, rubbing fast circles. “Come for me. Show your husband how you come with my husband’s cock inside you.”

It took only seconds. Jessica came with a cry, her whole body shaking. She collapsed forward onto Philippe’s chest, both of them breathing hard.

Sylvie stood from the bed, walked over to Brian. His cock was throbbing, precum leaking steadily. He was still stroking at the pace she’d set.

“You’ve been very good,” she said. “Watching your wife so patiently.” She ran a finger along his cock, gathering the precum.

“Please may I fuck my wife?” The words tumbled out before Brian could stop them. He couldn’t believe he’d asked permission, but Sylvie’s control over the room was absolute.

Sylvie laughed, delighted. “Oh, you’re both so well-behaved. Yes, you may have your wife back. Jessica, get on your hands and knees.”

Jessica pushed herself off Philippe, his cum immediately starting to leak out of her. She positioned herself on all fours, looking back at Brian.

“Go ahead,” Sylvie said, settling herself on the bed next to them. She was still fully dressed, which somehow made everyone else’s nudity more pronounced. “Take your wife back.”

Brian moved behind Jessica, pushed inside her in one thrust. She was soaking wet, a mixture of her own arousal and Philippe’s cum. The feeling was indescribable.

“Philippe,” Sylvie said, spreading her legs. “Your mouth. Now.”

Philippe moved between his wife’s legs, pushing her dress up to access her. As Brian started to fuck Jessica, he could see Philippe’s head moving between Sylvie’s thighs.

“Harder,” Sylvie commanded Brian. “She just had my husband. Show her who she belongs to.”

Brian gripped Jessica’s hips and pounded into her. She was making those desperate sounds again, pushing back to meet each thrust.

“That’s it,” Sylvie said, her own breathing changing as Philippe worked. “Fuck her properly. Make her forget Philippe’s cock.”

Jessica was getting close again—Brian could feel it in how her pussy clenched around him.

“We’re all going to come,” Sylvie observed, her voice breathier now. “Everyone except my husband, who already had his fun.”

Philippe made a muffled sound of agreement from between her legs.

Sylvie’s grip tightened in Philippe’s hair, her hips rolling against his face. “Jessica first, I think. You’re close, aren’t you?”

“Yes,” Jessica gasped.

“Then come. Let yourself go.”

Jessica came hard, crying out, her pussy clenching around Brian’s cock. The sensation pushed Brian over the edge and he followed immediately, pumping into her, adding his cum to Philippe’s.

Sylvie was last, grinding against Philippe’s mouth with satisfied moans, her body arching as she came.

They all stayed frozen for a moment—Brian still buried in Jessica, Philippe’s face still between Sylvie’s thighs, everyone catching their breath.

“Magnifique,” Sylvie finally said, releasing Philippe’s hair. “That was perfectly orchestrated.” She made a small bow, as if accepting applause from an invisible audience.

Even after orgasm, she had to comment on her own directing skills. Brian found himself laughing despite everything.

Sylvie stood, smoothing her dress down as if she’d just finished a board meeting rather than orchestrating group sex. Philippe sat back on his heels, wiping his mouth with the back of his hand, completely unbothered by his secondary role in his wife’s games.

Jessica collapsed onto the bed, Brian following her down. They lay tangled for a moment, both processing what had just happened.

“You two are naturals,” Sylvie said, walking to the mini bar. She poured herself a cognac, neat. “Would anyone else like a drink?”

The casual shift was jarring. Brian pulled out of Jessica, both of them wincing slightly.

“Water,” Jessica said weakly.

“Of course.” Sylvie brought over bottles of water, handing them out like a hostess at a dinner party. “Philippe, get dressed. We have dinner reservations at eleven.”

Philippe stood and began collecting his clothes. Sylvie sipped her cognac, watching Brian and Jessica recover.

“You can use our shower if you like,” she offered. “Though I imagine you’ll want to return to your own room soon.”

Jessica sat up, cum leaking onto the expensive sheets. Sylvie didn’t even blink.

“That was …” Jessica started, then stopped, unable to find words.

“Intense?” Sylvie suggested. “Different? I do hope you enjoyed yourselves.”

“We did,” Brian said, surprising himself with his honesty.

Sylvie smiled. “I could tell. You both respond so well to direction. It’s refreshing.” She finished her cognac and set down her glass. “Now, if you’ll excuse us, we must get ready for dinner.”

It was a clear dismissal. Brian and Jessica gathered their clothes, dressing quickly. At the door, Sylvie kissed both their cheeks like they were leaving a cocktail party.

“Bonsoir,” she said cheerfully, closing the door behind them.

In the hallway, Jessica started laughing.

“What?” Brian asked.

“She just …” Jessica shook her head, still laughing. “She directed that whole thing like she was conducting a symphony. And we just … went along with it.”

“We did.”

They walked toward the elevator. Jessica’s hair was a mess, her dress wrinkled. Brian’s shirt was buttoned wrong. They looked thoroughly debauched.

“That was completely different than anything else,” Jessica said as they waited for the elevator. “Being told what to do by her …”

“I asked her permission to fuck you,” Brian said, still amazed at himself. “I actually asked permission.”

“I called her Madame Sylvie,” Jessica added.

The elevator arrived. An elderly couple was inside—not Marge and Harold, thankfully. They rode down in silence, though Jessica’s shoulders shook with suppressed laughter.

Back in their room, they fell onto the bed.

“Three more days,” Brian said.

“Three more days,” Jessica agreed.




Chapter 7

Brian woke to sunlight streaming through their cabin window. Jessica was already awake, sitting up against the headboard with coffee from the room’s maker, her hair still tangled from sleep.

“Morning.” She handed him a mug, her fingers brushing his.

“Thanks.” He sat up, wincing. His lower back ached from sitting in that chair for so long.

Jessica shifted, tucking one leg under herself. “I’m sore in weird places.”

“Your knees?” He’d noticed the red marks when they’d showered.

“Among other things.” She sipped her coffee, looking out at the ocean. The ship rolled gently. “When Sylvie told me to kneel, I just … did it.”

Brian remembered the moment—how quickly Jessica had dropped, how natural it had seemed. He stretched, joints popping.

The ship’s intercom crackled to life with the morning announcements. Another day at sea, perfect weather expected.

“I don’t want to dress up tonight,” Jessica said, setting down her mug. “No cocktail dress, no heels.”

“Swimsuit and flip flops?”

“Exactly.” She stood, the sheet falling away. The morning light showed Philippe’s fingerprints on her hips. “Just … easy. Whatever happens, happens.”

“Marge’s hot tub?”

“She’ll hunt us down if we don’t show.”

Brian watched her walk to the bathroom, noting how she moved a bit carefully. They were both feeling last night.

***

The hot tub deck had four separate tubs, each with different vibes. The first was packed with a loud group doing shots. The second had what looked like a planned swap in progress. The third was where they found Daniel.

This tub was calmer—a few couples, conversation flowing with the bubbles. Daniel sat in the corner talking to another man.

“Hey, the poker couple,” Daniel said, grinning when he saw them.

Jessica stepped down into the water, gasping at the heat. She’d worn her simple black bikini, hair pulled up in a messy bun.

“Good choice for the evening,” Daniel said. “Much more relaxing than cards.”

“An older Southern woman named Marge has been insisting we come here for three days,” Brian explained, settling into the jets.

Daniel laughed. “Blonde hair, tons of jewelry, tells everyone about the jets?”

“That’s her.”

“She cornered us at breakfast yesterday. Told my friend here that Harold threw up their first time.” He gestured to his companion. “Brian, Jessica, this is Alex.”

Alex was shorter than Daniel, stockier, with Mediterranean features and dark chest hair visible above the waterline.

“Heard that was quite a poker game last night.”

Brian felt the jets pulsing against his sore back. “We were actually hoping you’d win,” he admitted to Daniel. “Though Sylvie turned out to be … interesting.”

Daniel shrugged. “Win some, lose some. That’s poker.”

The older couple across the tub were making out now, not subtly. The woman’s bikini top floated past Brian’s leg.

Jessica retrieved it, tossing it toward the couple. They didn’t even notice.

“Getting crowded in here,” Jessica observed as another couple climbed in, the man immediately pulling his partner onto his lap.

“Steam room’s quieter,” Alex mentioned. “Better for actual conversation.”

Daniel looked at the new couple, who were already grinding against each other. “Much quieter.”

“Steam sounds good,” Jessica said, already standing. Water ran off her body, her black bikini clinging.

Daniel and Alex exchanged glances.

“Mind if we join?” Daniel asked.

Brian looked at Jessica. She gave a small shrug—why not?

They climbed out, grabbing towels from the stack. The steam room was around the corner, its glass door fogged with condensation. Inside was dim, just a small orange light in the corner. Empty.

The four of them spread out on the wooden benches, the heat immediately making them sweat.

“Much better,” Alex said, leaning back against the wall.

The steam hissed from vents in the corner. Jessica found herself sitting between Daniel and Alex, Brian across from them.

“So, what do you two do when you’re not cruising?” Jessica asked, genuinely curious.

“I teach high school physics,” Alex said, which wasn’t what she’d expected.

“Seriously?”

“The tattoos throw people off.” He had several visible even in the dim light—mathematical equations and symbols. “That one’s the time-dependent Schrödinger equation.”

“I didn’t know Schrödinger had more than a cat in a box,” Brian said.

Alex laughed. “The cat’s the thought experiment. This equation actually describes quantum mechanics. The cat thing was Schrödinger trying to show how absurd it seems at everyday scale.”

“So you teach this to high schoolers?” Jessica asked.

“Simplified version. Mostly, I try to convince them physics isn’t just memorizing formulas.” Alex traced the equation on his chest. “Though, explaining why their teacher has physics tattoos is always fun on the first day.”

“Better than my trainer tattoos,” Daniel said. “I’ve got the Olympic rings on my shoulder. So original.”

“At least it’s not barbed wire,” Alex said.

“That’s on the other arm.”

“Really?”

“No.” Daniel grinned. “But I did consider it in 2003.”

The door opened. Marge’s voice carried through. “Y’all decent in there?”

“Never,” Daniel called back.

She poked her head in, anyway. “Oh good, you made it to the steam room! The jets not working for you?”

“We’ll get back to them,” Jessica promised.

“You better. Harold’s in the tub with the underwater lights. Man looks like a boiled lobster.” The door closed again.

“She’s persistent,” Alex observed.

The steam hissed louder for a moment, thickening the air. Jessica could barely see Brian across from her now, just his outline in the orange glow. The steam was getting thicker.

Alex shifted on the bench, his leg briefly touching Jessica’s in the small space.

“Sorry,” he said automatically.

“It’s fine.” Jessica didn’t move away. In the dim orange light, boundaries felt different.

“So,” Daniel said, his voice carrying through the steam, “you two trying new things this cruise?”

“You could say that,” Brian answered from across the space.

“First time’s always intense,” Alex said. “We were disasters our first cruise. Daniel got too drunk and fell asleep in a deck chair.”

“While you disappeared with those twins,” Daniel countered.

“They weren’t twins. They were just both blonde.”

Jessica laughed. The heat was making her lightheaded in a pleasant way. “How long have you two been doing this?”

“The cruises? Three years,” Daniel said. “We figured out we’re good wingmen for each other. No drama, no competing for the same women.”

“Usually,” Alex added.

“That was one time,” Daniel said. “And she chose you, anyway.”

The door opened briefly, letting cooler air rush in. Someone glanced inside, saw four people, moved on.

“Getting popular in here,” Alex observed. His hand rested on the bench near Jessica’s thigh, not touching but close enough she could feel the heat from his skin.

The steam was getting thicker, curling around them in the orange glow. Daniel shifted on his side of Jessica, the wood creaking slightly.

“Hot enough yet?” he asked her.

“Almost too hot,” Jessica admitted, pulling her hair up off her neck.

Brian watched from across the small space as she arched her back slightly, lifting her hair. Both men noticed the movement.

“The cold plunge pool is just outside,” Alex offered. “Shocking but worth it.”

“Maybe in a minute,” Jessica said.

The heat was making everyone’s inhibitions looser, the steam providing a veil of privacy even in the small space. Alex’s hand had moved slightly, his pinky finger just barely touching Jessica’s thigh. She didn’t move away.

Daniel leaned forward, elbows on his knees. “So Brian, you just watch? Or do you participate?”

It was a direct question but not aggressive, just curious.

“Depends,” Brian said. His voice was steady. “Sometimes watch. Sometimes join.”

“What about tonight?” Alex asked, looking between Brian and Jessica.

Jessica turned to look at Brian through the steam. Even in the dim light, he could see the question in her eyes. The heat, the two men beside her, the privacy of the steam room—it was all building to something.

“What do you want?” Brian asked Jessica directly.

She was quiet for a moment, considering. The steam hissed around them.

“I want both of them,” Jessica said, looking at Daniel and Alex. “Then you.”

The simplicity of it hung in the steam-filled air. No hesitation, no uncertainty. Just stating what she wanted.

Daniel and Alex looked at Brian, checking his reaction.

“Okay,” Brian said. His voice was calm, aroused.

Without preamble, Jessica reached for both of their swim trunks. “These need to go.”

They helped her pull them off. In the dim orange light, she could see both men were already hard.

“Your turn,” Daniel said, reaching for her bikini ties.

She let them undress her—four hands making quick work of the simple black bikini. Brian watched from across the small space as his wife sat naked between two aroused men.

Jessica kneeled on the tiled floor of the steam room. The heat made her slightly dizzy. Daniel and Alex stood in front of her, now naked.

“Come closer,” she said.

They moved forward. She took Daniel in her hand first, just holding him, getting used to the weight and heat of him. Then reached for Alex with her other hand.

Yesterday, I kneeled instantly for Sylvie, Jessica thought. But this feels different.

She stroked them both slowly, finding a rhythm. The steam made everything slick. She leaned forward to taste Daniel—just her tongue at first, exploring. He made a sound that encouraged her.

Brian watched his wife take her time, saw her concentration. She was figuring this out as she went.

After a minute, she switched to Alex, giving him the same exploratory attention. Different taste, different texture. Daniel stayed hard in her hand while she learned Alex with her mouth.

“That’s good,” Alex breathed.

She pulled back, looking up at them through the steam, then over at Brian.

Jessica pulled back, looking up at both men. “I want all of you tonight,” she said, her voice steady despite her racing heart. “But I’m starting here.”

She returned her attention to Daniel, taking him deeper this time, her hand working Alex in rhythm. The steam room was silent except for breathing and the hiss of steam.

After a few minutes, she switched to Alex, giving him the same focused attention while Daniel watched. She was getting more comfortable with the dynamic, finding what each man responded to.

“Fuck,” Daniel muttered when she did something particularly good with her tongue.

She pulled off again, wiping her mouth. Her knees were starting to ache on the hard tile. “The bench,” she said, standing.

They rearranged—Jessica sitting on the lower bench, the men standing in front of her. Better angle, less strain. She went back to work, alternating between them, occasionally taking both in her hands while she looked over at Brian.

He was rock-hard, watching his wife pleasure two men. She held his gaze while taking Alex deep, showing him what she was doing, what she was choosing.

The steam was getting thicker, making everything feel dreamlike. Sweat ran down all their bodies.

“I want to fuck you,” Daniel said roughly.

Jessica pulled back. “Not yet. I’m not done here.”

She focused on Daniel then, taking him deeper, faster, until his breathing changed. “Close,” he warned.

She pulled off. “Not until I say.”

The control in her voice surprised everyone, including her.

Daniel’s legs were actually trembling slightly. Jessica noticed and felt a surge of satisfaction. She had two men literally shaking with need.

“Can you come from just this?” she asked Alex, taking him deep again.

“If you keep that up, yes,” he gasped.

She considered it then pulled back entirely. Both men groaned at the loss.

“No. I want more than that.” She stood, her knees red from kneeling. “I want to feel you both.”

She looked at Brian. “And you. But you have to wait.”

Brian nodded, still stroking slowly. His hand moved faster on his cock, his breathing matching the rhythm of Jessica’s movements. His free hand gripped the bench hard enough that his knuckles went white.

Jessica moved to the upper bench. “Daniel, come here.”

He moved between her legs, but she stopped him with a foot on his chest. “Slow. I’m in charge.”

Daniel nodded. He ran his hands up her thighs, taking his time. When his fingers found her, she was soaking wet.

“You’re really enjoying this,” he observed.

“Being in control? Yes.” She pulled him closer with her legs. “Now.”

Daniel positioned himself and pushed in slowly. Jessica gasped—he was longer than Brian, hitting different spots. She let him find a rhythm while beckoning Alex closer.

“Let me,” she said, taking Alex in her mouth while Daniel fucked her.

The angle was awkward at first. She had to brace herself with one hand, use the other on Alex. But they found a sustainable position, Daniel’s thrusts pushing her onto Alex in a rhythm.

Brian could see Jessica’s wedding ring glinting as she braced herself, could hear the wet sounds of her mouth on Alex, the slap of Daniel’s hips against her.

After several minutes, Jessica pulled off Alex. “Switch,” she commanded.

They changed positions smoothly. Alex moved behind her while Daniel came around to her mouth. The different angle made Jessica moan—Alex was thicker, stretching her more.

“God,” she breathed before taking Daniel in her mouth.

Brian’s cock throbbed. He had to slow his stroking or he’d come just from watching. His wife was taking two men with growing confidence, controlling the encounter despite being between them.

The rhythm was hypnotic. Jessica rocked between them, finding a sustainable pace that worked for all three. Alex’s thicker girth made her moan around Daniel’s cock.

“Fuck,” Alex breathed, his hands tightening on her hips. “You feel incredible.”

Jessica pulled off Daniel to catch her breath. Her hair was plastered to her face with sweat and steam. “I want …” she started, then looked over at Brian. “I need you closer.”

Brian moved to the lower bench, just a few feet away now. Jessica could reach out and touch him if she wanted. She took Daniel back in her mouth while maintaining eye contact with her husband.

The small steam room was filled with the sounds of sex—skin against skin, muffled moans, harsh breathing. The orange light made everything look surreal.

“I’m getting close,” Alex warned, his pace becoming erratic.

Jessica pulled off Daniel again. “Come for me,” she told Alex. “I want to feel it.”

Alex groaned, thrusting deeper as he came. Jessica gasped at the sensation, then immediately turned her attention to Daniel.

“Your turn,” she said, taking him in her hand. “Where do you want to come?”

“Your mouth,” Daniel said roughly.

She took him deep, working him with purpose now. It didn’t take long—he’d been on edge for a while. He came with a groan, Jessica swallowing and pulling back.

Both men sat heavily on the benches, spent. Jessica turned to Brian, still on her hands and knees, Alex’s cum starting to leak out of her.

“Now you,” she said. “I want my husband to finish what they started.”

Brian moved between Jessica’s legs without hesitation. She was soaked—from arousal and from Alex. The thought of taking his wife after another man had just finished inside her should have bothered him, but it only made him harder.

He pushed inside in one stroke. Jessica cried out, sensitive from everything that had just happened.

“Yes,” she breathed. “Fuck me. Take me back.”

Brian gripped her hips where both men had held her, thrust deep and hard. This was different from their gentle reclaiming with Derek and Terrence, different from Sylvie’s orchestrated scene. This was raw, almost primal—his wife had just serviced two men and now demanded her husband.

Jessica pushed back against him, meeting each thrust. “Harder,” she commanded. “I want to feel you for days.”

The steam room echoed with the sound of their bodies colliding. Alex and Daniel watched from the benches, recovering, fascinated by the intensity between the married couple.

“I’m going to come again,” Jessica gasped. “Don’t stop.”

Brian reached around to touch her clit, and she shattered, crying out loud enough that anyone outside would hear. Her orgasm triggered his—he came hard, adding to what Alex had left, marking her as his again.

They collapsed onto the bench, both breathing hard. The steam swirled around four exhausted bodies.

“Fuck,” Daniel said after a moment. “That was intense.”

Jessica laughed, still catching her breath. “That was exactly what I wanted.”

She sat up, cum leaking onto the bench, completely unbothered by it. “Thank you,” she said to Daniel and Alex. “Both of you.”

“Thank you,” Alex said.

They all sat in comfortable silence for a moment, the steam hissing around them. Bodies cooling, breathing returning to normal. Then they gathered their suits, bodies still sensitive and unsteady.

The door opened, and Marge’s voice carried through the steam. “Harold, they’re in here!” She was just a silhouette in the doorway.

“Marge, leave them alone!” Harold called from outside.

“Just saying hello!” She started to close the door then paused. “Midnight buffet has them little cheesecakes.”

The door closed. They could hear her outside, her voice fading as she walked away. “Four of them in there, Harold …”

Daniel shook his head. “That woman.”

“Food actually sounds good,” Jessica said, wringing water from her hair.

“The midnight buffet is legendary,” Daniel said. “Though maybe we should shower first.”

“Separately,” Alex added quickly, making everyone laugh.

They made their way out of the steam room. The pool deck was still active—hot tubs bubbling with couples, music from the bar drifting over.

“See you around?” Daniel asked.

“It’s a ship,” Brian said. “We’ll definitely see you around.”

Jessica stretched, completely comfortable in her skin now. Three days left on the cruise. She’d just had three men in one night, something she’d never imagined possible a week ago.

“What should we do tomorrow?” she asked Brian as Daniel and Alex headed off.

“Whatever you want,” Brian said, pulling her close. “This is your week.”

She smiled against his shoulder. “Our week.”




Chapter 8

The breakfast buffet stretched along the windows overlooking the ocean. Jessica had loaded her plate with everything—scrambled eggs, bacon, French toast, fresh fruit, pastries. She was attacking it with an enthusiasm Brian hadn’t seen in months.

“Hungry?” he asked.

“Starving.” She bit into a croissant, flakes falling onto her plate. “I burned a lot of calories last night.”

Brian had stuck to eggs and coffee, his stomach still unsettled from the late night. But Jessica looked radiant, her hair still damp from their shower, wearing just a sundress with nothing underneath. She moved differently—unselfconscious, comfortable. When she reached across the table for the jam, he noticed she didn’t pull her dress down when it rode up her thigh.

“Morning!” Daniel’s voice. He walked past with Alex, both looking slightly hungover. They nodded and kept moving to another table. No awkwardness, just acknowledgment.

Jessica spread strawberry jam thick on her toast, licked her finger when some dripped. “God, this is good.” She was eating like someone who’d been starving without knowing it, finally satiated enough to realize how hungry she’d been.

Harold and Marge were at the next table. Marge waved enthusiastically, her jewelry catching the morning light. “Y’all look well-rested!” she called.

“Very,” Jessica called back, mouth full of eggs.

Brian watched his wife demolish her breakfast. Her wedding ring clinked against her fork as she ate. A week ago, she would have picked at a muffin, worried about eating too much in public. Now she was mopping up egg yolk with her toast, completely focused on the pleasure of eating.

“Bon matin.”

Sylvie stood beside their table, immaculate in white linen. Philippe was behind her with a plate of fruit.

“May we?” Without waiting for an answer, she sat. Philippe took the seat beside her.

“How are you this morning?” Sylvie asked, though her knowing smile suggested she already knew.

“Fantastic,” Jessica said, still chewing. “Hungry.”

“Ah, l’appétit … it returns after pleasure, non?” Sylvie picked up a grape from Philippe’s plate. “You know about tonight’s play party?”

“Play party?” Jessica asked, finally pausing her eating.

“Every cruise. Deck thirteen, the Apollo Lounge. It’s quite the scene.” Sylvie leaned forward slightly. “I want to orchestrate something special for you. Position you blindfolded on one of the benches, control who gets to enjoy you. Be your … curator, let’s say.”

Jessica’s fork stopped halfway to her mouth. Brian felt his coffee cup pause at his lips.

“I would select only the best,” Sylvie continued. “C’est important—the curation. Your husband would watch, naturellement.”

Brian and Jessica looked at each other across the table. Jessica’s pulse fluttered visibly at her throat, toast forgotten.

“I don’t think we’re up for that,” Brian said carefully.

Sylvie shrugged elegantly. “As you wish. The party starts at ten if you change your mind. I’ll be there, regardless.”

She stood, Philippe following. “Enjoy your breakfast.” She walked away, her heels clicking on the deck.

Jessica watched her go, then suddenly stood. “Wait.”

Sylvie turned.

Jessica looked back at Brian, then at Sylvie. A tremor ran through her hands. “I want to do this.” Her voice was quiet but certain. “I don’t know why … but I do. If you’re there, and Brian’s there …” She swallowed hard. “I’ll be safe. I’ll be okay.”

Sylvie’s smile widened. “Mais bien sûr, chérie. Ten o’clock. Deck thirteen. Wear something simple—easy to remove.”

She left. Jessica sat back down, picked up her fork, then set it down again.

“You’re sure?” Brian asked.

“No.” Jessica laughed, nervous energy in it. “But I haven’t been sure about anything this week, and it’s all been incredible.”

The morning sun lit the faint marks on her neck from last night.

“What if you want to stop it?” Brian asked. “Sylvie’s good, but she can’t read your mind.”

Jessica looked at him. “Right … I could just scream ‘stop!’“

Brian blinked. “That makes perfect sense.” He laughed. “Sometimes the obvious solution is the right one.”

“Sometimes,” Jessica agreed, amused at his overcomplicated worry.

“What do you think you’ll feel?” she asked. “Watching strangers fuck me while I can’t see them?”

Brian shifted. “Honestly? Everything. Jealousy. Arousal. Protection instinct.” He met her eyes. “But mostly, I think I’ll be mesmerized watching you experience it.”

Jessica finally took another bite of cold eggs. “Sylvie controls who and when. Anyone seems wrong, she stops it.”

“Agreed.”

“And I don’t want to know how many. After, I mean. Let me wonder if it was three or ten.”

Brian’s cock twitched. The idea of Jessica losing count, lost in sensation.

“One more thing,” she said. “You participate, too. I might not know it’s you, but I want you in the mix.”

“You might recognize me.”

“Maybe.” She smiled. “Or maybe I’ll be too far gone to tell.”

Brian chuckled. “I’m honestly not sure what I’d prefer.”

“Me recognizing you or not?”

“Yeah. Both ideas are …” He shook his head, still amazed at their conversation. “This week has been something else.”

Jessica finally returned to her breakfast, appetite back. “Yes, it has.”

***

The cabin felt smaller with both of them trying to get ready. Jessica had showered first, now stood at the mirror in just a towel, applying subtle makeup. Not too much—she’d probably sweat it off, anyway.

“What does one wear to be blindfolded and fucked by strangers?” she asked, mostly to herself.

Brian was sitting on the bed, already dressed in dark jeans and a button-down. “Sylvie said something easy to remove.”

“Right.” Jessica dropped the towel, stood naked, and examined her options. The bruises from last night had darkened—fingerprints on her hips, marks on her inner thighs. Evidence of use.

She pulled out a sundress—the white one with tiny blue flowers. No underwear. Simple sandals.

“That’s it?” Brian asked.

“Any more seems pointless.” She slipped the dress over her head. The thin fabric showed her nipples were already hard. “How do I look?”

“Like you’re about to do something you’ve never done before.”

“Accurate.” She checked the time. Nine forty-five. “We should go.”

***

The elevator ride to deck thirteen was quiet. Jessica stood still, aware she was naked under her dress, aware of where they were going.

Deck thirteen was dimmer than the others. They could hear music as they walked, bass thumping through the walls. A sign read “Play Party—Apollo Lounge.”

The door was open. Inside, purple lighting transformed the room. The air hit them immediately—thick with perfume, sweat, and sex. About thirty people in various states of undress. A bar along one wall. Beds and benches and chairs arranged throughout. In one corner, a woman was on her knees servicing two men while others watched.

Several heads turned as they entered. A muscular Black man by the bar smiled at Jessica, letting his gaze travel down her body. Two younger guys paused their conversation to watch her pass. An older gentleman with silver hair raised his glass in greeting.

Jessica’s skin prickled with awareness. Which of them would be inside her soon? The muscular one? The eager younger guys? All of them?

“Chérie!”

Sylvie appeared from the crowd, wearing a black latex dress that looked painted on. Philippe was beside her in leather pants, shirtless.

“You came.” She kissed Jessica’s cheeks, then Brian’s. “Perfect timing. I’ve prepared a space.”

She led them toward the back. More eyes followed Jessica. A bearded man actually stepped closer to watch her pass, already adjusting himself through his pants.

“Here.” Sylvie stopped at a padded spanking bench. Leather, adjustable, with supports for knees and chest. “This will keep you comfortable.”

Jessica stared at it, breathing shallow. Behind them, she could feel men gathering, waiting.

“You’re safe,” Sylvie said softly. “I control everything. Yes?”

“Yes.”

“Let’s be clear about boundaries,” Sylvie said, projecting her voice slightly, aware of their gathering audience. “Your mouth?”

“Yes, that’s okay.”

“Your delicious pussy?”

Jessica blushed at the directness. “Yes.”

“Your ass?” Sylvie raised an eyebrow.

Jessica laughed nervously. “Um … no. I’ve never actually done that, and this doesn’t seem like the environment to try.”

Sylvie smiled. “Agreed. Not the place for first times.” She paused. “One last thing … if a woman was interested in using a strap-on, would you object?”

Jessica blinked. She hadn’t considered that possibility. “I … no. I wouldn’t object.”

“Bon.” Sylvie stepped behind Jessica, placing her hands on her hips, then wrapping her arms around her torso. Her lips near Jessica’s ear. “Tell everyone this is what you want, so they all know …”

Jessica looked out at the hungry eyes watching her. She nodded then took a breath to actually speak. “Yes. I want this.” The words came out stronger than expected. “I really want this.” The second time was almost desperate, surprising her with its intensity.

“Of course,” Sylvie announced, “if you wish to stop, you must say the safe word: Anticonstitutionnellement.”

Jessica and Brian both looked confused.

Sylvie laughed. “I am kidding. Just say ‘stop.’ None of this fancy safe word bullshit from your movies.”

A few people in the crowd chuckled.

“Let me show you what I have collected for your pleasure,” Sylvie announced to the gathering crowd.

She circled Jessica, still standing in her sundress. “Remove it.”

Jessica pulled the dress over her head then handed it to Sylvie, who passed it to Brian. She stood naked except for her sandals, the crowd pressing closer.

“Turn,” Sylvie commanded. “Slowly. Let them see what I’m offering them.”

Jessica turned in a slow circle.

Sylvie traced a finger near but not touching the bruises on her hips. “Look at these marks,” Sylvie announced. “Fingerprints on her hips, her thighs. This one has been well-used already this week.” She smiled. “And still hungry for more, aren’t you?”

When Jessica faced forward again, her nipples had hardened, a flush spreading across her chest.

“Already aroused from being displayed,” Sylvie observed. “Your body knows what it wants, even if your mind hasn’t caught up.”

Brian watched from his position near the wall, transfixed. The controlled objectification, his wife being presented like this—it should have made him angry. Instead, he was harder than he’d been all week.

“Open your mouth,” Sylvie directed.

Jessica parted her lips.

“Wider. Show them what they can use.”

Jessica opened wider, her breathing getting shallower.

“Parfait.” Sylvie stepped back. “Now, on your knees.”

Jessica dropped to her knees.

Sylvie moved behind Jessica, gathering her hair with practiced precision—fingers sliding to the base of her neck, taking a firm grip that established control without pain.

“Up,” she commanded, using the grip to guide Jessica to her feet. “To the bench.”

Jessica moved where directed, Sylvie’s hand steady in her hair. The crowd parted to let them through. At the bench, Sylvie released her.

“Position yourself.”

Jessica kneeled on the lower pads, leaning forward to rest her chest on the upper support. The angle forced her back to arch, presenting herself.

“The blindfold,” Sylvie announced, producing the black silk scarf. She moved to Jessica’s head, securing it over her eyes.

The silk slid over Jessica’s eyes. Darkness.

The music’s bass thrummed through the bench into her chest. Someone laughed across the room. Closer, she could hear breathing—multiple people, surrounding her. The air moved as bodies shifted position.

“We begin slowly,” Sylvie’s voice, somewhere to her left. “You, monsieur—oui, approach. You may taste her.”

Footsteps approached. Hands on her hips—large, rough, calloused. Then a mouth between her legs, sudden and warm. A tongue finding her already wet. The scratch of facial hair against her inner thighs. Jessica gasped, gripping the bench’s handles.

“And you.” Sylvie again, from a different position now. “The blue shirt. Her mouth is available.”

More footsteps, from in front this time. The distinctive sound of a zipper. A hand in her hair—gentler than Sylvie’s had been. The head of a cock brushed her lips.

“Open,” Sylvie commanded.

Jessica parted her lips. The cock pushed inside—thick, tasting of salt and musk. Behind her, the bearded man’s tongue worked deeper, his hands spreading her wider.

“Voilà,” Sylvie said, sounding pleased. “Now we see what she can handle.”

The cock in her mouth moved slowly at first, letting her adjust. Average length but thick. The man’s breathing was controlled, his hand steady in her hair. Behind her, the bearded man worked methodically—tongue circling her clit, then dipping inside her, then back to her clit. Building her up.

“Good,” Sylvie murmured from somewhere close. “She takes direction well.”

The beard scratched against her thighs as the man behind her pressed deeper. Jessica’s breathing quickened. She was getting close already—the blindfold, the strangers, the complete surrender.

“Almost there, aren’t you?” Sylvie’s voice, closer now. A hand—Sylvie’s, with those manicured nails—reached between Jessica’s legs, finding her clit with practiced precision. “Let go, chérie.”

The combination of Sylvie’s fingers and the stranger’s tongue pushed Jessica over. She cried out around the cock in her mouth, her whole body shaking.

“Beautiful,” Sylvie said. “But we’re just beginning.”

The cock withdrew from Jessica’s mouth. She gasped for air, salt and musk on her tongue. A different one replaced it—longer, thinner. Behind her, unfamiliar hands gripped her waist.

“You may fuck her now,” Sylvie directed.

The blunt pressure, then one thrust filling her completely. Thick fingers dug into her hips. She recognized the calloused grip of the bearded man from before.

Brian watched from his position by the wall, transfixed. His wife mounted and blindfolded, servicing strangers. The man behind her was thick-set, probably mid-forties, with a construction worker’s build. His thrusts made Jessica’s whole body rock forward onto the cock in her mouth.

The man in front was younger—maybe late twenties, athletic. He held Jessica’s hair loosely, letting her set the pace now.

Sylvie circled the scene like a director checking angles. She tapped the younger man’s shoulder. “Enough. Next.”

He pulled out immediately, replaced by another—older, silver-haired, the gentleman who’d raised his glass earlier. Brian watched him trace Jessica’s lips almost reverently before sliding inside her mouth.

The bearded man’s thrusts grew erratic. He was close.

“Pull out,” Sylvie’s voice commanded. “I want to see her painted first.”

The cock left her suddenly. She felt the hot splash across her lower back, heard the man’s groan. The air cooled the wetness on her skin immediately.

The sudden emptiness, then hot splashes across her lower back. The air immediately cooled the wetness on her skin.


“Exquisite,” Sylvie said. “Who wants her next?”

Movement. Footsteps. Different hands—warmer, larger—trailing through the slickness on her back. A new cock pushing in, longer with a curve that found untouched places. Jessica’s moan vibrated around the cock in her mouth.

“Elle aime ça,” Sylvie observed. Then her breath near Jessica’s ear, expensive perfume cutting through the musk. “Do you want to cum on his cock?”

Jessica nodded frantically.

Sylvie’s manicured fingers found her clit with surgical precision. “Then show them. Montre-leur how much you love this.”

The combination overwhelmed—deep thrusts, expert fingers, the weight of eyes watching. Jessica shattered, screaming her release.

“C’est ça, continue,” Sylvie urged the man. “She can take more.”

Time began to dissolve. More hands, more bodies. Someone else marked her shoulders with his release. Another finished inside her with Sylvie’s permission, warmth spreading deep. Jessica lost count—was it five? Seven? The numbers ceased to matter.

Then something shifted in the room’s energy.

A redhead approached—mid-thirties, black lingerie, moving with feline confidence. She whispered something to Sylvie, who smiled.

“Mais oui, absolutely. Show these men what they’re missing.”

The woman kneeled behind Jessica. Softer hands traced up her thighs, deliberate, teasing. Jessica’s whole body responded to the different touch—goosebumps rising despite the heat.

The first touch of the woman’s tongue made Jessica cry out, the sound muffled by whoever was in her mouth. The redhead knew exactly where to press, how to circle, when to tease.

“Voilà,” Sylvie announced. “A woman always knows.”

The cock withdrew from Jessica’s mouth. She gasped, moaning openly now.

“Oh god,” Jessica breathed. “That’s—fuck—”

The redhead pulled back slightly. “I’m going to make you cum harder than any of these men did.”

She returned with focused intensity. Two fingers curved inside, finding that perfect spot, while her tongue maintained a devastating rhythm. Jessica’s thighs began to shake uncontrollably.

“Please,” Jessica gasped. “Please, I—”

“Yes you can,” the redhead said against her. “Come on, beautiful. Let go.”

Brian watched his wife fall apart completely. She screamed, her back arching, hands white-knuckled on the bench. The orgasm seemed to go on forever, wave after wave, the redhead not letting up until Jessica was sobbing from overstimulation.

Only then did the woman pull away, standing gracefully. She wiped her mouth with the back of her hand, looked directly at Brian.

“Your wife tastes incredible,” the redhead said, but instead of disappearing into the crowd, she moved to Jessica’s front. “Mind if I stay?”

“Please do,” Sylvie said. “In fact …” She scanned the crowd. “You, chérie, with the harness. Yes, come here.”

Brian watched an East Asian woman approach—petite, athletic build, wearing a strap-on harness. She moved with confidence.

“Perfect,” Sylvie purred. “Two women at once. Let’s see how she handles this.”

The redhead lifted Jessica’s chin. “Hey beautiful,” she murmured. Jessica could smell herself on the woman’s face, taste it immediately when their mouths met. The recognition made her moan—tasting her own arousal on another woman’s lips while strangers watched.

Behind her, the Asian woman ran her hands over Jessica’s ass, still slick with cum from the men before. “She’s so wet,” she said, voice tinged with appreciation.

“Then fuck her,” Sylvie directed. “But slowly. Let her feel the difference.”

The dildo pushed inside. Jessica moaned into the redhead’s mouth, tasting herself more deeply as the kiss intensified. The angle was different, the rhythm, too—the woman behind her rolled her hips in ways the men hadn’t, finding spots that made Jessica’s whole body jerk.

The redhead pulled back slightly, letting Jessica gasp for air, then kissed along her jaw. Jessica could feel the wetness on the woman’s face, her own scent surrounding them both.

“Beautiful,” Sylvie said, moving closer. She reached between Jessica’s legs, fingers finding her clit. “You’re going to cum for us again, aren’t you?”

Jessica couldn’t answer, lost between the redhead’s kisses and the devastating rhythm of the woman behind her. The dildo hit deep with each thrust, while Sylvie’s fingers worked with practiced precision.

“That’s it,” the redhead whispered against her mouth. “Let go for us.”

Jessica’s orgasm built differently this time—slower, deeper. The woman behind her had found a rolling rhythm that hit her g-spot with each thrust. Sylvie’s fingers on her clit, the redhead’s mouth on hers, the taste of herself on the woman’s lips—it was too much.

“She’s close,” Sylvie announced. “Feel how she clenches.”

The woman behind her grabbed Jessica’s hips harder, maintaining that perfect angle. The redhead caught Jessica’s bottom lip between her teeth, tugging gently.

Jessica broke. The orgasm rolled through her in waves, each thrust prolonging it. She screamed into the redhead’s mouth, her whole body convulsing. Sylvie didn’t stop her fingers, working her through it until Jessica was sobbing.

“Enough,” Sylvie finally said.

The woman behind her pulled out carefully. The redhead gave her one last kiss, gentle now, then stepped away. Jessica collapsed forward onto the bench, trembling.

“She needs a moment,” Sylvie announced to the room. Then, quieter, her hand stroking Jessica’s hair. “You’re doing beautifully, chérie. Do you want to continue?”

Jessica nodded against the leather, unable to speak yet.

“Good girl.” Sylvie looked across the room, caught Brian’s eye. She gestured him over with a subtle tilt of her head.

Brian’s legs felt unsteady as he crossed the room. His wife, blindfolded, covered in strangers’ cum, just fucked by two women, had no idea he was approaching.

Brian positioned himself behind Jessica. She was a mess—cum dried on her back, fresh wetness between her legs from multiple men and the women’s attention. He ran his hands over her ass, and she pushed back against him immediately.

“Please,” she whispered. “I need …”

Brian pushed inside her. She was so wet, so open from everything that had happened. But he knew her body, knew exactly how she liked to be fucked. He found that angle that always made her gasp.

“Oh,” Jessica breathed. “Oh, that’s …”

Did she recognize him? Brian couldn’t tell. He gripped her hips, fucking her with the rhythm he knew she loved.

After a few minutes, Sylvie gestured to Philippe, who approached already hard. She guided him to Jessica’s front.

“Open, chérie.”

Jessica parted her lips obediently, taking Philippe’s cock. The two men found a rhythm—when Brian thrust forward, it pushed Jessica onto Philippe’s cock.

Once they were both fucking her steadily, Sylvie placed her hands over Jessica’s ears, muffling her hearing. She announced to the watching crowd, “Her husband in her pussy, my husband in her mouth, and she has no idea.”

The crowd murmured appreciation, some laughing at the perfect perversity of it. Sylvie removed her hands from Jessica’s ears, stepping back to admire her orchestration.

Sylvie watched both men carefully, reading their rhythms. Brian was getting close—she could tell from how his thrusts became more urgent, his breathing rougher.

“Philippe,” she said softly, touching her husband’s arm. “Almost time.”

She moved beside Brian and whispered, “Don’t hold back. Fill her.”

Then to Philippe, she said, “When he comes, you pull out. I want her face painted.”

The two men were perfectly synchronized now. Jessica moaned around Philippe’s cock, overwhelmed by being used from both ends. Brian’s grip on her hips tightened—he was right on the edge.

“Now,” Sylvie commanded.

Brian thrust deep, groaning as he came inside Jessica. At the same moment, Philippe pulled out, finishing across Jessica’s blindfolded face. White streaks painted her cheeks, her lips.

“Magnifique,” Sylvie breathed, admiring her tableau. “Absolutely perfect.”

Jessica was trembling, cum dripping from her face, her body still clenching around Brian as he softened inside her.

Brian pulled out slowly, his legs unsteady. He stepped back, found a place against the wall where he could still see everything. His wife remained on the bench, Philippe’s cum dripping down her face, Brian’s own release leaking from between her legs.

He should have felt satisfied. Spent. But he couldn’t look away.

“We’re not finished,” Sylvie announced. She scanned the crowd, pointed to someone Brian hadn’t noticed before—a massive man, probably 6’4”, built like a linebacker. “You. Show us what you can do.”

The man approached Jessica with confidence. When he dropped his shorts, Brian understood why Sylvie had chosen him—he was huge, probably nine inches and thick.

When he pushed inside her, Jessica’s whole body went rigid. A sound escaped her that Brian had never heard before—something between a gasp and a sob.

“Too much?” Sylvie asked, hand on Jessica’s hair.

“No,” Jessica breathed. “No, don’t stop.”

Time began to blur for Brian. The big man fucked Jessica thoroughly, making her cum twice more. Then another man. Then two at once—one in her mouth, one behind. The crowd ebbed and flowed. Some people left, new ones arrived.

Jessica had transcended into something else—no longer thinking, just feeling, taking whatever was offered. At some point, Sylvie had removed the blindfold, but Jessica’s eyes were unfocused, glazed. She might see but wasn’t really looking.

Brian lost count. Lost track of time. His wife had become the center of this carnal universe, and he could only watch, mesmerized.

Another cock pushed inside her. She’d lost count of how many. This one was huge—stretching her beyond what she thought she could take. Her whole body went rigid.

“Too much?” Sylvie’s voice, somewhere above her.

“No,” Jessica heard herself say. “Don’t stop.”

He didn’t. Each thrust pushed her beyond herself. She was nothing but sensation now—the cock filling her completely, someone’s hands on her breasts, Sylvie’s fingers in her hair.

Someone else at her mouth. She opened automatically, took him in. The rhythm of bodies using her became everything. She came again—or maybe she’d never stopped coming. The orgasms blended together into one endless wave.

More hands. More cocks. More mouths. The blindfold was gone—when had that happened?—but she couldn’t focus on faces. Just bodies. Just pleasure and pain mixing until she couldn’t tell them apart.

Someone finished on her back. Someone else in her mouth. The huge cock inside her kept going, relentless, until she was sobbing from the intensity. When he finally came, she felt it like an explosion inside her, triggering another orgasm that left her screaming.

Then floating. Weightless. The sounds of the room fading to a distant hum.

“Jess? Baby?” Brian’s voice, close to her ear. “You okay?”

She tried to focus. Found his face near hers. His hand stroking her hair.

“There you are, chérie.” Sylvie now, on her other side. “Coming back to us.”

Jessica blinked, trying to focus on Brian’s face. He looked worried, aroused, amazed all at once.

“Hi,” she whispered, her throat raw.

“Hi,” he said back, still stroking her hair. “You were incredible.”

“Absolutely perfect,” Sylvie added, producing a bottle of water. “Small sips, chérie.”

Brian helped support her head while she drank. Jessica became aware of the state of her body—sticky, sore, thoroughly used. She could feel cum on her back, her face, between her legs. The marks of countless hands on her skin.

“How many?” she asked, the question escaping before she could stop it.

“Many,” Sylvie said simply. “Does the exact number matter?”

Jessica thought about it. The blur of bodies, the endless sensation. “No,” she said finally. “I suppose it doesn’t.”

“Good,” Sylvie approved. “Better to keep the mystery.”

“Can you stand?” Brian asked.

Jessica tried to push herself up. Her arms shook. Everything ached.

“Not yet,” Sylvie said. “Let’s clean you up first.” She signaled someone—towels appeared, warm and damp. Sylvie and Brian worked together, gently cleaning the worst of the mess from her body.

“You were beautiful,” Sylvie murmured as she worked. “I’ve never seen someone surrender so completely.”

They stayed at the bench. Jessica shifted to sitting on it rather than being bent over it, Brian supporting her. The party continued around them but quieter now, later in the night.

Someone—Jessica didn’t see who—brought over a plate of those peanut butter filled pretzels. She hadn’t realized how hungry she was until she tasted the first one.

“Oh god, these are amazing,” she mumbled through a mouthful.

Sylvie laughed. “You need the salt and protein. Eat.”

Jessica demolished half the plate, alternating between pretzels and water. Brian kept his arm around her, his presence grounding. Occasionally, someone would walk by and nod appreciatively at her, but no one approached.

“I can’t feel my legs,” Jessica said, not upset, just observing.

“No need to walk anywhere tonight,” Sylvie assured her.

Jessica leaned into Brian. “Did you fuck me? During?”

“Yes.”

“Did I know it was you?”

“I don’t know. Maybe.”

Jessica nodded, eating another pretzel. The not knowing felt right somehow. Everything about tonight had been about surrendering control, including the control of knowledge.

Philippe appeared with Jessica’s sundress, folded neatly. “I kept this safe for you,” he said with a gentle smile.

Jessica looked at the dress and started laughing again—the idea of putting clothes on seemed absurd. Her body didn’t feel like hers anymore. It felt like something magnificent and ruined all at once.

Tears were still running down her face—she hadn’t realized until she tasted salt that wasn’t from the pretzels. But she wasn’t sad. She was … everything.

“I can’t stop crying,” she said, laughing at the same time. “But I’m not upset.”

“Endorphins,” Sylvie explained. “Your body is flooded with them. The tears are just release.”

Jessica laughed harder, which made her cry more. “I feel like I’m on drugs.”

“You are, chérie. Your own chemistry.”

“I did that,” she said to Brian, wonder in her voice. “I really did that.”

“You did,” he confirmed, pulling her closer.

“Was I good?” The question came out small, vulnerable.

“You were perfect,” Brian said into her hair.

The tears came harder then, but she was smiling. Everything felt too big for her body—the pride, the shame, the pleasure still echoing through her, the soreness setting in. She was flying and falling at the same time.

The world drifted in and out. Jessica felt herself being lifted—Brian’s arms under her knees and back. She tucked her face into his chest, smelling his familiar scent mixed with the night’s activities.

Movement. Two figures ahead—Sylvie’s latex dress catching the hallway lights, Philippe’s hand on her back. The elevator. Bright lights making her squint.

“Almost there, chérie.” Sylvie’s voice, soft.

Their cabin door. Being laid on the bed—cool sheets against her overheated skin.

“I will come check on her in the morning if I do not see you at breakfast,” Sylvie was saying to Brian. “I need to know she is recovering.”

Footsteps. Door closing. Then nothing.

***

Brian stood in the middle of their cabin, looking at his wife sprawled across the bed. She’d collapsed the moment she hit the sheets, still naked, still bearing the night’s evidence. In the harsh cabin lights, he catalogued the damage—purple bruises blooming on her hips, bite marks he hadn’t noticed before, the salt-sweet smell of sex and strangers clinging to her skin.

He pulled off his shirt, kicked off his shoes, and then poured himself a whiskey from the mini bar and sat in the chair across from the bed.

Thirteen men and three women. He’d kept count. His wife. The woman who eight months ago had flinched when he’d tried to touch her shoulder.

She looked destroyed. She looked magnificent.

Brian took a sip of whiskey, the burn grounding him. Outside, the ocean moved against the ship. Inside, Jessica breathed deeply, lost to exhaustion and endorphins.

They’d crossed into something new tonight. There was no going back.

He wasn’t sure he’d want to if they could.




Chapter 9

Jessica woke to sunlight and pain. Her thighs screamed. Her jaw throbbed. Between her legs, a deep, thorough ache that made her groan before she even opened her eyes.

“Hey.” Brian’s voice, soft. He was sitting in the chair across from the bed, coffee in hand, still wearing yesterday’s jeans. “How are you feeling?”

“Like I got hit by a truck.” Her voice came out raspy. “A truck made of dicks.”

He laughed, surprised. “That’s … specific.”

She tried to sit up, winced, fell back. “Oh god. I can’t move.”

“Bath?” he suggested. “There’s Epsom salts in the bathroom.”

“Bath,” she agreed.

Brian ran the water while Jessica stayed perfectly still, cataloging her body’s complaints. Bruises she hadn’t earned yet throbbed beneath her skin, muscles she’d forgotten existed announced themselves. When Brian helped her to the bathroom, she caught sight of herself in the mirror and stopped.

“Jesus.”

Her neck had fingerprint bruises. Her hips were purple. Her inner thighs looked like a watercolor painting. She turned slightly—her ass had actual handprints.

“Jessica Jackson,” she said to her reflection, “what the fuck did you do?”

“Something incredible,” Brian said quietly.

She looked at him in the mirror. “Was it?”

“Yes.”

The bath hurt and helped in equal measure. Jessica sank into the too-hot water with a hiss, then gradually relaxed as her muscles unclenched. Brian sat on the closed toilet, keeping her company.

“I need to wash my hair,” she said, touching it gingerly. Dried salt and stickiness—she didn’t want to think too hard about the sources.

“Want help?”

She nodded. Brian kneeled beside the tub, used the handheld shower attachment to wet her hair, then worked shampoo through it carefully. His fingers on her scalp made her moan.

“Good or bad?” he asked.

“Good. Everything hurts, but that feels amazing.”

He washed it twice then conditioned. The simple intimacy of it—her husband washing strangers’ cum from her hair—should have been strange. Instead, it felt like exactly what she needed.

Brian helped her out, wrapped her in a towel. She found a sundress—not the one from last night—and pulled it on carefully. No underwear. Even soft cotton felt like too much against her skin.

“Breakfast?” Brian asked.

“Starving.”

They were almost out the door when someone knocked. Brian opened it to find Sylvie, immaculate in white linen again.

“I was coming to check on our patient,” she said then saw Jessica. “Ah, you’re mobile. Bon.”

Jessica didn’t say anything. She just stepped forward and hugged Sylvie tight.

Sylvie chuckled, returning the embrace. “You’re welcome, chérie.” She pulled back, studying Jessica’s face. “You survived beautifully.”

“I feel like I got ripped apart and put back together.”

“That’s exactly what happened.” Sylvie touched Jessica’s cheek gently. “The best transformations always hurt.”

She left them at the elevator, kissing both their cheeks. “You’ve earned some peace.”

***

The breakfast buffet was less crowded than usual—most people sleeping in. Jessica moved carefully, each step a reminder. She loaded her plate again, her body demanding fuel.

“You’re walking like you rode a horse,” Brian observed.

“Multiple horses,” Jessica corrected. “For hours.”

They found a quiet table by the window. Marge and Harold were across the dining room but didn’t approach, just waved. Daniel was at the coffee station. He made eye contact with Jessica, nodded respectfully, then moved on.

“Do you think he was there?” Jessica asked quietly. “Last night?”

“No idea.”

That was the thing—any man on this ship could have been inside her last night. The server bringing coffee, the older gentleman reading his newspaper, the muscular guy from the gym. She’d never know.

“Does that bother you?” Brian asked, reading her expression. “Not knowing?”

Jessica considered while chewing bacon. “It should. But it doesn’t.”

After breakfast, they walked slowly to the spa. Brian had booked a couples massage while Jessica was in the bath. The masseuse took one look at Jessica’s bruises and didn’t comment, just switched to arnica oil and went featherlight.

“You’re very tense,” she said diplomatically, working on Jessica’s shoulders with practiced care.

“Rough night,” Jessica mumbled into the face cradle.

Brian snorted from the next table.

***

An hour later, they emerged, feeling more human. The sun deck was mostly empty—too early for the serious tanners, too late for the morning yoga crowd. Salt spray misted occasionally over the rail. They found loungers in a corner, partial shade from an overhang, the cushions already warm from the morning sun.

Jessica lay on her belly, feeling the heat soak into her aching muscles. Brian traced patterns on her skin, careful of the bruises.

“What are you thinking?” she asked.

“That I can’t believe this week happened.”

“Me, neither.” She turned her head to look at him. “Are you okay with everything?”

“I think so. Are you?”

Jessica stretched like a cat, feeling every sore muscle protest. “I feel like a caterpillar.”

Brian’s hand stilled on her back. “What?”

“You know.” She gestured vaguely at nothing. “A caterpillar goes into cocoon, turns to goo, becomes a butterfly.”

“Shouldn’t you feel like a butterfly?” Brian asked. “You already did the transformation.”

Jessica blinked. “Oh, right.” She laughed, burying her face in the lounger cushion. “I’m bad at metaphors.”

“Plus, caterpillars don’t choose to go into cocoons,” Brian pointed out, his finger tracing the edge of a bruise. “It just happens to them.”

“And I definitely chose last night.” She shifted to see him better, wincing at her sore hips. “God, everything hurts.”

A woman walked past in a tiny bikini. Brian didn’t even glance up—his attention completely on Jessica. When had that started happening again?

“Different metaphor?” he suggested.

Jessica rolled onto her side, the movement making her acutely aware of her soreness. “Maybe more like … steel being forged? You know, heated until it’s soft, hammered into a new shape, then cooled.”

“So, last night was the hammering?”

She burst out laughing. “Literally, yes.” She found his hand, interlacing their fingers. “We got soft first, didn’t we? Eight months of not touching. We had to melt down before we could become something else.”

The sun moved behind a cloud, dropping the temperature.

Brian pulled her closer. “And now?” he asked.

“Now we’re cooling into our new shape.” Jessica pressed back against him. “Whatever that is.”

They lay there quietly, watching the ocean. A few more people arrived on the sun deck—a couple with books, an older woman with knitting. Normal cruise activities. As if last night hadn’t happened.

Jessica became aware of Brian’s body behind her. His hand on her hip. The way their bodies fit together. When had they stopped lying like this? Months before the bedroom had died completely.

“I want you,” she said quietly.

“Jess, you’re exhausted. And sore.”

“I know.” She turned in his arms to face him. “But I want my husband. No one else involved, no one directing us. Just you and me.”

Brian studied her face. “Here?”

Jessica looked around. The sun deck wasn’t empty, but the other people were absorbed in their own activities. Their corner was partially hidden by the overhang and a large planter. Anyone who looked would know what they were doing, but no one was looking.

“Here,” she confirmed.

Brian kissed her—soft, careful of her swollen lips. His hand moved under her sundress, finding her bare. She was still puffy, sensitive from last night, but when he touched her she sighed into his mouth.

“Tell me if it’s too much,” he said.

“It won’t be.”

Brian shifted their position slightly, spooning behind her so they both faced the ocean. To anyone glancing over, they looked like a couple napping together. His hand moved under her dress slowly, finding her still swollen from last night’s use.

“God, you’re puffy,” he whispered, carefully touching her.

“A lot of men will do that,” she breathed back.

He traced her gently, feeling how different she was—stretched, sensitive, thoroughly used. When his finger barely entered her, she hissed.

“Too much?”

“No. Just … careful.”

He took his time, using just his fingertip, barely inside. She was still so wet—her body’s response to the soreness, or maybe residual from last night. He could feel how open she was, how easy it would be to hurt her.

“I can wait,” he offered.

“I don’t want to wait.” Jessica reached back, found him hard against her ass. “I want to feel you. Just you. After all those strangers.”

Brian lifted her leg slightly, positioned himself. The head of his cock against her entrance made her tense—her body remembering the assault from last night.

“Breathe,” he said.

She did, and he pushed inside—just the tip. She was impossibly open, no resistance at all. Different from their normal sex, from any sex they’d had before. Her body had been reformed by other men.

“You’re so stretched,” he said, awed.

“I know. I can feel how different I am.”

He moved deeper, slowly. What normally would have been a tight fit was now easy, spacious. She was ruined in the most literal sense.

“Does it hurt?” he asked, holding still inside her.

“Everything hurts. But this is good hurt.”

He moved carefully, small movements that wouldn’t draw attention. The lounger creaked slightly. The woman with the knitting looked up, then politely turned her chair to face away.

“She knows,” Jessica whispered.

“Do you care?”

“No.”

Brian found a rhythm—gentle, barely moving, just enough. Jessica’s body responded differently than before. She was so sensitive that even these small movements made her gasp. He could feel the swollen walls of her, the evidence of her use.

“I watched you take all of them,” he said into her ear. “You were incredible.”

“I can still feel them,” she admitted. “Like phantom touches.”

He moved a little deeper and she grabbed his hand, squeezing hard. Not in pain—in intensity. Everything was too much and exactly right.

“I’m already close,” she whispered, surprised.

“Your body’s hypersensitive.”

She came quietly, just a shudder and a soft moan she muffled against the lounger cushion. The gentle orgasm was almost a relief after the violent ones from last night. Brian followed, careful not to thrust too hard, holding her close as he finished inside her.

They stayed connected, both catching their breath. Normal married couples having careful sex after a wild night. Except their wild night had involved Jessica being blindfolded and fucked by strangers while Brian watched.

“We’re different now,” Jessica said quietly.

“Yes,” Brian agreed, “we are.”

Eventually, they had to separate and adjust their clothes. Jessica felt Brian’s cum mixing with her wetness, adding to the mess her body had become. She didn’t clean up, just smoothed down her dress and settled back against him.

“I need another nap,” she said.

“Sleep. I’ll watch the ocean.”

She dozed against him while the sun deck gradually filled with people. Some probably recognized them from the week’s activities. Others were just regular passengers, unaware of the couple who’d pushed every boundary.

Jessica woke to voices nearby—Marge and Harold had claimed loungers a few spots over.

“Well, hey there!” Marge called out, jewelry glinting. “Y’all look relaxed.”

“Finally,” Brian said carefully.

Harold laughed knowingly. “Big night last night? We heard the party went pretty late.”

Jessica tensed. Did they mean they’d heard about it, or they’d been there?

“Are you coming to the farewell party?” Marge asked. “On the Lido Deck? Last chance to play in our hot tub!” She winked.

Jessica’s whole body protested at the thought of another party, another potential encounter.

“Maybe,” she said. “We’re taking today easy.”

“Good idea,” Harold said, and something in his tone suggested he knew exactly why they needed rest.

After Marge and Harold wandered off to the pool, Jessica turned to Brian. “Do you think they were there? Last night?”

“I have no idea.” He paused. “Would it matter?”

Jessica thought about Harold’s knowing laugh, Marge’s bright smile. “I genuinely don’t know anymore.”




Chapter 10

Their last full day aboard. Jessica woke to sunlight and the distant sound of people at the pool. No suitcases in the hallway yet—that would be tomorrow’s chaos.

“We should pack,” Brian said from the bathroom.

Jessica stretched, cataloging her body’s complaints. Better than yesterday but still tender. The white sundress with blue flowers lay wadded in a corner. Ruined anyway. She tossed it in the trash and started gathering their scattered belongings.

By evening, their bags were ready. The farewell party thundered from the Lido Deck—same DJ, same playlist, same desperate energy of people trying to hold on to something already slipping away.

Jessica stood at the railing with wine she wasn’t drinking, watching sunset paint the ocean copper and pink. Every muscle still ached.

A man approached—tall, athletic, maybe familiar. “Last chance to play.”

“I’m good, thanks.”

He nodded, moved on. No persistence. Just an offer declined. Background noise.

Brian returned with water. “Making friends?”

“Turning them down, actually.”

She leaned against him. Derek was in a corner with someone new—blonde, eager, hanging on to his every word. He raised his glass to Jessica. She nodded back. Ancient history.

“Excuse me?”

A woman stood near them—mid-thirties, pretty but nervous, wearing a dress that seemed chosen for someone else’s idea of sexy.

“Yes?” Jessica said.

“Were you …? I mean, I think I saw you. Two nights ago. At the …” She gestured vaguely.

Jessica tensed. Brian’s hand found her lower back.

“I was there,” the woman rushed on. “Watching from the doorway. My husband wanted to go, and I …” She stopped, started again. “You were incredible.”

“Oh.” Jessica wasn’t sure what to say. “Thanks?”

“I’m Chloe.” She glanced behind her. “That’s my husband, Rob.”

A man stood by the bar, clutching a beer like a life preserver—handsome in a suburban dad way, Polo shirt, wedding ring prominent.

“You both seemed so comfortable,” Chloe continued. “How long have you been doing this?”

Jessica almost laughed. “This was our first cruise.”

Chloe’s eyes widened. “Really? But you seemed so … confident.”

“We had good teachers,” Brian said, squeezing Jessica’s waist.

Chloe looked back at her husband, then at them again. “We came here to try things. And I’ve been too scared all week.”

Rob had noticed them talking. He approached, looking concerned.

“Everything okay?” he asked Chloe.

“Fine,” she said with clear frustration. “Just talking to people who actually did what we came here to do.”

Rob’s face went red—he recognized them. He extended his hand to Brian, overcompensating with formality. “Rob. Nice to meet you properly.”

They shook hands awkwardly.

“Tomorrow, we leave and nothing’s changed,” Chloe said, wine making her direct. “Complete waste.”

“We tried,” Rob said quietly.

“We watched. That’s all we’ve done.”

The familiar tension hung between them—the same fights Jessica and Brian had endured for months. The frustration, blame, sense of failure.

“We’d been having problems for months before this,” Jessica offered. “Dead bedroom. We came here desperate.”

Chloe’s interest sparked. “Really?”

“Really.”

“But you figured it out,” Rob said. “We don’t even know where to start.”

“I keep thinking if I could just experience something,” Chloe said miserably. “Just to know I can.” She turned to Jessica. “I’ve only been with Rob. He had this whole life before me, and I’ve had nothing. It’s eating at me.”

The recognition hit Jessica like a punch. Those exact feelings.

Jessica caught Brian’s eye, raised her eyebrows slightly—a question. He looked confused, and then his eyes widened as understanding dawned. A tiny shrug—your call.

“Look,” Jessica said, “I’m wrecked from this week. But you could be with my husband. If you wanted. While Rob watches. I’ll be there, too.”

The silence stretched taut.

“You’re suggesting …” Chloe started.

“I’m suggesting you experience someone else while we’re both there. A week ago, the idea of Brian with another woman terrified me. Now I’m curious.”

“This is insane,” Rob said.

“The whole week’s been insane,” Brian said quietly.

Chloe was studying Brian now—really looking.

“Where?” she asked, surprising everyone including herself.

***

Their suite felt different with four people—charged, expectant. Rob poured drinks with shaking hands while Chloe gravitated toward Brian like a magnet.

“Everyone’s sure about this?” Brian asked.

“God yes,” Chloe breathed, already reaching for him.

Jessica settled into a chair where she could see everything. Rob took the other chair, whiskey forgotten.

Brian looked at Jessica, uncertain.

She smiled. “You don’t need permission every step. Just be you.”

Chloe was already working on Brian’s shirt buttons, nervousness transformed into hunger. Her hands trembled slightly as she pushed the shirt off his shoulders.

Brian cupped her face, kissed her gently at first, then deeper when she pressed against him. She made soft sounds—relief mixed with desire.

“She hasn’t been like this in months,” Rob murmured.

Jessica’s hand found Rob’s thigh. He jumped.

“Relax. Watch your wife get what she needs.”

On the bed, Chloe had shed her dress—good underwear underneath, lace, matching. She’d been hoping. Brian traced his fingers along the lace edge of her bra, making her shiver.

“Beautiful,” he told her, and Chloe’s whole body seemed to glow from the compliment.

She unhooked her bra herself, suddenly bold. Brian’s hands replaced the fabric, thumbs brushing her nipples. The simple touch made her gasp—oversensitive from anticipation.

“Jesus,” Rob muttered.

Chloe pushed Brian back onto the bed, straddled him. The kiss turned desperate, her hips already moving against him through their remaining clothes. She pulled back, breathing hard.

“I want to taste you,” she said, then looked embarrassed by her directness.

Brian smiled. “Then taste me.”

“Actually—can you kneel on the bed? I’m better at it that way.”

Brian repositioned himself, kneeling on the mattress. Chloe got on all fours in front of him, arching her back in what was essentially downward dog.

“Yoga teacher,” Rob explained.

Jessica looked at him, amused. “Virgin yoga teacher—interesting combination.”

“That’s what I thought!” Rob laughed nervously.

On the bed, Chloe took Brian in her mouth with unexpected confidence. The angle let her take him deep, her flexibility apparent. Brian’s hands tangled in her hair, hips moving slightly.

Jessica studied her husband’s face—the familiar tension in his jaw, the way his breathing changed. Strange to observe his pleasure from across the room, caused by another woman’s touch. Jealousy flickered, but underneath was something else—pride. Her husband was desired. Another woman was worshipping him.

She reached over, rubbed Rob through his khakis. He inhaled sharply.

“This okay?”

“Yeah. God, yes.”

On the bed, Brian pulled back from Chloe’s mouth, breathing hard. “Turn over.”

She rolled immediately, spreading her legs without hesitation. When he pushed inside, her back arched completely off the bed.

“Different,” she gasped. “So different.”

The words sent an unexpected jolt through Jessica. Different from Rob. Her husband was giving this woman something new.

Rob trembled as Jessica’s palm pressed harder. “She’s already close. When she’s really turned on …”

He was right. Chloe’s legs wrapped around Brian, her breath coming in short gasps. “Oh god, I’m going to—”

She shattered, crying out, nails raking Brian’s back. He kept steady rhythm, drawing out her orgasm until she was shaking.

“Months,” Rob said with wonder. “It’s been months since she came that fast.”

Jessica twisted her wrist, making him groan. On the bed, Brian had pulled Chloe’s legs over his shoulders, the new angle making her gasp.

“Too much?” Brian asked.

“No. God no. Don’t stop.”

The sound of skin against skin filled the room—urgent, needy. Jessica felt that complex mix intensify. This is what Brian experienced all week, she realized. This impossible combination of jealousy and arousal and pride.

“My husband’s going to make her cum again,” Jessica told Rob.

“Fuck,” Rob panted, hips bucking into her fist.

Chloe was building again, writhing beneath Brian. When he found her clit with his thumb, she screamed—actually screamed.

“Wait,” Chloe gasped suddenly. “Stop.”

Brian froze, concerned. “You okay?”

“I want it doggy style.” Her eyes were wild. “I want to see them while you fuck me. Is that okay?”

Jessica laughed—genuinely delighted. “Absolutely.”

Chloe scrambled onto hands and knees, facing the chairs. When Brian entered her again, her eyes locked on Rob’s.

“Watch me,” she commanded her husband. “Watch another man fuck me.”

Rob made a strangled sound. Jessica’s hand sped up, her own arousal spiking at Chloe’s transformation.

Then Chloe’s gaze shifted to Jessica, and the message was clear: Your husband is inside me. Your husband is making me come.

Jessica grinned. We’ve created a monster.

Chloe seemed to read her amusement because she smiled back, then deliberately pushed back against Brian, taking him deeper.

“Fuck,” Chloe gasped, eyes moving between them. “Watching you touch him while your husband fucks me—I’m going to—”

She came hard, body shaking but eyes staying open, watching. The sight pushed Rob over—he spilled across Jessica’s hand with a groan.

Brian followed, pulling out just in time to finish across Chloe’s back. She collapsed forward, completely spent.

Silence except for heavy breathing.

Then Chloe started laughing—deep, genuine delight. “Holy shit. Holy fucking shit.”

Brian found his boxers, looking slightly dazed. Jessica cleaned her hand with tissues, studying the scene—Chloe sprawled and glowing, Rob stunned, Brian catching his breath.

“Thank you,” Chloe said to the ceiling. “Seriously. Thank you.”

“Thank you,” Jessica replied. “I needed to see that side of things.”

Brian kissed Jessica’s head. “You okay?”

“More than okay. That was hot.”

They dressed quickly, the spell breaking. At the door, Chloe hugged them both fiercely.

“Will we …? Can we stay in touch?”

Jessica smiled. “@JessicaJackson94 on CircleSpace. We might do another cruise.”

Chloe’s eyes lit up. “We might, too.”

Walking back through quiet halls, Brian took Jessica’s hand. “That was unexpected.”

“Which part? You fucking her or me jerking him off?”

“All of it. How do you feel?”

“Good. Weirdly good. Is that strange?”

“After this week? Nothing’s strange anymore.”

Back in their cabin, tomorrow’s reality waited in packed bags. Jessica brushed her teeth, studying her fading bruises in the mirror—battle scars from their transformation.

“Jess?” Brian called. “Sylvie left a note.”

An elegant cream envelope had been slipped under their door:

Chérie,

You’ve graduated beautifully.

Until the next adventure.

— S & P

@MadameSylvie on CircleSpace




Epilogue

Three Weeks Later…

“Remember last time?” Jessica whispered, shifting on the uncomfortable waiting room chair.

“You were trying not to cry, and I was calculating if we could afford a divorce,” Brian whispered back.

“Romantic.”

The same beige walls, same paint-sneeze abstract art, same ancient Psychology Today magazines. But they sat differently now—Jessica’s thigh pressed against Brian’s, her hand on his knee.

The door opened. Dr. Montoya stood there in the same navy cardigan she’d probably been wearing since the 90s.

“Brian, Jessica, come in.”

They took their spots on the couch, but this time, Jessica sat close to Brian, their thighs touching.

Dr. Montoya noticed immediately, her eyebrows rising slightly. “Well,” she said, settling into her chair with her yellow legal pad, “you’ve been back three weeks now. How are things?”

Jessica and Brian looked at each other, trying not to laugh.

“Better,” Brian said.

“Much better,” Jessica added.

“I see.” She shifted forward slightly, a subtle tell that her interest was piqued. “Your body language has transformed completely. What changed during your time away?”

Jessica felt Brian’s hand find hers. How to explain? Well, Doc, I fucked a stranger while Brian watched, then strangers at a poker game, then got blindfolded and mounted by a parade of anonymous cocks at a sex party while my husband participated …

“It was … transformative,” Jessica said carefully.

“We tried new things,” Brian added. “Met interesting people.”

Dr. Montoya scribbled on her pad. “Did you follow my suggestion about setting aside intimate time?”

“You could say that,” Jessica said, biting her lip to keep from laughing.

“We definitely prioritized intimacy,” Brian added, his voice perfectly neutral.

Dr. Montoya set down her pen with deliberate precision. “You two are practically vibrating with unspoken details. I’m sensing there’s more to this story than ‘trying new things.’”

Jessica shifted. Brian cleared his throat.

“We explored non-traditional relationship dynamics,” Jessica finally offered.

“Significantly,” Brian added.

Dr. Montoya leaned back, fingers steepled. The afternoon sun slanted through the blinds, striping her desk where a forgotten coffee mug had developed a film.

“Non-traditional,” she repeated. “And this exploration addressed the experience disparity we discussed?”

“I caught up,” Jessica said simply.

“More than caught up,” Brian corrected.

The clock on the wall ticked. Someone in the waiting room coughed. Dr. Montoya watched them with the expression of someone solving a puzzle.

“You seem transformed, Jessica. More … confident doesn’t capture it.”

“Powerful,” Jessica said without hesitation. “I feel powerful.”

“Interesting choice of words.” Dr. Montoya made a note. “And Brian, how do you experience Jessica’s newfound power?”

Brian turned to really study his wife. Three weeks home, and she still moved like someone who knew her body’s worth. She’d worn a dress today, something she’d have second-guessed before. Short enough to be interesting. No nervous tugging at the hem.

“Proud,” he said. “Aroused. Sometimes intimidated.”

“But not threatened?”

“Never threatened.”

Dr. Montoya made a note. “And sexually? Are you connecting?”

Jessica laughed—she couldn’t help it. “Yes. We’re connecting.”

“Daily,” Brian added.

“Sometimes twice daily,” Jessica said.

“I see.” Dr. Montoya’s expression suggested she saw quite a bit more than they were saying. “And this is sustainable? Sometimes vacation breakthroughs don’t translate to daily life.”

Jessica thought about last night—washing dishes when Brian pressed against her from behind. She’d spread her legs right there at the sink, letting him hike up her skirt. Sudsy hands gripping the counter while he fucked her. Then this morning, bent over in the shower while conditioner ran down her back.

“It’s translating perfectly,” Jessica said.

“We’re also …” Brian paused, choosing words. “We’re considering another cruise.”

“Already? The same cruise line?”

“Same cruise line,” Jessica confirmed. “We made some friends we’d like to see again.”

She thought of Sylvie’s message on CircleSpace: Next sailing in April. You’re ready for the advanced class.

Dr. Montoya studied them for a long moment. “In therapy, we often see what I call a ‘correction phase’—couples swinging hard opposite their problem. The dead bedroom becomes hypersexual. The question is whether this represents your new equilibrium or if you’re still in the pendulum swing.”

“You think we overcorrected?” Brian asked.

“I think you needed to explore extremes to find your center,” Dr. Montoya said carefully. “Whether this intensity maintains or moderates, what matters is that you’re both present. You’re both engaged. The rest will sort itself.” She closed her notepad. “Do you want to continue therapy?”

Brian spoke first. “I don’t think I would have said yes to this idea if you hadn’t been supportive. So yeah, I’d like us to drop to maybe every other month or so.”

Jessica nodded. “Keep us honest.”

“Good.” Dr. Montoya stood, signaling the session’s end. They all moved toward the door.

As Brian reached for the handle, Dr. Montoya spoke again, studying her pen with forced casualness. “What was the name of that cruise line? For my professional notes.”

“Temptation Cruises,” Jessica said, watching Dr. Montoya scribble it on a Post-It, not her legal pad.

“Interesting. For my files.” The Post-It disappeared into her pocket. “See you in two months.”

***

Outside, Jessica erupted in laughter. “She’s absolutely booking that cruise.”

“Within the hour,” Brian agreed.

In the car, Jessica checked CircleSpace. A photo from Chloe—her and Rob at what looked like an upscale sex club, both glowing with mischief. Found our local scene. You unlocked something we didn’t know existed. Forever grateful.

“Chloe’s thriving,” Jessica said, showing Brian.

“We created monsters.”

“Good monsters,” Jessica corrected then glanced at the dashboard clock. “I have a Zoom in an hour.”

“Plenty of time to get home.”

Jessica’s hand found his thigh, fingernails dragging along the denim. “Not if you’re going to bend me over my desk first.”

Brian took the next turn faster than necessary.

Some transformations, Jessica thought as familiar streets blurred past, were worth every bruise, every awkward conversation, every boundary crossed.

Their house came into view—same suburban normal from the outside. But inside, everything had changed.

“Race you to the office,” she said as he pulled into the driveway.

They were both running before the car doors fully closed.

THE END
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Chapter One: The Quiet House

The house was quiet in the way all expensive things were—soundless, still, and vaguely resentful of disturbance. Even the walls felt padded, like they’d learned not to echo.

Vivian padded barefoot across the heated marble, the hem of her silk robe whispering around her calves. Morning light spilled through the towering windows, filtered through linen curtains that someone steamed and pressed once a week. She’d never met her.

Everything smelled faintly of citrus and something floral—expensive and indistinct. Probably coming from the diffuser system Elliot had installed without telling her.

Vivian stirred oat milk into her coffee with the little gold spoon. Not because she cared how it tasted, but because it gave her hands something to do.

Elliot had left for the office about an hour ago. Gym at six, calls at seven, car at eight. He had kissed her cheek before he’d left. Always did. It wasn’t unkind. Just … practiced.

Her phone buzzed—calendar reminders. Facial at noon. Fitting at two. Dinner with Elliot at seven. Black dress. No red lipstick.

She sipped her coffee as she walked to the sunroom, where the city stretched below—trimmed hedges, slate rooftops, the skyline farther off than it looked. On the glass table was a new book she wasn’t reading, a fashion magazine she’d already flipped through, and the same scented candle she’d lit every morning for three weeks. She struck the match, anyway.

Somewhere upstairs, the housekeeper moved between rooms. Vivian didn’t call out. They barely spoke past “good morning” and “thank you.”

She scrolled for a while. Instagram. News. A text from Maddie, reading, “You still alive in that mansion? Blink twice if you’re trapped.

She smiled but didn’t reply.

***

Lunch was a salad she didn’t finish, eaten while she scrolled through centerpiece options for the foundation dinner Elliot was co-chairing. They were all beautiful. Interchangeable. Like everything else.

Vivian nodded in the right places while talking to the florist. Picked something understated. Agreed politely. Hung up.

By late afternoon, she was upstairs again. Showered. Moisturized. Hair blown out by the stylist who came every week. She stood in the closet, wrapped in a towel, staring at rows of dresses with the tags still on. She chose the black one Elliot liked—fitted, not too short. He said it made her look “composed.”

He noticed what she wore. Complimented her. Bought her things. Remembered her wine. Told the chef not to use garlic because it gave her headaches.

He wasn’t cruel. He just wasn’t there. Not really.

***

At seven, the driver arrived.

Elliot had texted, On my way. Looking forward to it.

Vivian replied with a heart. It felt polite, like RSVP’ing to a party she had already agreed to.

As she slipped on her heels and fastened her earrings, she caught her reflection in the full-length mirror.

She looked perfect.

And yet she felt absolutely nothing.

***

The restaurant was one of their favorites. Or rather, one of Elliot’s. Vivian never objected, so it had quietly become the place. The maître d’ greeted them by name. Their table was already set, Chassagne-Montrachet poured, candles lit.

Elliot arrived on time, in his usual dark suit, no tie, watch worth more than a semester at a good university. He leaned in, kissed her cheek, then sat.

“You look lovely,” he said, adjusting his cufflinks. “Is that the dress from Milan?”

“It is.”

“It suits you.”

He scanned the wine list, though he’d already ordered. Rituals were soothing, even when they were unnecessary.

They ordered—steak for him; halibut for her—and made small talk while they waited.

“How was your day?” he asked.

“Productive. I picked centerpieces for the dinner next week.”

“The foundation one?”

“Mmhmm. Tall. Green and white. Understated.”

“Good,” he said, nodding. “You’re good at that sort of thing.”

“At what?”

“Making things look seamless.”

Vivian laughed softly. “Is that a compliment?”

He blinked, caught off guard, then smiled. “Of course.”

The silence between them settled again.

The restaurant hummed—other couples laughing, clinking glasses, touching hands.

Vivian tried to remember the last time he had touched her hand across a table.

“You’re quiet tonight,” he noted.

“Am I?”

He nodded. “You seem … introspective.”

“Do I usually seem something else?”

He chuckled. “I don’t know. I suppose I’ve gotten used to a certain rhythm with you.”

“What rhythm is that?”

“Polished. Pleasant.”

She smiled, but it didn’t reach her eyes.

He must have sensed it, because he leaned in slightly. “Is everything all right?”

“Yes,” she said automatically. “I think I’m just wondering if there’s more than pleasant.”

He blinked once then leaned back as our food arrives. “Well,” he said lightly, “you’d be surprised how far pleasant can take you in this city.”

Vivian nodded, lips tight, and sliced delicately into my fish.

And just like that, the moment passed.




Chapter Two: The Auction

The ballroom buzzed with curated glamour—gowns, cufflinks, laughter that didn’t quite reach anyone’s eyes. Vivian moved through it like a well-rehearsed note in a symphony: composed, charming, just engaged enough to seem real. A compliment here, a nod there, she had the timing down to muscle memory.

Elliot walked beside her, greeting donors and board members with practiced ease. He had this way of making people feel seen while revealing nothing. Polished. Impeccable. Untouchable. Vivian used to admire it. Now, she just watched.

They stopped at the bar, where she ordered champagne and Elliot a bourbon.

The bartender was younger. Handsome in a clean-cut way, with blue eyes that carried just enough trouble to be interesting. He smiled at Vivian a beat too long as he handed her the flute.

“You look like you’ve done this before,” he said.

She raised an eyebrow. “Drink champagne?”

“Float through a room without touching the floor.”

The laugh slips out of her before she could stop it—unpolished. Real.

Behind her, the auctioneer called out, “Eight thousand for the Napa wine tour package! Eight—thank you, sir in the navy jacket—do I have nine?”

Vivian glance back over her shoulder at the crowd. “Am I really that transparent?”

“No,” he said. “That’s the thing. Most people here are trying to look important. You look like you’re trying to remember why you came.”

She studied him. “You’re very confident for a man serving overpriced rosé to hedge fund managers.”

He grinned. “I know who’s drinking and who’s pretending. You’re actually drinking.”

The auction continued behind her, “Ten thousand for the Aspen chalet. Ten-five. Eleven—thank you, sir—eleven-five…”

Vivian swirl her champagne. “Didn’t know bartenders were so philosophical.”

“I’m not,” he said, leaning just slightly closer. “But I’m good at watching people who are pretending not to be bored.”

“Dangerous skill.”

“I’m told I have a few of those.”

“And sold!” the auctioneer yelled. “To the gentleman who clearly didn’t tell his wife he was bidding!”

Laughter rippled through the crowd.

Vivian smiled, eyes still on the bartender.

He offered his hand. “Micah.”

“Vivian.”

His grip was warm, lingering just enough to be noticed.

Then Elliot’s voice cut through behind her.

“Vivian?”

She turned.

He was smiling politely, holding two glasses of something expensive. “Time to make the rounds. Senator Warren was here,” Elliot murmured, guiding her toward a table draped in white and crowded with people who all smelled like money and dry cleaning.

The senator’s wife, Monica, greeted Vivian with that graceful, glassy kind of warmth that wealthy women cultivated with precision. They exchanged the kind of compliments that left no fingerprints. Then she was gone, onto the next person, the next room, the next important thing to pretend to care about.

***

Later, the crowd thinned. Dessert plates abandoned, jackets unbuttoned. The rhythm of the room slowed, softened.

Vivian drifted toward the balcony doors, a half-empty flute in hand, tracing the rim with her finger. Not hiding, just stepping outside the role for a moment.

“Thought you might’ve made your escape,” a voice said.

Micah.

He was carrying a tray of used glasses, but his expression hadn’t changed. Still that same easy confidence, like he lived in two worlds and belonged in both.

“Almost,” Vivian said too quickly.

“Too polite to slip out?”

“Too visible.”

“Fair.” He set the tray down behind a pillar. “You’re definitely the type they’d send someone after.”

She tilted her head. “What type is that?”

“Someone who looks good in photos, but better in candlelight.”

She blinked. Not because it was crude—it wasn’t. Just unexpected. Real.

Across the room, Elliot glanced up. Vivian didn’t see it, but Micah did.

He held her gaze a moment longer Before saying, “I should get back.”

She nodded, yet neither of them moved.

Then he leaned in, his voice lower. “If you ever do want to make an escape, I pour a decent glass of whiskey. No tuxedos required.”

And then he was gone.

Vivian stand there, still for just a moment. The music had slowed into something soft and sentimental. A song for couples pretending they still danced.

When she turned back, she met Elliot’s eyes from across the room. He was watching her. Not suspicious. Not possessive. Present.

And she didn’t look away.

***

The powder room was tastefully lit, all gold fixtures and too-white light. Vivian stepped inside and paused, letting the door hush shut behind her. The sound of the gala faded into a soft, distant hum.

She stood in front of the mirror. Lipstick intact. Eye makeup perfect. The dress clung just right. She looked like someone who belonged there. But something had shifted just enough to feel like the edge of a seam had started to unravel.

She leaned in.

Micah’s voice played in her head. “Better in candlelight.

And Elliot’s eyes—watching her like he had seen something he hadn’t seen in years.

The door opened behind her, and two women swept in on a breeze of floral perfume and champagne.

“Oh my God, I cannot believe Rachel bid that much on Aspen,” one said.

“She only did it because Vanessa was watching.”

They laughed, settled in at the sinks, adjusted themselves in the mirror.

Vivian moved aside, becoming invisible again with practiced ease.

“You coming to Carla’s afterparty?”

“Maybe. Depends on if Trevor’s ready to leave.”

As Vivian headed for the door, one of them smiled at her. “I love your dress.”

She smiled back. “Thank you.” And slipped out before they could ask for her name.

***

The car glided away from the curb, silent and smooth.

Vivian crossed one leg over the other, the rustle of fabric the only sound between her and her husband. Outside, the city streamed past in gold and red.

Elliot sat beside her, phone untouched. Silent. That alone felt strange.

She stared out the window, warm from the champagne but clear-headed. Micah’s voice looped in her mind. So did the way Elliot had looked at her. Curiosity? Or hunger? Or recognition? She couldn’t figure it out.

She shifted, smoothing her skirt where it had risen. She left it there.

Elliot finally spoke, voice calm. “You disappeared for a while.”

“Just needed a moment.”

He nodded. “You looked good tonight.” It didn’t sound like habit.

“Thank you,” Vivian said, softer than she had expected.

The silence settled again, heavier this time.

Then he added, “The bartender seemed to think so, too.”

She glanced at him. “I hope you don’t think I was flirting.”

He chuckled quietly. “If you were, I’m not bothered. You flirting with someone at a party isn’t exactly scandalous.”

She studied him in the dim light. The curve of his mouth. The line of his jaw.

“In fact …” he started then stopped.

She waited. “In fact, what?”

But the car slowed, pulling into their driveway. The valet was already approaching.

Elliot reached for the door handle. “Nothing,” he said lightly. “We’re home.”

Vivian didn’t push. But as she stepped into the warm night air, she felt a slow smile pulling at her lips.




Chapter Three: The Good Room

Vivian woke to silence and sun.

The blackout shades had been half-drawn, so light spilled through in long, golden stripes across the foot of the bed. The sheets were cool, crisp. High thread count and too much care.

Elliot’s room was down the hall—his darker, quieter. He kept the air colder in there, and the lights lower. He said it helped him sleep.

Vivian’s was soft. Pale neutrals, linen and silk. The kind of room that looked good in a photo. The kind of room people described as “tasteful.”

It didn’t smell like sex, or skin, or sweat. It smelled like clean sheets and nothing.

She stretched beneath the duvet, toes brushing the cool edge, and thought about champagne. About Micah’s voice. About Elliot’s glance from across the ballroom, still lingering behind her eyes.

He’d said she looked good.

Not beautiful.

Not elegant.

Just … good.

And it had felt real.

She padded to the vanity, wrapped in her robe. The mirror greeted her like it always did—friendly, flattering, unbothered.

Her phone buzzed on the marble counter. Yet another calendar alert. Facial at noon. Pick up new earrings from Cartier. And a message from Monica Warren.

“Vivian, you were a vision last night—as always. I’m putting together the committee for this year’s Women’s Health Gala. Would love to have your eyes (and grace) at the table. Lunch next week? X

She stared at it for a long moment. Of course Monica had noticed her. Monica noticed everyone. That was her gift. She could spot polish from a hundred feet away and knew how to make it feel like a crown.

Vivian read the message again.

“Lunch next week.”

She hadn’t just been asked. She’d been selected.

Vivian typed a reply, “Thank you, Monica. I’d love to.”

Then she set the phone down and looked back at herself in the mirror.

Her face looked perfect.

Her skin glowed.

And she couldn’t tell if she’d just agreed to something … or surrendered to it.

She slipped the phone into the drawer, where it wouldn’t vibrate against the silence. The message had been sent. She would be having lunch with Monica Warren. The gatekeeper of taste, elegance, and socially acceptable philanthropy.

Her coffee was still hot when she stepped into the sunroom.

The floor was stone—cool even with the morning sun warming everything else. Cream-colored chairs arranged just-so. Pillows that had never been slouched against. A glass table that reflected everything but held nothing. The housekeeper dusted it daily, though no one ever set anything on it.

Three walls of windows framed the view: skyline in the distance, treetops closer in, and rooftops below that all looked like they’d been picked out of a catalog.

Identical gray slate. Identical lives.

The sun hit the tops of the hedges just right. It was all beautiful. Correct. Like someone had drawn it, and then had hired people to make it real.

Vivian curled into the chaise by the far window, pulling the throw over her legs. It was cashmere, or something better than cashmere. She couldn’t remember if she’d picked it out or if it had just … appeared.

The coffee was bitter in a way she liked. It gave her something to taste.

She should have been thinking about Monica. About seating charts, and auction items, and whether the Women’s Health Gala had a theme this year.

Instead, she thought about Micah.

Not in a fantasy. Not in the way women were supposed to think about handsome strangers.

More like the memory of a song that hadn’t finished playing.

His voice had had no polish. No pitch. Nothing performative about it. And yet, it had landed in the middle of a room full of people who rehearsed everything.

It was the way he’d looked at her.

It unsettled her.

Vivian looked back out the window. A bird had landed on the balcony railing. It stayed for a moment then took off again—one sharp flap, and it vanished into the open sky.

She reached for the planner on the table beside her. Six events this week. Two fittings. One lunch with Monica. Plenty of reasons to get dressed. To smile. To nod.

None to be touched.

She turned a page in the planner, not really reading anything. Her handwriting stared back at her—neat, contained, the kind that suggested a woman with everything under control.

The door creaked open behind her, but she didn’t look.

Elliot’s voice came softly from the doorway.

“You’re up early.”

“I didn’t sleep late.”

He stepped inside, shoes soft on the stone. Dressed already—slacks, open collar, jacket not yet buttoned, a watch that cost more than some weddings. He looked good. He always did. He carried a takeaway coffee cup, the kind his assistant picked up on the way in.

“I have a call in twenty,” he said. “London.”

Vivian nodded.

He walked to the window and stood beside it, hands in his pockets. For a moment, they both just looked out. The skyline was clean and pale.

He sipped. “You said yes to Monica?”

“I did.”

“She’ll like that.”

“I’m sure she will.”

Another quiet sip. Another moment that wanted to mean something but didn’t.

Then he turned. “You looked … good last night.” He said it casually, but not without intent.

“Thank you,” Vivian said just as casually. Maybe too fast.

A pause.

Then he smiled. That soft, non-invasive smile he wore for donors and doormen. “I’ll see you tonight.”

And then he was gone.




Chapter Four: Reappearances

Vivian didn’t ask what the event was for. She only knew that it wasn’t black tie. Elliot had said it would be small. A few clients. Drinks. Familiar faces. Nothing that needed planning.

The house was already full of candlelight and soft voices when she came down, floating into it like she always did—perfect posture, clean lines, the navy silk dress that whispered with every step.

Someone placed a glass in her hand. She smiled. Nodded. Let her face do all the work.

Vivian ended up in a corner with two men and a woman, talking about Italy. Not Italy, really, just the parts they could categorize.

“Florence is lovely, of course, but the wine in Piedmont is much less commercial,” a man in a checkered jacket said.

“We had a driver who kept recommending the tourist restaurants,” the woman added, as if still offended.

“You really have to know someone,” the second man said, eyes on Vivian. “The locals won’t give up their secrets easily.”

Vivian smiled. “Secrets taste better, though.”

They all laughed, just a little too hard. Vivian laughed, too, because that was what you were supposed to do.

The man in the checkered jacket leaned closer. “Have you been recently?”

“Not in years,” she said. “We honeymooned there.”

That landed oddly. Too honest, maybe. Too specific.

He shifted his drink. “Well, Florence is flooded now. Too many Americans.”

Vivian felt it then—that tug, that deep, dull ache just behind the ribs that said, None of this matters. But she nodded. Made a sound of agreement. Asked a question she didn’t care about.

And then …

“Careful with that—glass on linen’s a bitch to lift.”

The words came from somewhere just behind her. Warm. Dry. Real.

Vivian turned, not all at once—casual, practiced, perfectly slow.

Micah stood at the end of the long table, steadying a server’s tray with one hand and repositioning a wine glass with the other. Rolled sleeves. Same quiet grace. No performance.

He looked up. Saw her. And didn’t blink.

Their eyes held for just a breath. Not long enough to start anything, but more than enough to remember everything.

Vivian turned back to the conversation, still nodding, still smiling. However, she had no idea what anyone was saying. Yet, she wasn’t bored anymore. And it scared her more than she wanted to admit.

She wasn’t sure how she ended up standing by the sideboard—alone, for once. Her glass was still half-full, but she wasn’t drinking. Just holding it.

The conversation had peeled away, one boring layer at a time, and now she was here. Quiet. Waiting for something she hadn’t named yet.

A soft clink. Then …

“You’re not drinking that.”

His voice again. Closer now. For her.

Vivian looked up.

Micah stood a few feet away, holding a bottle in one hand, a towel draped over the other, watching her like she was both familiar and unknown.

Vivian glanced down at her champagne. “I suppose not,” she replied.

He moved forward, smooth and unhurried. “Want something different?”

“I’m fine.”

He nodded. “You look it.”

The words weren’t flirtatious. Not exactly. But they landed just the same.

He stepped past her to adjust something on the table. She watched his hand move—steady, efficient. A man who worked with his body but wasn’t owned by it.

“You clean up well,” Vivian said before she could stop herself.

He smiled but didn’t turn. “It’s the sleeves. People trust rolled-up sleeves.”

Vivian almost laughed. “Why?”

“Looks like I’m about to help, even if I’m not.”

That did make her laugh.

He finally looked back at her, slower this time. And that’s when she felt it.

A glance across the room.

She followed it.

Elliot. Standing near the fireplace, talking to someone but not really talking. His eyes were on her.

Not just watching—studying.

And then, as if he knew exactly what she needed to see, he raised his glass to her.

Vivian’s stomach flipped with confusion.

Was that permission? Curiosity?

She looked back at Micah who was still there, still close. Then she stepped back before she meant to.

“I should … get back,” she said, her voice not sounding like hers.

Micah nodded. “Sure.” Nothing in his face changed.

Vivian turned and walked away, careful not to walk too fast. Careful not to look back.

She slipped back into the current of the room like a woman returning from the powder room. No rush. No panic. Just the right tilt of the chin and half a smile meant to suggest everything was exactly as it should be.

The couple from earlier was still holding court by the fireplace, discussing something tedious—this time about vineyards in Sonoma or ski conditions in Telluride. Vivian rejoined them without announcing it.

“The elevation makes such a difference,” the man in the silk jacket was saying. “Not just in snow quality, but in the density of the air. People underestimate that.”

Vivian nodded like she’d heard something profound.

“You have to get in early,” the woman added. “All the good rentals are snapped up by July.”

Vivian opened her mouth to agree, to say something elegant and mildly clever—something to reestablish her rhythm. But nothing came out. Her brain offered something about snow density, yet she rejected it on arrival.

She smiled instead, lifted her glass, and took a sip that didn’t taste like anything.

Someone asked a question, but she missed the first half.

“—at Vail, or do you prefer Deer Valley?”

Vivian blinked. “Deer Valley, I think.” It wasn’t a lie, but it wasn’t an answer either.

The woman cocked her head slightly, as if trying to determine whether Vivian was being dry or just distant.

Vivian laughed softly, like she meant it. Then she changed the subject. complimenting the woman’s earrings.

The woman beamed.

The moment passed.

But Vivian felt it—the seams in her smile pulling tighter. The sound of Micah’s voice still echoing behind her ribs. And Elliot’s raised glass hanging in the back of her mind like a question she wasn’t ready to ask.

And somewhere, between a story about a private chef who got caught stealing wine and a debate over the ethics of renting versus owning in Provence, Vivian found herself wondering if she was having an affair without actually doing anything. Because that was what Micah felt like. And Elliot, who had raised his glass like he’d seen it, too. Like he wanted it. Like he wanted her to want it. And maybe that was the affair. Maybe she was sleeping with the possibility. Or with permission. And that thought—so ridiculous, so completely unprovable and half-formed—made her laugh at absolutely the wrong moment.

The woman beside her blinked. “I said she found him in the wine cellar.”

“Right,” Vivian said quickly. “Of course. That is funny.”

But her smile was crooked now.

No longer perfect.




Chapter Five: Clean Lines

Vivian didn’t say anything to Elliot after the last guest left. He had disappeared into his study while the house was still warm with laughter and perfume, the clink of crystal glasses still echoing faintly in the hall.

She went upstairs, kicked off her shoes, peeled off the navy silk dress, and left it draped over the armchair like someone else had worn it.

The lights in her room were too bright, so she turned on only the lamp by the window. The room took on a quiet glow—muted gold on white walls, shadowed corners that looked softer in the half-light.

She stood in front of the vanity, half-undressed, still wearing earrings that cost more than some people’s rent. Her makeup was intact, hair still pinned.

She looked … flawless.

And she felt completely unsupervised, like no one was left in the audience.

She slid the earrings off, one by one. Micah’s voice was still playing in her head. Just a few words, but the way he’d said them—You’re not drinking that—like he knew. Like he always knew.

And Elliot. Watching her. Raising his glass. The smirk that wasn’t quite a smirk.

“You’ve always had excellent taste in men.”

What the hell was that?

Vivian didn’t know if she was being baited, tested, or indulged. She didn’t even know which of those she preferred.

She didn’t cry, didn’t shake, didn’t smile. She just stood there for a long time, in her slip and heels, wondering how many nights she’d gone to bed without being touched, and how many more she was willing to accept.

Vivian picked up her phone and just held it. There were a few notifications—event reminders, a newsletter she had never unsubscribed from, a photo from the gala posted by someone she didn’t remember speaking to. And Maddie’s name, still pinned to the top of her texts like a bad idea waiting to happen.

She would know what to say. She’d laugh, make it dirty, call Elliot something half-affectionate and half-terrible, and tell Vivian that she was overdue for trouble. Then Maddie would pour a drink, tell her about a man with forearms like carved wood, and remind her that wanting wasn’t a crime.

Vivian thought about calling her. She even opened the thread. But then her finger hovered over the screen too long and the moment passed.

She didn’t know what she’d say, anyway. Hey, so Elliot hired the bartender I maybe flirted with, and then watched me like he wanted to see what would happen.

It sounded insane. Worse—embarrassing.

She locked the screen, set the phone face-down on the nightstand, and reminded herself that everything was fine.

Vivian slid between the sheets. They were cold at first. Clean. Smooth. Nothing to catch on, nothing to sink into.

She lay on her back, staring at the ceiling. The light from the hallway cast a faint line across the crown molding, like a reminder that the house was still awake somewhere, even if she wasn’t.

Her legs were still warm from movement, skin hypersensitive in places she hadn’t noticed in a long time.

She let one hand drift. A hum under the surface that hadn’t been there the night before.

She thought of Micah’s voice. The way he looked at her like she were real.

She thought of Elliot’s smile. That glass raised like a curtain.

And she closed my eyes. But it didn’t go anywhere.

The touch wasn’t enough. Too practiced. Too quiet. Like trying to start a fire with wet matches.

She let her hand fall back to the sheets, turned onto her side, and stared at the wall between their bedrooms, wondering if Elliot was still awake.




Chapter Six: The Lunch

Vivian had thought it was just lunch. Just Monica and her. A quiet table, some shared floral samples, polite talk about the gala, and maybe—if she were lucky—a brief window into the woman behind the senator’s smile.

Instead, there were six women already seated when she arrived. Beautiful. Balanced. Air-kissed cheeks and curated laughter that didn’t touch the eyes.

The club’s terrace was perfect, of course. White linen table, blush glassware, a gentle breeze threading through the jasmine hanging above us. The sound of trickling water from a nearby fountain played its part like background music in a spa commercial.

“Vivian,” Monica said, standing to greet her. “So glad you could make it.”

“You didn’t mention a full table,” Vivian said lightly.

“I thought you wouldn’t mind a little noise,” Monica replied with a smile, motioning toward the empty seat beside her. “Besides, we need your taste. Especially with the men making the final decisions.”

Vivian returned the smile, just enough to look gracious.

The other women introduced themselves with soft gestures and subtle perfumes. Vivian knew some by face, most by reputation. Serena Vaughn wore a sleeveless coral dress and three shades of tan, her laugh just a hair louder than necessary. Nina Caldwell was sharp, black silk everything, a pearl-studded phone case and an expression like she’d seen through you before you even opened your mouth. Julia Penrose was younger, still hungry, too eager to be effortless. And Daphne Lang—perfect posture, soft voice, older money—offered Vivian the kind of smile that said she’d already decided she belonged.

Vivian sat, crossed her ankles, and accepted a chilled glass of something herbal that tasted like spa water and Sauvignon blanc.

Monica reviewed the confirmed auction items—Aspen, the vineyard retreat, a chef’s tasting at Le Bernardin. Everything elegant, expensive, and perfectly predictable.

“We need something playful this year,” she said, flipping through a soft-bound guest list.

“Something with teeth,” Nina added, sipping from her glass. “If I see one more silent auction with beach baskets and gift cards, I’m going to torch the linen.”

Serena leaned forward, her bracelets clinking. “We should auction off something fun. Like dinner with a professional athlete, married or not.”

A ripple of laughter floated around the table.

Julia grinned. “You think they’d show up?”

“I’ll bid if he doesn’t talk,” Nina said, dry as bone.

Serena gave her a mock-wounded look. “My trainer barely talks. Still worth it.”

That drew sharper laughter, the kind that was half-confession and half-challenge.

Daphne raised a brow. “Is that a rumor or a headline, Serena?”

“Wouldn’t you like to know?” she said, and they all laughed again.

Then Julia turned toward Vivian, bright-eyed. “Vivian, what do you think? Dangerous men for a good cause?”

She smiled, just enough to be part of the room. “I suppose it depends on how many secrets you want to manage.”

The table paused, just for a beat—processing, recalibrating.

“Secrets are half the fun,” Serena offered with a wink that wasn’t entirely a joke.

Vivian lifted her glass. “Maybe. Until they aren’t.”

That landed with a softer kind of silence. Not scandalized. Just … paused.

Monica’s voice smoothed it over. “Still waters,” she said lightly, “often run strategic.”

“Or shallow,” I replied with a soft smile. “Depends on who’s steering.”

The laughter that followed was polite. Controlled.

The moment passed.

The conversation turned back to florals, to seating logistics, to whether donors preferred handwritten place cards or engraved.

But something inside Vivian had cooled. Or sharpened. Or both.

She hadn’t come to be charming. She’d come to feel something real. And she was starting to think that might not be on the menu.

***

The car was quiet. Cool. Vivian didn’t ask the driver to turn on music. She needed the silence more than she needed a distraction.

Outside the window, the city slid past in soft fragments—balconies, awnings, pale stone storefronts she’d never actually walked into. Everything looked clean. Arranged. Like it knew how to behave.

Vivian leaned back against the seat and let the air conditioning press against her skin.

They had confirmed the gala’s floral direction—green and white, minimalist. She’d agreed to help curate the cocktail hour, co-hosted with Daphne Lang. The phrase Monica used was “shape the atmosphere.” Elegant code for: make it feel expensive without trying too hard.

Vivian was also supposed to preview the final guest list with her next week. She’d said Vivian had an eye for flow, that she could sense which combinations of people would elevate a room and which would dim it.

It was flattering. Or it would have been, once.

Now it felt like being asked to design the lighting for a play she didn’t believe in anymore.

She tapped the edge of her phone against her thigh. Serena’s laugh echoed faintly in her memory. “My trainer doesn’t talk much. Still worth it.”

The look on Monica’s face when Vivian had said, “Maybe. Until they aren’t.” No one had called her out. No one ever would. She’d played it right. Still waters, strategic shallows.

And yet, she felt like she’d shown something.

The light turned. The car rolled forward.

The gala was in three weeks. Plenty of time to choose the right dress. Plenty of time to decide what kind of woman she was becoming.




Chapter Seven: Technicalities

The house was quiet when Vivian came in. The kind of quiet that carried weight.

Afternoon light spilled across the entryway, soft and gold and deliberate, like the house had set itself for a magazine shoot she hadn’t agreed to.

Elliot was in the sitting room, half-turned in the chair, tablet in hand. His blazer was folded neatly over the backrest. A drink waited on the table beside him, half-melted ice catching the light. He looked comfortable in a way that never quite read as relaxed—always just a little too precise.

He looked up as she entered. “How was lunch?”

Vivian didn’t answer right away. She set her bag down on the credenza, unclipped her watch, and walked barefoot across the marble, pretending not to feel the chill of it.

“Fine,” she said at last. “Exactly what you’d expect.”

He raised an eyebrow but didn’t press.

She moved to the bar and poured water. Cold. Clean. Something her hands could do while she thought about the way Serena had laughed when she’d talked about her trainer. The way Julia’s voice had gone just slightly too bright when she’d mentioned a man who wasn’t her husband. And the way Monica had smiled through all of it like a woman watching a storm through triple-pane glass.

Elliot took a sip of his drink. “Gala talk?”

“Mostly.”

He waited again. That was his thing—let the silence work for him.

“Serena still pretending no one knows about her trainer?”

That stopped Vivian.

She turned, water in hand. “You know about that?”

He smiled—not smug, just knowing. “Vivian, everyone knows about that. Her husband included.”

She sat down slowly, more carefully than necessary. The ice clinked softly in her glass. “He doesn’t mind?”

“He’s gay.”

She blinked at him. Not out of shock, just the casual way he’d said it. Like noting someone preferred tea over coffee.

“He’s still married to her.”

“They both like the arrangement. It works. Appearances are appearances.”

Vivian looked down into her water. The light refracted through it, clean and clear, yet she felt muddied somehow. Like she was floating in a story that someone else had written and never bothered to explain to her.

“You don’t think that’s dishonest?” she finally asked.

He shrugged. “Only if they’re lying about it.”

“And if they are?”

He gave a small, dismissive breath. “Then it’s just sloppy. Not immoral. Just messy.”

Vivian turned that over in her mind. Messy. As if the real offense wasn’t infidelity, but inconvenience.

She wasn’t sure what she wanted to say next. So, she asked, “Have you ever had an affair?”

The question hovered there between us like a moth caught in still air.

Vivian didn’t know why she’d asked it. She hadn’t planned to. She wasn’t even sure what she had wanted him to say. Did she want confirmation that she hadn’t been imagining the emptiness between us? Or proof that he’d at least been tempted, like she wasn’t the only one who sometimes thought about other people in the quiet between rooms?

He didn’t look startled. He didn’t ask her why. “No,” he said simply.

“I believe you,” she said, almost to herself.

It didn’t feel like relief. Or betrayal. Just … truth. Clean and final.

He nodded once, as if that was the end of it.

But she wasn’t quite ready to let it go.

“There was another woman there. Julia Penrose. She brought it up like it was nothing. Like it was standard.”

Elliot frowned slightly. “She’s married to Henry Penrose, isn’t she?”

“Yes.”

“That surprises me.”

“Why?”

“She always struck me as the earnest type.” He said it like it was a flaw. Or maybe a liability. Then he added more sharply, “Having an affair is one thing. Lying about it is something different entirely.”

Vivian wanted to ask what that meant. If he thought the lie was worse than the act? If he thought truth was only valuable when it wasn’t dangerous?

But before she could speak, his phone buzzed.

He looked at the screen. “Give me a moment. I have to take this.” He stood and walked out of the room.

Vivian sat there with her water, ice melting faster now, thinking about all the things they hadn’t said.

And the one thing she still couldn’t ask,

What would you think of me … if I wanted more?




Chapter Eight: A Conversation with Maddie

Vivian hadn’t meant to call her. She stared at her name on the screen, thumb hovering like she might accidentally set something on fire with it. Maddie’s name was always there—pinned, waiting, like a red button Vivian was never sure she was ready to push. Yet she pushed it, anyway.

“Viv?” she answered, voice warm and amused. “Is the mansion on fire, or are you just finally bored enough to miss me?”

“A little of both,” Vivian replied. She walked slowly toward the far window as she spoke, bare feet silent on the polished hardwood. Outside, the hedges were perfectly trimmed. The lighting on the patio was soft and tasteful, pre-set to warm white. Everything looked like the catalog version of comfort. But it didn’t feel like hers.

Maddie laughed. “That’s already the most glamorous start to a midlife crisis I’ve heard all week.”

Vivian pulled the curtain back with one hand, watched her reflection in the glass more than the garden beyond it. “I don’t know what I’m doing,” she said.

“That’s my girl.”

The silence stretched. Then …

“There’s someone.”

A pause, followed by the unmistakable sound of Maddie setting down a wine glass. “All right. When? Who? How hot? What’s he like?”

“Bartender. From a gala. I didn’t think anything of it at first.” Vivian paced across the room, fingers brushing the back of the white armchair near the fireplace. The pillows were always fluffed, the throws always folded at an angle. The housekeeper followed routines she couldn’t remember ever requesting. “But he’s shown up again. At events. Elliot hired him for a party here.” She crossed to the bookshelf, picked up a book she’d never read, and then set it back down again. “He was polite, and aware, and I felt something. Not dramatic. Just … seen.

“Okay,” Maddie said. “And …?”

“And then Elliot watched us talking. Not in a jealous way. More like … curious. Later, he raised a glass to me, like a private joke I wasn’t in on.”

“Viv, that’s not subtle.”

“No.” She stopped at the console table beneath the painting they’d bought in Milan. She hadn’t liked it then, and she liked it even less now. “I haven’t done anything. But I can’t stop thinking about it. About him. About Elliot. About what any of it means.”

“And that,” Maddie said, “is why you need to test the waters.”

“What?”

“Get close to him. Not to sleep with him—yet—but to feel it. See if the heat is real or just boredom in a good dress.”

Vivian shook her head even though Maddie couldn’t see her. “It feels like cheating.”

“Even if nothing happens?”

She walked back toward the window, rested her hand on the glass. “It feels intentional. That’s what makes it worse.”

“Okay,” Maddie said, shifting into that tone she used when she wanted to dismantle Vivian’s arguments like furniture she knew she could reassemble. “So, imagine this: Elliot meets someone, they talk, there’s chemistry. Maybe a kiss. Maybe nothing else. He tells you after. Or he doesn’t, because it wasn’t worth mentioning. How would you feel?”

Vivian opened her mouth. Closed it again.

“Exactly,” Maddie said.

“That’s different.”

“Why?”

She didn’t have an answer she liked.

Maddie softened. “Wouldn’t you rather know it meant something before you brought it into your marriage? Before you risked the foundation?

“I don’t want to lie.”

“Then don’t. But don’t jump off a ledge without checking what’s below it either.”

Vivian pressed her forehead briefly against the cool glass, eyes closing. “I just wish I knew what I wanted.”

“You want something real. You always have.” Maddie paused. “And you’re not wrong to want permission instead of secrets. But Viv, you’re going to have to get close enough to know what you’re asking for.” Maddie then went quiet on the other end of the line, letting the weight of her words settle.

Vivian didn’t argue, didn’t agree. She just said, “Thanks,” and meant it.

Maddie hummed. “Don’t do anything stupid.”

“No promises.”

“That’s why I love you.”

They hung up.

Vivian stood there for a moment, the screen of her phone going dark in her hand, the silence flooding back in like warm water.

The house was immaculate. Her robe was silk. Every corner of the room had been chosen, curated, placed just so. A magazine could’ve photographed it without moving a single thing. But it didn’t feel lived in. It felt like she’d wandered into someone else’s idea of beauty and been asked to smile like she belonged.

She walked slowly toward the bed, trailing her fingers along the edge of the duvet, then sat—not quite ready to climb in. She stared at the mirror across the room, the one she usually avoided when undressing, and tried to see something there besides her own reflection. She didn’t know what she wanted. She just knew she wanted to want something without shame. She wanted to be able to look at herself—really look—and not flinch. Not calculate. Not wait for someone else to define what was too much.

Maybe getting close to him would answer the question.

Or maybe it would ask a better one.




Chapter Nine: The Edge of the Room

The gallery was too cold. It always was—the art needed it, supposedly—but Vivian suspected it was intentional. Cool air made people feel expensive. Kept the bodies sharp and the sweat invisible.

She moved through the space like she belonged there. Simple black dress. Hair pinned in a way that said effortless but took a full hour. She greeted guests with the kind of smile people liked to believe meant familiarity, not performance.

Daphne was already there, perfectly composed in deep navy. She smiled as Vivian approached, kissed both cheeks.

“Everything looks beautiful,” Daphne said.

“It’s a beautiful space.”

“It’s a beautiful crowd. You’re part of that.”

Vivian smiled, cool and gracious.

They reviewed the donor list. Made sure the name tags had arrived. Checked the placements of champagne trays, flower arrangements, the glass bowl holding folded cards for the silent auction preview.

“Monica’s thrilled with everything,” Daphne said. “She thinks you bring balance and restraint.”

Vivian almost said she’s right but stopped herself. Because, for the first time in years, she didn’t feel restrained. She felt like a person wearing restraint. And the seams were starting to itch.

She turned toward the far end of the room and froze.

Micah was standing behind the bar. He hadn’t seen her yet. His sleeves were rolled. His movements efficient, economical. The same slow, controlled grace she remembered. He was opening a bottle of wine, focused on the motion, unaware of the way light caught the tendon in his wrist, the way his collar sat just slightly loose at the throat.

She looked away before he saw her.

Daphne had moved on, speaking with a donor’s wife about the auction items.

Vivian drifted toward the edge of the room, not with purpose but with that kind of practiced float she’d perfected at every social event since her twenties.

A tray passed in front of her. Champagne. She took one without thinking.

Then … his voice.

“Be careful with that. Someone might think you’re enjoying yourself.”

Vivian turned.

Micah was there. Not behind the bar anymore. Close now. Closer than she’d expected.

“I’m not,” she said, too fast.

He raised an eyebrow.

She recovered. “Enjoying myself, I mean.”

“No,” he said. “Didn’t think so.”

Silence stretched between them—not awkward, but alert. Like the space between notes in a piece of music neither of them wanted to play yet.

“You’re working again,” she said.

“I get around.”

“I noticed.”

His mouth curled slightly. Something close to real.

“You clean up well,” she added, softer now.

“You said that last time.”

“I meant it both times.”

Their eyes held.

Then—just a flash—his fingers brushed hers as she passed the glass back onto a tray. Not by accident. Not obviously intentional.

It didn’t matter.

She felt it in her knees.

Vivian stepped back half a pace. “I should get back,” she said.

“To pretending you’re having a good time?”

She smiled, soft but not coy. “Something like that.”

He nodded. “I’ll be here.”

She didn’t answer, just turned and walked away before she could hear what her heartbeat sounded like from the outside.

She moved through the room like a current beneath silk. Smooth. Directionless. Her heart still beat harder than it should.

She found Daphne near the donation table, speaking to a couple in their early fifties. Donor types. Old money, stiffer smiles. She slid beside them like a second skin and let Daphne finish her sentence before nodding politely, smiling once, twice, enough to pass.

When the couple stepped away, Daphne turned to her. “You all right?” she asked lightly.

Vivian nodded, too quickly.

“You looked like you were being hunted by a canapé.”

Vivian laughed—too much breath, not enough ease. “Long day.”

Daphne looked past her, toward the bar. “Is that the same bartender from Monica’s last event?”

Vivian followed her gaze.

Micah. Still behind the bar, still moving with that same disarming calm.

“I think so,” she said, working to keep her tone flat. “Elliot hired him for one of our things, as well.”

“Interesting.”

“Why?”

Daphne smiled faintly. “He’s very … present. Most men in tuxedo aprons just disappear.”

Vivian didn’t say anything. Couldn’t.

Daphne tilted her head slightly, assessing … noticing. Then she said, “You have good taste.”

Vivian froze.

Daphne raised her eyebrows. “In staff selection.”

Vivian’s smile returned—belated, but functional. “You make it sound like I arranged the guest list and the drink menu.”

“You didn’t?” Daphne asked then laughed softly. “That’s a shame. Could’ve given the room a little more spark.”

Vivian said nothing.

Daphne didn’t push. She just took a sip of her champagne and glanced back toward the bar. “Let me know if you’re ready to sneak out. You look like someone who could use a second life tonight.”

Vivian watched her drift away toward another guest, leaving her alone in the middle of the room.

The air felt colder now.

Not from the gallery.

From something under her skin.




Chapter Ten: The First Yes

She told herself it didn’t matter that she didn’t have a reason to be there. She walked through the side hallway of the gallery, past a stack of broken-down boxes and the faint sound of someone vacuuming in another wing.

She found Micah alone, packing away the last of the stemware. His sleeves were rolled up, his collar open, a little sweat darkening the back of his neck.

He looked up when she entered. No surprise. Just that same steady stillness.

“I came to see you,” she said.

Micah set the glass down then wiped his hands on a towel. “I figured.”

“I’ve been thinking about this.”

“This?” he asked.

She nodded. “I don’t want anything from you.”

His brow ticked upward, but he said nothing.

“I just want to know if what I felt was real. I needed to … check.”

Micah took one step toward her.

She stepped in close—closer than she’d let herself before. Close enough to feel the heat of his skin, the faint hum of his breath.

Micah didn’t move.

Didn’t reach for her.

Didn’t smile.

Just stood there, waiting, like he knew what was coming and understood that it had to come from her.

Vivian lifted her hand slowly, fingers brushing the edge of his jaw. He had a day’s growth of stubble, warm and coarse under her palm. Her thumb traced the corner of his mouth. Then she leaned in.

She kissed him like a woman tasting something she wasn’t sure she deserved but couldn’t deny any longer. Her mouth met his with deliberate softness, lips parted just slightly, breath trembling through her nose.

She wasn’t asking. She was searching.

Micah’s breath caught. His mouth opened against hers, answering, matching her.

It wasn’t tongue. Not yet. Just mouths opening and closing, pressing together with slow, rhythmic pressure. Her top lip gliding over his then lower. His head tilted into her slightly, enough to deepen the angle.

She stepped closer, closing the final inch. Her chest brushed his. Her hand curled lightly around the side of his neck, just holding.

Micah still didn’t touch her. But his restraint made her want to pull him in by the shirt and press every inch of her body against him.

She didn’t. She stayed in that kiss. Just the kiss. Long enough for her mouth to learn the shape of his. Long enough for her skin to heat, her stomach to tighten, and her thighs to pulse with the threat of something more.

And then she pulled back. Their faces still close. Their breath shared.

She opened her eyes, meeting his. She could feel her heartbeat in her fingertips.

“That’s all I needed,” she said softly.

Micah looked at her like he knew exactly how much of a lie that was. But he didn’t stop her.

And that, more than anything, made her body burn.

***

The car was warm from the sun. Vivian slid into the front seat, pulled the door shut behind her, and let her head rest against the leather. She didn’t start the engine. She couldn’t. Her hands were still trembling.

The kiss hadn’t been wild. It hadn’t been sloppy or dangerous. It had been clean. Intentional. Controlled. Yet it had done something to her. Cracked something open.

It wasn’t Micah’s mouth that haunted her—it was her own.

The way she kissed him. The way she chose to.

She stared through the windshield. The glass was tinted, reflecting the sky. It felt like being underwater. Like no one could see her here. Like the air had gone soft and slow.

She shifted in her seat. Her thighs were warm. Her breathing shallow.

She looked down at her hands, at the fingers that had poured wine, adjusted napkins, buttoned a thousand silk blouses. Then she let one of them slide down, slow, deliberate, over the curve of her thigh and beneath the hem of her dress.

Her fingers slipped under her panties and found heat. Wetness. She was already there, her body lit up like a low flame, waiting to be touched.

She closed her eyes for half a breath. Then opened them again.

She wanted to see this. To feel everything. To be present for it.

Her free hand stayed on the wheel. Her hips rolled slowly, meeting her touch in a quiet rhythm. She wasn’t rushing. She wasn’t desperate.

In her mind, she felt the ghost of Micah’s mouth. The way his breath had caught just slightly when she pulled away. She felt Elliot’s raised glass in another memory—distant, unreadable, watching. And she felt herself, alive now in a way that had nothing to do with who she belonged to.

Her fingers circled. Pressed. Her mouth parted. She whispered something—she didn’t know what.

The pleasure crested slowly. A rising swell of heat and hunger and need that she didn’t flinch from this time.

She came with a quiet gasp, legs trembling, breath caught halfway in her throat.

No shame.

No apology.

Just relief.

She stayed like that for a moment, eyes closed, skin flushed, hand still pressed between her thighs. Then she laughed. A small, startled sound that felt like a breath she’d been holding for years.

When she finally straightened, she caught her reflection in the rearview mirror. And for the first time in a long time, she looked like a woman who belonged to herself.




Chapter Eleven: The Look That Lingers

She let herself in through the side entrance, slipping her keys into the bowl near the door like she had a thousand times before. The house was quiet. Evening had settled, and the lights were dimmed to their usual amber glow. Peaceful. Curated.

She took a breath.

She wasn’t sure if she smelled different, but she felt different. Her skin was warm. Her mouth tingled. Her thighs were still bare beneath the hem of her dress, and she hadn’t bothered to fix her hair in the mirror of the car.

She walked into the kitchen, expecting silence. Instead, Elliot stood near the wine fridge, two glasses already half-poured.

He looked up when she entered and paused. Not long. Just a fraction of a beat too long.

“Busy afternoon?” he asked, voice casual.

Vivian’s heart tapped once, hard. She smiled. “Gala prep.”

He handed her a glass. She took it without comment.

His eyes held hers for a second longer than they should have.

She sipped. “You’re home early.”

“Had a few meetings cancel. Thought I’d make use of the quiet.”

He studied her as she drank. Not her dress. Not her face.

Her presence.

“You look …” He paused.

She turned, raising an eyebrow. “I look what?”

He gave a small smile. “Different.”

She almost laughed. Almost said I kissed someone just to see what he’d do.

“Do I?” she asked.

Elliot nodded once. “In a good way.”

She sipped her wine again. Her body still hummed, the memory of her own fingers still hot beneath her skin.

“I needed a little time today,” she said. “Just for myself.”

“Did it help?”

“Yes.”

Elliot didn’t ask anything else. But he kept watching her, like a man reading a page that had been rewritten.

And for the first time in years, she didn’t feel like explaining.

They moved into the dining room with practiced ease, each carrying their glass.

The housekeeper had left the table set, something light and chilled waiting in the fridge, but neither of them made a move to serve it yet.

Elliot sat. Vivian hovered for a moment before taking her seat across from him.

He looked at his glass before drinking. She looked at him.

Every movement was catalogued. Was he quieter than usual? Was that a smile or a smirk? Did he glance at her thighs for a half-second too long?

She couldn’t tell.

And that made it worse.

He spoke about the city council’s recent idiocy—some policy vote, a zoning issue. He sounded normal. Calm. Engaged. But he was watching her as he spoke.

Does he know?

Can he smell him on me? Feel the shift in my breath? See the memory behind my eyes?

She nodded at the right times. Made an occasional comment. She even laughed once, too brightly. She hated that laugh.

Elliot raised his glass again, and she caught the way his eyes held her a moment too long.

He wants to ask something, she thought. He’s waiting to see if I’ll volunteer it.

He’s testing how much I want him to know.

She looked away. Just for a second. Regrouped.

“Do you want dinner?” she asked, voice light.

“If you’re hungry.”

“Not really.”

He nodded, leaning back in his chair. “You’ve been quiet today.”

“Have I?”

“A little.”

She smiled. “Long day.”

He watched her but said nothing.

She shifted in her seat, crossed one leg over the other. Her dress slipped slightly higher on her thigh, and she didn’t adjust it.

If you want to look, Elliot, look.

But he didn’t. He just took another sip of wine, cool and smooth. And smiled.

Elliot glanced down at his phone. Just once. Probably a news alert. Maybe a message from his assistant. But it was enough.

“Am I boring you?” Vivian’s voice came out sharper than she’d expected.

Elliot looked up, slow and deliberate. “Not at all,” he said calmly.

“You keep checking your phone.”

“One glance.”

She took a long sip of her wine. “You used to listen better.”

He tilted his head. “You used to talk more.” It wasn’t cruel. Just true.

And she didn’t like that.

She set her glass down too firmly. “I’ve had a long day.”

“So you said.”

There was a pause between them.

Then Elliot leaned back in his chair again, posture so relaxed it felt performative. “You seem tense,” he said.

“I’m not.”

He smiled faintly. “You’re clenching the stem of your wine glass like it owes you money.”

Vivian looked down. She hadn’t even noticed.

She loosened her grip, exhaled through her nose.

“I just …” she began then stopped.

Elliot waited.

But she didn’t finish the thought. She stood up instead.

“I think I’m going to take a bath.”

“You deserve it.”

She paused in the doorway. Turned halfway, eyes on him. Say something. Ask me. Call me out. Tell me you know.

But he didn’t.

He just nodded. “Take your time.”

And she hated how much she wanted him to want to know.




Chapter Twelve: Lavender and Lies

The bath was absurd. French porcelain, free-standing, claw-footed, imported from somewhere where people still talked about lineage like it meant something. The water had been drawn at just the right temperature—Vivian had figured out the trick of it over the years. Not too hot to scald, but hot enough to feel like something was being rinsed out of her bones.

She’d added two handfuls of bath salts—lavender and eucalyptus, though the jar said something fancier—and a single drop of the rose oil she wasn’t technically supposed to touch because the housekeeper said it stained the marble.

There were candles, of course. And soft piano music echoing faintly through the built-in speakers, part of a sound system Elliot had installed during one of his “I want you to feel at home” phases.

The bathroom itself was larger than most people’s living rooms, tiled in pale stone, with a bench near the window no one ever used and a heated floor she took for granted until she didn’t have it.

She was neck-deep in excess. And she couldn’t stop thinking about the taste of Micah’s mouth.

Vivian sighed, sunk lower into the water, then reached for her phone where it rested on the tray across the tub. She didn’t overthink it. She just typed: “I kissed him.” Then she sent it.

She exhaled. Closed her eyes.

Then … ding.

Maddie, instantly.

Vivian reached for the phone again, finger hovering over the preview …

Knock knock.

She froze.

The knock came again.

“Viv?” Elliot’s voice.

She didn’t answer.

A third knock. Still polite. Still distant.

Something inside her snapped.

“He’s my husband,” she whispered aloud. “He shouldn’t knock.”

She raised her voice. “Just come in.”

There was a pause. Then the door opened, and Elliot stepped inside like he’d been invited to speak on a panel. Calm. Dressed down but precise. He glanced at the tub then at her.

She expected a comment. A joke. A compliment. Instead, he walked to the other end of the bathroom and sat down on the bench next to their toilet, like they were in a therapist’s office made for royals.

He folded his hands. Met her eyes. “Tell me what’s going on with you,” he said. He folded his hands. Met her eyes.

Vivian sank slightly lower in the water. The scent of lavender felt suddenly overwhelming. Her phone buzzed again, Maddie waiting for a reply.

But she couldn’t look away from Elliot. And he didn’t look away from her.

He didn’t smile. He didn’t blink. He just waited. Like he knew something had shifted. And he wasn’t leaving the room until she said it out loud.




Chapter Thirteen: The Ask

“Vivian.”

She still hadn’t answered.

Elliot was sitting at the edge of the bathroom like he belonged there—like he’d always belonged there—and she didn’t know what that meant anymore.

The water had gone slightly cooler. The scent of lavender stronger. Her skin was flushed, not from the bath but from the weight of his gaze.

She hadn’t looked away. But she hadn’t spoken either.

He tried again. “Tell me what’s going on with you.”

Vivian swallowed. “I don’t know,” she said finally. “That’s the problem.”

Elliot nodded once. Waited.

She looked down at the water. Watched the way it rippled against her collarbone. One of the candles flickered behind her, and she thought, briefly, about how ridiculous all of this would look from the outside. All this comfort. All this emptiness.

“I feel like I’m waking up,” she said quietly. “And I don’t know if it’s too late.”

Elliot tilted his head slightly. “Too late for what?”

“For wanting things again.”

He didn’t flinch.

She hated that about him sometimes.

“I’m not unhappy,” she said. “That’s the part I can’t stop circling. I don’t hate you. I don’t feel trapped. I’m not bored in the way I used to be when I was younger.”

He was listening.

“I just … forgot what it felt like to be wanted.”

That landed. Gently, but deep.

Vivian looked at him again, and for the first time, she let herself hope he wouldn’t misinterpret it. That he wouldn’t think this was about Micah. That he’d understand this was about her.

Elliot blinked slowly. “By anyone.”

The silence that followed wasn’t cold. It was thick. Suspended. Like they’d both walked into a room made of breath and didn’t know how to step without disturbing it.

Elliot didn’t look away from her. He didn’t challenge. Didn’t apologize. He just … took it in.

Vivian turned her head slightly. Looked down at the curve of her shoulder breaking the surface of the water. “I’m not saying I’m unloved,” she said. “Or unwanted, even. It’s just …” She trailed off, mouth tightening. “I’m wanted in the way a painting is wanted. For how it fits a wall. For how quiet it is.” Her voice didn’t shake. But the softness in it carried more vulnerability than she’d allowed in years.

Elliot shifted slightly on the bench, elbows resting on his knees now. He laced his fingers together. “I didn’t know you felt that way,” he said.

“I didn’t either,” she replied.

That made him smile—just a little. A crack in his usual reserve.

“What changed?” he asked.

Vivian considered lying. Or deflecting. Saying something vague. Something safe. But she was tired of that.

“I kissed someone,” she said. Just like that. Not bold. Not broken. True.

Elliot didn’t move. He blinked once. Vivian watched his throat shift as he swallowed.

She waited for the question—Who?—but it didn’t come.

He just said, “How did it make you feel?”

And the way he asked it—not bitter, not bruised, just curious—made her heart do something strange in her chest.

“I felt alive,” she whispered. “I felt like a person again.”

He nodded once. Still watching her. “Do you want to do it again?”

He didn’t press her. Just sat there, waiting.

Vivian sank a little deeper into the water. Steam curled up against her collarbones. The soft scent of lavender hung like memory in the air. And for a moment—just a moment—she remembered. Not the Elliot of dinner parties and press photos. Not the man in tailored suits who moved through the world like it owed him silence.

She remembered the man who sat with her on their second date, long before the world knew his name. Who’d listened to her talk about books she didn’t think anyone else had read. Who didn’t interrupt. Who let her finish whole thoughts without filling the space with anecdotes of his own.

She remembered the night her mother had called her, half-drunk and cruel, and how Elliot had just held her. No advice. No solutions. Just arms, and breath, and warmth.

She remembered the stillness that had once made her feel safe, not small.

And suddenly, the guilt hit her like gravity. Not because of Micah. But because she’d let that man become furniture in her life. Because it had been easier to believe he’d stopped seeing her than to admit she’d stopped trying to be seen.

She closed her eyes, throat tightening. “I’m sorry,” she whispered.

Elliot didn’t move.

“I’m sorry I forgot how to talk to you,” she said, voice breaking just a little. “You’ve always been here. I just didn’t know how to … reach for you anymore.”

He exhaled softly. Then, after a moment, he said, “I’ve missed you, too.”

And that, more than anything, made her cry.

She cried softly, shoulders trembling just beneath the waterline, her breath catching now and then like her body didn’t quite know how to regulate itself.

Elliot still hadn’t moved. Then, slowly, he stood.

She didn’t look up until she felt his presence closer—his shoes against the tile, the faint shift of air as he stepped to the edge of the tub.

He crouched. One hand reached out, brushed a damp strand of hair from her cheek. His thumb paused just at her temple. “Vivian,” he said softly, “can I touch you?”

She nodded.

He leaned in. Not for her mouth. For her forehead.

He kissed it first—soft, reverent. The kind of kiss you gave someone you were trying not to break. Then he stood again and started unbuttoning his shirt. One by one. Quiet. No show.

She watched. Not because it was hot—though it was—but because it was him. Her husband. The man she’d once fallen into like a dream.

He stepped out of his clothes then stepped into the water behind her, carefully bracing one hand on the edge of the tub. It was a tight fit, but it somehow felt right.

His chest pressed against her back, arms folding gently around her waist. She let her head fall back onto his shoulder. And for a long moment, they just breathed.

The water lapped at their skin. His mouth found her neck, slow and reverent. Her hand reached down and found his thigh.

“Are you sure?” she whispered.

“I’ve never been more,” he said.

His fingers slid down her belly, between her legs, and this time she didn’t flinch. She opened for him.

Her head tilted. Her lips parted.

He kissed her jaw, her throat, the slope of her shoulder as he worked her open. His chest was at her back, his hands warm on her skin, and when his fingers slid lower, between her legs, Vivian let out a breath like she’d just come up for air.

He touched her with purpose.

Her hips shifted with each circle of his hand. Her breath quickened.

He kissed the back of her neck.

She reached down, found him—hard, hot, ready—and the idea of him inside her made her knees weaken.

She arched against him, ready to guide him in. And then … they both realized the tub was a terrible place for this.

She turned her head slightly.

He huffed out a breath.

Their eyes met.

And they both started laughing—quiet, breathy, ridiculous.

Vivian pressed a hand to her face, giggling into her fingers. “This is so stupid.”

Elliot’s smile was wide and warm. “You have no idea how relieved I am that you said it first.”

She was still laughing when he nodded toward the glass shower. “Come on.”

She didn’t hesitate. She followed him out of the tub, water sloshing as they stepped carefully onto the warm tile.

He opened the shower door and turned on the water—steam rising immediately as heat pulsed from the rainfall spout overhead.

She braced her hands against the marble wall, steam curling around her shoulders, her skin flushed from arousal and heat. Elliot stepped behind her, one hand sliding down the center of her back, steadying her. The other gripped her hip, his thumb anchoring just below the curve of her waist.

When he pressed into her—slow and thick and real—Vivian inhaled sharply, her mouth falling open. He filled her with one slow, claiming thrust, and her knees almost gave out.

“Jesus,” she breathed.

He didn’t speak. Just gripped her hips tighter and drew out almost all the way before easing back in, inch by inch.

The stretch of him was perfect. Deep. Just bordering on too much.

She bit her lip and exhaled against the wall, hips pushing back instinctively. He met her, steady and firm, his hips finding a rhythm that made her entire body pulse with awareness.

The slap of skin echoed under the water, muffled by steam.

Vivian dropped her head between her arms and took it—each thrust more sure, more possessive. She arched her back, tilted her hips, gave him everything he asked for without a word.

His pace quickened—still controlled, but with an urgency building behind it. She could hear his breath, short and sharp above her, feel the sweat sliding over his chest beneath the rain of hot water.

One of his hands left her waist and slid up her back, fingertips tracing her spine.

“You feel so fucking good,” he said, and the roughness in his voice made her clench around him.

Her nails scraped lightly against the wall, her thighs trembling as she tried to hold her balance, as her pleasure built and shifted just beneath her skin.

He fucked her harder now—not punishing, but with weight, with intention. His hips smacked against her ass, wet skin on wet skin, and she felt him deepen with every thrust, hitting a spot inside her that made her cry out without meaning to.

“Elliot,” she gasped.

His hand returned to her hip. “I’ve got you.”

And he did. He held her in place while he fucked her like he remembered everything—every way she liked to be touched, every breath that made her tighten, every sound she made when she was too close to speak.

When he came, he buried himself deep inside her, pressing his forehead to her shoulder, groaning low in his throat as his body shuddered against hers.

She could feel him pulsing inside her, his grip tightening just enough to make her gasp again.

But he didn’t pull out. He stayed inside her. Arms wrapped around her waist. Holding her there, like he was keeping her tethered to the moment.

And then his hand slipped down again. Between her thighs.

His fingers were soaked—water and cum and her—and he used it all.

He pulled himself out of her. He placed just enough pressure on her shoulder to turn her towards him. He gently walked forward and she put her arms around him. His fingers started massaging her again. He stroked her clit with practiced, perfect pressure.

She moaned, her body already trembling.

“No,” she whispered, breath shaking. “I’m so close. Don’t stop.”

“I won’t,” he said into her neck.

She leaned against him, head resting on his shoulder, and let him work her open again.

Her thighs quivered. Her stomach pulled tight.

His fingers moved faster—confident, knowing. He knew her body. Had always known it.

And her body—God, her body remembered him, too.

The pressure was perfect.

She wasn’t just close. She was right there, every nerve awake, buzzing, teetering on the edge.

“Elliot,” she gasped, forehead pressing into the back of her hand against the tile. “I—”

“I’ve got you,” he said again, voice low, rough in her ear.

And she let go.

The orgasm didn’t hit like a flash. It hit like a wave crashing into her chest, then cascading through her limbs—down her spine, across her thighs, into her toes, curling her fingers against the wall.

Her moan turned into a gasp, then a whimper, then another cry as the pleasure kept going—rolling through her in waves, like her body was releasing every ache it had been storing in silence.

“Oh my God,” she choked, shuddering, legs trembling as Elliot held her in place. Her body pressed against him, jaw slack, hips bucking without rhythm, overwhelmed by the way her body wouldn’t stop shaking.

It didn’t stop—not right away. Her orgasm had a second pulse, then a third—smaller, sharper shocks that made her clench around him, her breath fractured, a low sob of pleasure caught in her throat.

“Shh,” Elliot whispered, holding her tighter. “That’s it. Let it happen.”

She did.

Her knees finally buckled, and he caught her, pulled her into his arms, her body limp and buzzing, her cheek pressed against his chest as the last of it washed away.

“I can’t feel my legs,” she muttered into his skin, dazed.

Elliot laughed, just once. Not mocking. Just amazed.

He kissed the top of her head gently.

And neither of them moved.

The water poured around them, steady and hot, and for once, neither of them felt like pretending they weren’t broken open.




Chapter Fourteen: Messages Waiting

The house was quiet. So quiet Vivian could hear the soft click of the bedroom door as she eased it closed behind her.

She padded barefoot into the bathroom, skin still warm from the last time Elliot had touched her. The robe she wore was his—oversized, soft, still carrying the faint scent of his cologne and steam.

Her phone blinked on the counter. Three unread texts from Maddie.

Maddie: “Okay, so either you’re asleep or dead. In which case, I will call 911. Eventually.

Maddie: “Just checking in. No pressure. Except a little. 

Maddie: 😬

Vivian smiled. Her thumbs moved quickly.

Vivian: “Sorry. I’m fine. It’s been … a night. >

The reply came fast.

Maddie: “A night?? That is not an acceptable summary. You are required by law to elaborate.

Vivian hesitated before replying.

Vivian: “We had sex. Twice.”

Maddie’s name flashed across the screen—incoming call.

Vivian answered, already grinning. “Hello.”

“Oh my God,” Maddie hissed. “You cannot just drop ‘we had sex’ in a text and expect me to sleep tonight like a normal person, Vivian. Twice?”

Vivian laughed, low and breathy. “Yes. Twice.”

“You mean Elliot, right? You didn’t go rogue and fuck the bartender in the gallery bathroom or something?”

“It was Elliot.”

“Oh, thank God. Okay. So, tell me everything. Was it revenge sex? Were there accusations? Was he angry? Hurt? Dramatic?”

“No,” Vivian said, still surprised by it herself. “He was … calm. He just asked what was going on with me. And I told him. And he listened.”

“That man has the pulse rate of a glacier,” Maddie muttered. “Did you tell him about the kiss?”

“Yes. I said I kissed someone. He didn’t even ask who.”

A pause.

“Wait,” Maddie said. “He didn’t ask who?”

“Not once.”

“Did he flinch?”

Vivian smiled faintly. “Not even a little.”

Another pause. Maddie was quiet, and Vivian could hear a glass clink against something—probably a wine glass against the countertop.

“Well,” Maddie said slowly, “that’s not nothing.”

Vivian leaned against the counter, staring at her reflection in the mirror. Her cheeks were still pink. Her lips still swollen.

“He touched me like he’s been waiting for me to come back to him,” she said softly. “And I think he’s been waiting a long time.”

Maddie exhaled slowly. “Jesus.”

“I don’t know what any of it means,” Vivian said. “But it didn’t feel like anger. It felt like … opening something. And I don’t know if I can close it now.”

There was another long silence on the other end of the line. Then Maddie said gently, “Do you think he might be … into this?”

Vivian blinked. “Into what?”

“I mean,” Maddie continued, “the fact that you kissed someone else, and he didn’t even ask who—it’s not just chill. It’s aware. It’s almost like he was … curious. Or hopeful.”

Vivian was quiet. She didn’t have an answer.

“Some men,” Maddie said carefully, “get turned on by the idea of their wife with someone else. Not because they don’t love her, but because they do. It’s about letting her go … and watching her come back.”

Vivian’s breath hitched. “Maddie.”

“I’m not saying that’s what this is,” Maddie said. “I’m just saying … be open to the possibility that Elliot isn’t in denial. He might be ahead of you.”

Vivian stared at the ceiling. The steam had long since faded from the bathroom. But something hot still lingered in her chest.

“I think I need to sleep,” she whispered.

“Okay,” Maddie said. “But don’t pretend like this is normal.”

“I won’t.”

“And don’t pretend like this is over.”

Vivian closed her eyes. “No,” she said. “It’s not.”

They were quiet for a moment.

Then Vivian frowned slightly. “Wait. Why are you even awake right now? Isn’t it like … one a.m. your time?”

“Babe,” Maddie said, dry as ever, “I just got railed by a very enthusiastic friend-with-benefits. He’s in my shower, pretending we’re not about to pretend we’re never going to do this again.”

Vivian blinked. “Jesus.”

“I know,” Maddie said. “It’s been a night. Look at us. Just a couple of sluts bragging about the dick we just got.”

Vivian laughed—an honest, delighted, full-body laugh. She pressed her hand to her face, grinning like a teenager. “I miss you,” she said.

“I miss you more. Go to bed, Viv.”

“Yeah. You, too.”

They hung up.

Vivian stood there a moment longer in the quiet hum of the bathroom, phone still warm in her hand. She set it down and looked up into the mirror. She rarely looked at herself like this. Not made up. Not party-ready. Not posed. Just skin, flushed from heat and sex and conversation. Hair loose. Lips a little bitten.

She tilted her head. Two men. That was the thought.

Two men might want her.

She stared at her reflection and narrowed her eyes slightly. Then, just to amuse herself, she made a face. A silly, sultry, intentionally exaggerated pout. Part sex kitten, part brat, part bored heiress in a softcore movie. She held it for a beat. Then snorted.

“Jesus.”

She laughed, turned off the light, and walked back to bed.




Chapter Fifteen: The Morning After

The morning sun slid quietly through the kitchen windows, painting pale gold over white stone counters and freshly arranged tulips.

Vivian entered barefoot, the silk belt of her robe tied with a little less precision than usual.

Elliot stood the moment he saw her. It wasn’t theatrical. He didn’t say anything. He just rose from the stool where he’d been reading something on his tablet, and offered her a nod.

She blinked. “You stood.”

“You walked in.”

Her brow lifted slightly. “You haven’t done that in … I don’t know how long.”

“How boorish of me.”

He poured her coffee. No questions. Just black, exactly the way she took it. He slid it across the counter toward her without making a point of it.

She didn’t comment, just picked it up and took a sip. It was warm. Bitter. Grounding.

They moved around each other easily, without touching. Still dressed for rest, still slightly out of sync, but no longer estranged.

There was a quiet hum between them now. No tension. 

She reached for her phone out of habit and saw a new text from Daphne.

“Looking forward to seeing you at the conservancy brunch! We’re counting on you to speak up if the salmon mousse comes back.

Vivian smirked. That sounded exactly like Daphne.

Then another message popped in—voicemail transcription from someone on the planning committee.

“Just thrilled to have you with us this morning to support the wildlife mural restoration initiative. Your presence means so much.”

Vivian paused, blinking. Wildlife mural restoration?

She scrolled up. Her calendar still read, “Arts Conservancy Donor Brunch.”

She turned to Elliot. “Do you know if this brunch is for the arts or for animals?”

He looked up from his tablet. “I thought it was for underfunded orchestra programs.”

“Oh my God,” she said, setting down her coffee. “What if it’s all three?”

He smiled. “Can’t be. That would imply someone put actual effort into it.”

She groaned and leaned against the counter. “I have no idea what I’m supposed to be fundraising for.”

“You’ll figure it out. You always do.”

She looked at him. And he looked right back.

Vivian straightened her shoulders. “I need to go get ready.”

Elliot nodded. “I’ll be here.”

She hesitated. “You always are.”

And for once, she didn’t say it like a complaint.




Chapter Sixteen: The Brunch of a Thousand Causes

The brunch was held at the Langs’ estate, because of course it was. Their backyard could comfortably seat fifty guests beneath breezy white tents with matching linen tablecloths, monogrammed napkins, and centerpieces that looked curated by someone with strong feelings about succulents.

Vivian arrived precisely on time. Hair smooth. Dress crisp. Jewelry thoughtfully understated.

She had done this a thousand times. And yet, she stepped onto the lawn and immediately felt like a woman watching herself from the outside.

The chairs were ghost chairs, because Daphne insisted they made events look “weightless” in photos. Waitstaff carried trays of pink cocktails garnished with dehydrated blood orange slices. A harpist played near a koi pond that no one had ever actually looked into.

Vivian accepted a drink and found her place at a table already half-full of familiar faces.

“Vivian!” someone called from across the patio. A woman she barely knew but had once sat next to at a flower arranging workshop. “Isn’t it just the most important cause?”

Vivian blinked. “Sorry—which one are we supporting again?”

“Oh! The inner-city music schools, of course,” the woman said with a confident nod.

Vivian sipped her drink. “Right.”

Across the table, another woman leaned in. “I thought it was the marine life restoration mural project.”

A third one chimed in, “No, I think it’s the gallery’s climate exhibit expansion.”

They all looked at each other, puzzled. Then shrugged, nearly in unison.

Someone laughed. “Well, as long as the mousse isn’t salmon again.”

Vivian smiled perfectly. But something inside her itched.

She hadn’t thought about Micah in hours. And that felt strange. She hadn’t let herself think about Elliot either.

She was sitting under a tent, surrounded by women in pastel linen and structured handbags, all of them pretending this mattered, when just last night, she’d come—twice—with her husband for the first time in what felt like years.

And Maddie had been right.

She was in it now.

Across the table, Daphne caught her eye and raised her eyebrows slightly.

Vivian blinked. Was that a knowing look? Or just brunch-face? She didn’t know anymore.

And that, somehow, was worse.

Vivian drifted away from the table, drink in hand, toward the koi pond. It was decorative, shallow, and immaculately clean—probably maintained by some obscenely expensive aquatic landscaping service.

She wasn’t looking for conversation, but of course that’s where she found Mr. and Mrs. Lang.

“Vivian!” Mrs. Lang beamed. “Isn’t the day just beautiful?”

“Yes, it’s lovely,” Vivian said, sipping her cocktail.

Mr. Lang, tall and tidy in pale seersucker, stood a respectful distance back from the pond’s edge, arms folded. He looked as though he were admiring a painting in a museum he’d funded.

“We just added a few new koi this week,” Mrs. Lang said, nudging her husband gently in the side. “Darling, tell her about the new ones.”

“Oh,” Mr. Lang said, straightening. “Yes. We acquired three longfin butterfly koi—Japanese bred, second-generation. Quite rare.”

Vivian smiled politely.

“They’ve already acclimated nicely,” he went on. “That one there”—he pointed—“that’s a Shusui. Doitsu variety. See the blue back and red belly?”

“Beautiful,” Vivian said.

“She knows her koi,” Mrs. Lang said, though no one had claimed that. “Tell her about the feeding habits.”

Mr. Lang didn’t need much encouragement.

“Koi are very social, which people often underestimate. You can train them to eat from your hand. Some owners even condition them to rise to the surface at the sound of a bell.”

“Really,” Vivian said, eyes flicking to her drink.

Mrs. Lang beamed at her husband like he was giving a TED Talk.

“They can live for over fifty years,” he added. “Some, centuries. The oldest known koi, Hanako, was reportedly two hundred twenty-six when she died.”

“Did she leave behind any heirs?” Vivian murmured.

Mrs. Lang giggled. “Isn’t he so full of knowledge?”

Vivian smiled tightly. “So full.”

She made a polite excuse, complimented the pond, and walked away before Mr. Lang could start in on water filtration.

She returned to her table, where two other wives were snacking on candied pecans and watching the koi from a safe distance.

One of them raised an eyebrow. “Did you get caught in the koi pond vortex?”

Vivian blinked. “I—yes.”

The other leaned in conspiratorially. “It’s a thing. He talks. She makes him keep talking. Some sort of psychosexual power play. I think they work out tension by boring guests into submission.”

Vivian laughed. An actual laugh.

One of the women raised her glass. “Honestly, compared to what some couples get up to, it’s practically wholesome.”

Vivian smiled wide. Wider than usual.

Someone across the table—Jillian Ross, a woman who’d been to three of the same fundraisers and at least one of Elliot’s birthday dinners—tilted her head slightly. “You’re in a good mood today,” she said.

Vivian sipped her drink.

And didn’t explain a thing.




Chapter Seventeen: The Boutique

The boutique was aggressively curated—nothing in season, everything expensive, and a quiet air of we don’t advertise, we remember your name instead.

Vivian walked in without an appointment. She didn’t need one. The manager took one look at her and simply nodded her toward the racks of silk, cashmere, and cruelty-free leather.

She wasn’t here for anything in particular. She just wanted to exist somewhere soft.

The air smelled like fig and rose water. The lighting was golden and indirect. A young woman with impeccable eyebrows offered her a flute of champagne, and Vivian accepted it without hesitation.

She wandered through the racks. Ran her fingers over the stitching. Tried on a pair of heels she didn’t need and almost couldn’t walk in.

Two women were in the dressing lounge, seated on the velvet bench across from the mirrored pedestal. Vivian recognized one of them—Marcy Delacourt, whose family’s money had invented something boring and wildly profitable. The other woman, she didn’t know, though she was the kind who always looked like she was about to judge a wine competition.

Vivian wasn’t trying to eavesdrop, but she didn’t need to try, either.

“He has these hands,” the stranger said, adjusting an earring in the mirror. “Rough, you know? Not in a bad way. Like he actually does things. I swear, I haven’t come that fast in years.”

Marcy laughed, bright and sharp. “Oh my God, you’re still seeing him?”

The other woman smiled. “I’m not seeing him. We just … end up in the same room. Often.”

Vivian kept her face neutral. She set down the champagne glass carefully.

Marcy leaned in. “What’s his name again?”

“Micah.”

The name landed like a dropped pin.

Vivian didn’t move.

Marcy raised an eyebrow. “The bartender?”

“Mmhmm. Or whatever he is. Tall, a little scruffy, knows what he’s doing with his mouth.”

They laughed again.

Vivian stepped quietly into the next room and pretended to be interested in a pair of oversized sunglasses. Her heart was beating faster than it should.

Of course he’s seeing someone.

Of course it’s someone like her.

But it wasn’t jealousy.

It was disorientation. Because somehow, she had filed Micah under exception. Not another one of their toys.

And now she wasn’t so sure.

Vivian stepped away from the dressing room, her heart doing that irritating thing where it beat harder than the moment justified. She wandered into the accessory section. Picked up a scarf. Set it back down. Picked up a ridiculous necklace, stared at it for a second, then returned it too.

Why did it matter? So what if Micah was involved with someone else? Wasn’t that the point? He wasn’t hers. He’d never been hers. He was a spark. A possibility. A moment she had chosen to take.

So, why the hell did hearing someone else talk about him make her stomach twist?

She found herself at the front desk. Bought something she didn’t need just to justify the visit. Smiled, nodded, said thank you. Then she left.

***

She slid into the driver’s seat of her car and shut the door. Silence.

The city buzzed outside. The boutique’s valet offered a wave as he guided another luxury car into place.

Vivian didn’t start the engine. She stared at her reflection in the dark glass of the dashboard screen.

You had sex with your husband.

Really good sex. Twice.

So, why did Micah’s name make her tighten inside? And why hadn’t Elliot wanted to know who she kissed? Wasn’t that strange?

She bit her lip. Maddie’s voice echoed, uninvited, in the back of her mind. “You sure he’s not into this? 

Vivian closed her eyes. Rested her head against the steering wheel. “This is ridiculous,” she murmured to no one.

But it wasn’t ridiculous. Because something had shifted.

And she wasn’t sure anymore what direction the ground was tilting beneath her.




Chapter Eighteen: The Questions That Matter

Vivian found him in the den. He was in his usual chair, a low amber light pooling over the pages of whatever he was reading. He looked up when she entered, eyes trailing over her like he was registering her mood as much as her presence.

She didn’t wait to be invited in. She walked straight across the room and stood in front of him. “You never asked who it was.”

Elliot looked up at her, slowly closing his book. “No.”

She waited.

He didn’t elaborate.

She folded her arms. “Why?”

“Because I didn’t need to know.”

Vivian blinked. “That’s not an answer.”

“It’s the only one I have.”

She sat down on the ottoman in front of him, posture tight. “Most men would have asked.”

“I’m not most men.”

“That’s not always a compliment.”

His gaze didn’t shift. “Maybe not.”

She watched him. “Aren’t you curious?”

Elliot exhaled slowly. “I’m curious about you, Vivian. I’m not interested in making another man the center of our story.”

That hit harder than she wanted it to.

She leaned forward, elbows on her knees. “You didn’t even flinch. I told you I kissed someone, and you just listened.”

“Yes.”

“No anger?”

“I didn’t say that.”

“Then where was it?”

He was quiet for a moment. “I’ve lived long enough to know that anger makes people shut down. And I didn’t want you to shut down. I wanted to know what it meant. What it woke up.”

Vivian let out a sharp breath. Then, to her own surprise, she laughed. Not mockingly. Not mean. Stunned.

Elliot tilted his head, watching her.

She shook her head, still smiling faintly. “You’re not wrong. It woke something up, all right.”

He didn’t interrupt.

“I mean … I kiss someone else, and suddenly you”—she gestured vaguely—“suddenly we’re having sex like people who can’t keep their hands off each other?”

Elliot’s mouth quirked. “I’ve always wanted you.”

“Don’t say that like it explains everything.”

“It doesn’t explain everything,” he said. “But it’s still true.”

Vivian leaned back slightly, stretching out her legs. Her laughter had faded, but the warmth of it lingered. “I didn’t think it would feel like that,” she said quietly. “With you. I thought … whatever that was between us, it was long gone.”

“So did I,” Elliot admitted. “Until it wasn’t.”

Vivian’s laughter softened into a quiet smile.

Elliot didn’t press her. Just watched her with that same unreadable patience that had always been both a comfort and a curse.

Then she tilted her head slightly. Her tone gentler this time. “You really don’t want to know who it was?”

Elliot didn’t answer right away. He picked up his glass again, swirled the amber liquid once, then set it down without drinking. “If it was just a kiss and now it’s over, then it’s your business.”

Vivian stilled.

“But,” he continued, voice steady, “if you have further intentions with this man … then yes, I should know.”

There it was.

Vivian swallowed. “What if I don’t know yet?”

“Then I think you should tell me that, too.”

She folded her arms. “You want transparency.”

“I want clarity,” he said. “For both of us.”

Vivian looked down at her hands. “What if I want both?”

Elliot raised an eyebrow. “Both?”

“You and him,” she said softly. “Different things. Different reasons.”

He exhaled slowly. A long, thoughtful breath.

“Are you asking if I’d be okay with that?”

Vivian met his eyes. “I don’t know what I’m asking.”

They sat in silence for a long moment. Then Elliot said, “Do you want to be with him again?”

Vivian didn’t answer immediately. But she didn’t lie either.

“I think I want to know what it would feel like,” she said quietly.

Elliot leaned back slightly, studying her face.

Vivian looked down then smirked, just a little. “Maddie said some men get off on it.”

Elliot blinked once then laughed. Just a short breath. Dry. Not mocking, not bitter. Amused.

Vivian looked up at him, surprised. “That was an immediate reaction,” she said.

“It’s just .. Maddie?” he said, shaking his head. “Of course Maddie would be your guiding philosophical voice in this moment.”

Vivian smiled despite herself.

He wasn’t angry.

“She’s not wrong, though,” Vivian said.

“No,” Elliot said slowly, “she’s not.”

That surprised her.

He swirled his glass, watching the way the light caught the rim. “There are men who like it. The idea of sharing. Of watching. Of knowing.”

“And you?”

Elliot looked up at her. His eyes were calm. Sharp. Focused. “I don’t know what I am,” he said. “But I know I want you honest with me. Even if that honesty is messy. Even if it leads us somewhere … new.”

Vivian didn’t answer. But she didn’t look away, either.

They didn’t say anything after that.

Vivian watched Elliot as he lifted his glass again. Calm. Steady. A man who knew how to hold silence without making it feel like a threat. And she remembered with sudden, sharp clarity another reason she loved him.

For all his success.

For all his wealth.

For all the public performance required of him …

Elliot was at peace with himself.

There was no clawing need to be seen. No desperate hunger for approval.

And if, one day, he discovered some strange new desire inside himself, even one as taboo as watching his wife with another man, he would face it.

He wouldn’t spiral.

He wouldn’t wonder what it meant about his manhood, or his marriage, or his morality.

He would just sit with it. Consider it. Make space for it.

Maybe even name it.

The man had a kind of emotional stability no amount of therapy could buy.

And it shook her gently to realize …

He’s not confused. But I am.




Chapter Nineteen: Reappearance

It started like the last time.

Vivian dressed for another one of Elliot’s impossible, polished events. Something for a friend-of-a-friend’s art foundation, or a low-key wine-and-culture evening at a private gallery. One of the ones with valet parking, catered oysters, and minimalist florals that cost more than rent.

She wasn’t nervous. Not exactly. But she was … attuned.

Every outfit felt off, too revealing and not revealing enough at the same time. Her lipstick felt bold. Then tame. Then wrong again.

She hated that she looked like she was dressing for someone. And she had no idea who.

She saw him from across the room.

Micah.

At the bar again.

Of course.

Same rolled sleeves, same easy confidence. His hands moved with economy, attention. He looked too good behind a bar, like he’d stepped out of a stylized ad campaign and just … stuck around.

Vivian froze for half a second before her body carried her in another direction—toward Elliot, who was already watching her with that maddeningly neutral expression.

She lifted her glass in a half-hearted toast.

He returned it.

When she reached him, she leaned in slightly. “Four times?”

Elliot arched a brow. “What do you mean?”

“The same bartender at four events in a row. Bit unusual, isn’t it?”

He sipped his drink. “He came highly recommended.”

Vivian gave him a look.

Elliot’s eyes twinkled just slightly. “And as I recall, you appreciated his service.”

Her lips parted.

He didn’t elaborate. Didn’t smile. Just let the silence stretch between them like a wire, humming with potential energy.

Vivian blinked slowly. “So, this is …?”

“A coincidence,” Elliot said smoothly. “Of course.”

A beat passed. Then …

“You do have excellent taste in men.”

Vivian’s stomach turned over. She looked away.

Elliot watched her, sipping his drink like he had all night to find out what she’d do next.

She didn’t go to the bar. Not yet. Instead, Vivian made her way through the room like she always did—elegant, composed, conversational. A glass in hand, a smile fixed in place.

“Vivian! Darling!”

Monica Lang. Of course.

Vivian turned just in time to be air-kissed on both cheeks by a woman whose perfume announced her presence before her pearls could.

“You look radiant,” Monica said, voice like sugar laced with something stronger. “Tell me you’ve found a new facialist. You’re glowing.”

“Sleep,” Vivian said smoothly. “And sin.”

Monica laughed like it was a joke. “Aren’t they the same thing these days?”

From behind her, another woman—Vivian couldn’t even remember her name—joined the conversation. “You were laughing at the gallery table earlier. I saw it. That’s a dangerous look on you.”

Vivian raised an eyebrow. “Is that so?”

“It means you’re planning something.”

Vivian took a sip of her drink and said nothing.

They moved on. Or she moved on. It didn’t matter.

***

Later, she was talking to a man she didn’t know well. Polished. Young. Ambitious. Too confident by half.

“You’re Elliot’s wife, aren’t you?” he asked, holding her eye just a second too long.

“I am.”

“Lucky man.” He smiled.

She didn’t.

Vivian made a graceful exit under the pretense of refreshing her drink and found herself at the far edge of the room, near a sculpture she didn’t care about, standing still.

Across the floor, Elliot was deep in conversation with someone important-looking. He wasn’t watching her. And yet, she could feel him, anyway. Or maybe she was just imagining it.

She looked toward the bar.

Micah was watching her.

She turned away from the bar. Back into the crowd. Back into her performance.

A voice called her name, soft but certain.

“Vivian.”

She turned.

Jillian Ross. Smart. Elegant. One of those women who always seemed to be actually listening in a room full of people waiting for their turn to speak.

Jillian touched her arm briefly. “It’s good to see you. You seem … lighter.”

Vivian blinked. “Do I?”

“Not in a bad way.” Jillian tilted her head. “Like you’re remembering something.”

Vivian didn’t know what to say to that.

Jillian leaned in a little. “Whatever it is, hold on to it.”

Vivian gave a polite nod. Tried to move on. But Jillian stopped her with one more line, said lightly.

“I hope Elliot knows how lucky he is.”

Vivian smiled. “So do I.”

***

She stepped away. Back into the current. This time, when her eyes drifted to the bar, she didn’t look away.

Micah. Still there. Still watching.

She started walking.




Chapter Twenty: The Return

The walk to the bar felt longer than it should’ve. Vivian’s heels clicked softly over the marble as she wove through the guests, through the music, the ambient clink of cutlery and curated conversation.

Micah saw her coming. He didn’t straighten. Didn’t shift nervously. But something in his posture softened—like he had been expecting her and still didn’t know what to expect.

She stopped in front of him. “Four times in a row,” she said, voice low. “Someone’s got good taste.”

He smiled. “Someone does.”

Vivian’s lips curved slightly. “You almost didn’t take this job.”

Micah blinked. Then laughed softly. “That obvious? I thought maybe I was being lured into some elaborate trap.”

Her eyebrow lifted. “Trap?”

“You know”—he shrugged—“vengeful husband, scandalous reveal, maybe a ceremonial flogging in the wine cellar.”

Vivian laughed. It slipped out before she could stop it—light, sharp, and real.

“That’s not really Elliot’s style,” she said.

“No?” Micah asked. “Because I did check the walls for secret passageways just to be safe.”

She smiled again, but this time, her voice lowered. “I don’t always know what his style is.”

Micah blinked. The joke faded gently.

Vivian looked down at her glass, swirled the liquid. “That’s not a complaint. He’s … composed. Generous. Thoughtful in ways most people aren’t.”

Micah said nothing.

She looked up. “But sometimes I don’t know what he wants. Or what he sees when he looks at me.”

Micah met her gaze. “I think I do.”

That stopped her breath, just for a second. But she didn’t respond. Didn’t challenge it, didn’t flirt, didn’t run. She just stood there—glass in hand, heart unsettled, heat curling somewhere she didn’t want to name yet.

Micah glanced past her. “Your husband’s still watching.”

Vivian didn’t turn. “I know.”

***

As the event wound down, Vivian found herself drifting again toward the edges—fewer guests now, the air thicker with perfume and fading music. She wasn’t even trying to get close to the bar. But Micah was suddenly there.

He waited until no one was around them. Then, casually, he slipped a small white card onto the edge of a silver tray near her hand. No logo. No flourish. Just a name. A number.

“I’m not trying to complicate anything,” he said quietly. “But if you ever want to talk … or if you just want to know someone’s listening …”

Vivian glanced down at the card. Then at him.

Micah didn’t smile. He didn’t flirt. He just nodded once and stepped away.

She didn’t pocket it right away.

But she didn’t leave it behind, either.




Chapter Twenty-One: The Confrontation

They didn’t speak in the car. Elliot didn’t press. Vivian didn’t perform.

When they got home, she kicked off her heels and walked through the foyer, the rhythm of her steps sharper than usual.

Elliot poured himself a drink. She didn’t ask if he wanted company. She followed him into the sitting room and stopped by the door.

“You hired him.”

He turned.

“Micah,” she said. “You hired him.”

Elliot took a sip then nodded. “Yes.”

“Did you know who he was?”

“Not when I made the booking, no.”

“But when you saw him—”

“It was obvious,” he said. “From the way you looked.”

Vivian’s lips parted. “And you let him stay.”

He didn’t hesitate. “Yes.”

Her arms folded. “Why?”

Elliot looked at her for a long moment. Then, calmly, he said, “Because I trusted you. And I wasn’t going to create a scene over a guess.”

Vivian blinked. That … was not the answer she had expected.

Elliot continued, “If I’d sent him away, what message would that send? That I was afraid? Insecure? Controlling?”

“No,” she said quietly. “That you cared.”

“I do care.” His voice was firm now. “That’s exactly why I didn’t act on suspicion. Because I care about you and about how we look. About what people say.”

Vivian said nothing.

Elliot stepped closer. “I’m not giving you permission,” he said. “I’m giving you expectations.” He paused. “And boundaries.”

Vivian blinked. “Wow. That was extreme therapy of you.”

He gave the faintest smile. “I’ve picked up a few things.”

“Well,” she said, folding her arms, “you’re only one journaling habit away from a self-help podcast.”

Elliot didn’t laugh, but something in his eyes glinted.

“Good. Then you know I’m serious.” he said. “If this is going to happen—whatever this is—it doesn’t happen behind my back. It doesn’t happen in hotel rooms, or charity bathrooms, or whispers. It happens here. In our home. On our terms.”

She held his gaze. “So, you’re not afraid.”

“I’m not afraid of the truth,” he said. “I’m only afraid of being lied to.”

Vivian exhaled—slow and deep.

Elliot’s voice softened, just slightly. “Whatever this becomes … I won’t be made a fool.”

Silence.

Then she nodded. Once. Because she understood. Because he wasn’t giving her a key.

He was opening the door and standing in the frame.




Chapter Twenty-Two: Her Voice in My Head

Vivian stood in the bathroom, staring at her reflection. She looked perfect. Which annoyed her.

She rolled her lipstick between her fingers like it might offer an answer.

What was she doing?

What did this even mean?

So, what’s the situation now?

The voice came unbidden.

Maddie.

Not the real Maddie. Just the version that lived in her head rent-free, never asked permission, and always had opinions.

You had the big marital talk? He knows?

Yes.

And he’s not mad? Not disgusted? Not locking the gates and checking your browser history?

No.

Viv, are you hearing yourself? Your husband just greenlit an affair like it was a guest list approval.

It’s not an affair. Not like that.

Fine. Fine. So, what’s next? Threesome? Shadowy hotel room? Spontaneous hallway blowjob?

Vivian exhaled sharply. “Jesus, Maddie.”

I’m trying to get a sense of tone, sweetheart.

She leaned against the counter.

So, what does Micah think about all this?

Pause.

Longer pause.

Vivian stared at herself.

“I don’t know,” she muttered aloud.

Wait. You haven’t talked to him yet?

“No.”

So, let me get this straight—you had the conversation with your husband. You got the green light. But you haven’t even asked Micah if he’s still interested?

“I haven’t had a chance—”

You kissed him, Viv. In a storage closet. I think you can text him like a grownup.

Vivian closed her eyes.

So, why the hell are you asking me before you find out if he’s even into it?

Silence.

No response.

Just her reflection.

And her phone.

Sitting three feet away.




Chapter Twenty-Three: Beer with Micah

The place smelled like fried pickles and old decisions.

Vivian stood in the doorway, one hand still on her sunglasses despite the low, greasy lighting.

She’d tried to dress down. Black blouse. Fitted jeans. Simple flats. No jewelry but her wedding band. Hair pulled back like she couldn’t be bothered. Even skipped eyeliner. But everything she wore still fit too well.

The hostess didn’t know what to do with her. A man at the bar looked up and blinked like he’d hallucinated her. One woman gave her a once-over that wasn’t quite hostile but definitely curious.

Vivian kept walking.

Micah was already in the back booth—relaxed, unreadable, two beers in front of him. He didn’t stand. Just watched her approach, head tilted slightly, like he was waiting to see if she’d make it all the way to the table without changing her mind.

Micah took a sip of his beer and leaned back, watching her carefully.

Vivian set hers down and pressed her fingers against the condensation ring it left behind, like she was trying to center herself.

“So,” she started. “I …”

Micah waited.

“I talked to my husband.”

He nodded. “I figured.”

“It wasn’t … dramatic.” She gave a faint laugh. “Not that kind of marriage.”

“Right.”

“He knew something was happening. With me. I don’t think he knew it was you. At least, not at first.”

Micah didn’t interrupt. He just let her keep talking, the way someone might let a person learn how to swim by sinking a little first.

Vivian exhaled. “We had a conversation about … boundaries.”

Micah’s eyebrows lifted slightly.

She rolled her eyes. “Yes, I know. It sounds like therapy. It felt like therapy.”

“Productive therapy?”

“I think so.”

Micah waited.

Vivian looked at her bottle. “He’s not jealous. That’s not what this is.”

“Okay.”

“But he said, if something was going to happen … it needed to happen without secrets. Not behind his back. And not in some hotel room, or club, or whatever. No whispers. No embarrassment.”

Micah’s expression didn’t change, but something about his focus sharpened.

“So, that’s the setup?” he said. “You get to do what you want, but with transparency?”

Vivian nodded. “Essentially.”

“And you came here to tell me that.”

“I came here to ask if you still wanted me,” Vivian said.

Micah looked at her. Long enough that she felt it—not just the pause, but the weight in it.

He leaned forward a little, resting his arms on the table. His voice was low, but clear. “I do,” he said. “But … I need to know what that means.”

Vivian blinked. “What do you mean?”

Micah gestured loosely. “This isn’t just you and me. It’s you, me, and your husband. Whether he’s in the room or not, he’s part of it.”

She didn’t respond.

“I’m not trying to play a role in someone else’s marriage,” he said. “If this is about testing boundaries or sparking something in your relationship, I get it. But I’m not signing up to be … a toy. A tool. A performance.”

Vivian looked down at her hands. Then back up. “It’s not like that.”

“Maybe not for you,” he said. “But I need to be sure it’s not like that for him, either.”

She swallowed. “He doesn’t want to control it. He just doesn’t want to be humiliated.”

Micah considered that.

Vivian added quietly, “And he wants to know what it does to me.”

Micah’s eyes held hers. “And what does it do to you?”

Vivian didn’t answer. Not yet.

Micah’s eyes didn’t waver.

Vivian stared at him for a beat then shook her head—slow, honest. “I don’t know.”

Micah didn’t move.

Vivian exhaled, her voice quieter now. “I’m incredibly attracted to you. That part’s not confusing.”

He stayed silent, giving her space.

“I think about that kiss more than I probably should. I wanted to see you again. I wanted …” She trailed off, hands wrapped around her beer bottle.

Micah waited.

She looked up. “Elliot isn’t standing in my way. If anything, he’s … watching. Waiting to see what I choose.”

Micah leaned back slightly. Let that land.

Vivian pressed forward. “But I’m not pretending I know where this is going. I don’t know if this would be once, or twice, or … something else.”

Micah’s expression didn’t shift, but something behind his eyes eased just a little.

“I’m not lying to anyone,” she said. “Not to him. And not to you.”

Micah nodded once. “Good.”

Vivian tilted her head. “That’s all you have to say?”

A small smile tugged at the corner of his mouth. “I just needed to know you were in this for you, not for him. Not for … the thrill of breaking something.”

Vivian blinked. “I’m not trying to break anything.”

“I know,” he said. “That’s why I’m still here.”

Micah’s eyes held hers a second longer. Then, without ceremony, he slid out of his side of the booth and into hers.

Vivian felt the shift instantly. His presence beside her changed the shape of the space.

He wasn’t touching her, but his shoulder was close enough to sense. His thigh nearly brushed hers.

She became hyper-aware of everything. The heat of him. The faint scent of soap and something woodsy. The sound of him breathing, calmly, like this was easy for him.

And the thing was … it wasn’t threatening. It was steady.

Vivian didn’t look at him. Just took another sip of her beer, deliberately casual.

Micah leaned in a fraction, his voice low near her ear. “Well,” he said, “apparently we know where. 

Vivian’s lips curved.

“I guess we should decide on a when.

She didn’t answer right away.

But her smile said, Soon.




Chapter Twenty-Four: Waiting for the Doorbell

Vivian stood in front of the full-length mirror, naked but for the delicate necklace she’d forgotten she was still wearing.

She wasn’t cold. She wasn’t rushing. There was time.

The house was quiet—almost too quiet. Elliot had retreated to his study, as agreed. She hadn’t seen him since dinner, but she knew he was there. That made it easier. And harder.

She stood still in front of the glass and let her gaze drift downward. Her breasts had always been full. Still were. But not the way they’d been when she had married Elliot. Not the way they’d been when she was twenty-four and impossibly upright and didn’t know how quickly softness would come.

They weren’t bad. Far from it. But they weren’t … untouched anymore.

They’d been lived in. Loved. Held.

And now, maybe, they were going to be in another man’s mouth.

That thought sent a jolt through her.

And then a thought landed with unexpected weight.

Had any man seen her naked since Elliot?

She blinked. Thought carefully.

No.

Not a lover.

Not a doctor.

Not anyone.

She hadn’t even had a male gynecologist since before their wedding.

Elliot was the only man who had known this body. Not just intimately, but recently. Regularly. Exclusively.

And even before him … there hadn’t been many. A few. Fewer than people would guess.

Vivian breathed in slowly.

And now she was on the edge of giving her married body to another man.

She looked up at her face next. Studied it the way she studied paintings, looking for the flaws that made the beauty human.

Still beautiful. Still imperfect.

She parted her lips slightly, watching the motion.

Was she going to put another man’s cock in her mouth?

It had been years since she’d even had Elliot’s there.

She flushed.

This was more than permission. This was reclamation. And it scared her.

But it also turned her on in a way she couldn’t name.

She had twenty minutes—maybe less.

She looked at the bed, where three outfits lay folded. Not scandalous, not desperate. Each a different kind of invitation.

One was soft and romantic, a dark red dress that brushed her thighs and made her feel almost innocent. One was sleek, black; not overtly sexy, but sculpted to be taken off. The third was a little absurd—lingerie with a silk robe, as though she were starring in some old European film. Too much.

She stepped into the black dress. Simple. Clean. It slid over her like a decision.

She didn’t rush. She didn’t tremble.

In front of the mirror again, she applied lipstick.

No perfume. She didn’t want to smell like anyone else.

Vivian looked at herself once more.

Still beautiful.

Still imperfect.

Still hers.

She sat on the edge of the bed, smoothing the hem of her dress, fingertips brushing the tops of her knees.

She could stop this.

Still.

Right now.

But she wouldn’t.

Because something inside her had already stepped through the door.

And then …

The doorbell rang.

She didn’t move. Didn’t breathe.

But every part of her body answered.




Chapter Twenty-Five: Elliot

The doorbell rang, and Elliot—though fully aware of what it signaled—remained seated.

The book in his hand was open but unread, the words on the page more a gesture of occupation than a source of attention. He had been rereading the same passage for nearly twenty minutes, his mind refusing to engage with anything but the present—this specific evening, this house, this arrangement now crystallizing into motion.

He had known this moment would come. They had discussed it plainly, if not frequently. She had asked for clarity. He had given it. Not permission—he did not believe in the giving of such things between grown, honest people—but terms, quietly drawn. The kind of boundary that respected her autonomy as much as it preserved his dignity.

If something was to happen, it would happen here.

In their home.

Not behind his back, but also not in his arms.

He turned the page again, slowly, though he had not absorbed the previous one.

Then, after a moment’s silence, the sound of footsteps.

One pair—hers, by the pace and sharpness of heel. Then the second, heavier but quieter.

They moved through the foyer, not rushed, not tentative. A conversation passed between them, though he couldn’t make out the words. It was the tone that reached him—polite, low, unremarkable in a way that made him listen harder.

Elliot stood.

He was human, and the curiosity that lived beneath his ribs was quieter than lust, but deeper.

He moved with care. Bare feet on wood. No lights on in the hallway.

He wanted to confirm that everything remained as agreed upon. That she was safe. That this was not unraveling into something neither of them could name.

He paused at the edge of the corridor, far enough to remain hidden, close enough to hear.

Their voices drifted faintly.

A pause.

She laughed—soft, genuine, not forced.

He felt it land in his chest like a feather and a stone at once.

Then movement. Steps against the floor. The subtle rhythm of escalation.

And finally, her bedroom door. The turn of the handle. The muted sound of it closing. The latch clicking into place like a piano key pressed gently and let go.

He stood still. The question came to him, unbidden and unwelcome, Should I move closer?

He didn’t like the thought. Didn’t like how quickly it came.

What would he gain from it? What would it make him? And what would it cost her?

He had not promised he would not hear, but he had also promised—in his own quiet way—not to listen.

This, he reasoned, was not betrayal. Not yet.

A concerned husband. A dignified man confirming, not observing.

Still, he turned away. Deliberately. Almost ceremonially.

He returned to his study and sat down again in the leather chair he had always favored on nights like this—quiet, expansive, not indulgent.

This was not the end of the matter. His feelings on the subject had not reached maturation. They need not do so tonight.

But there would be more.

Of that, he was certain.




Chapter Twenty-Six: The First Time

The door clicked shut behind them.

Micah didn’t move. Not at first. He let the silence stretch between them—comfortable, charged.

Vivian stood by the foot of the bed, heart thudding not with fear, but with the kind of tension that felt molecular.

He stepped closer.

Her breath caught.

Micah looked at her with a kind of reverence. As though she were the thing about to be unwrapped, discovered, slowly undone.

“I’ve never been in this room before,” he said, voice low.

Vivian swallowed. “Most people haven’t.”

He smiled. “Felt like I should say something. Before.”

Before.

He didn’t say before what.

He didn’t need to.

She reached behind her neck, fingers finding the clasp of the dress, and hesitated.

Micah stepped forward then. “Let me,” he said.

She lowered her arms.

He stepped behind her, hands sure but gentle. The zipper moved down like a sigh.

Her skin rose in goosebumps.

The dress slipped from her shoulders. He didn’t rush it. He didn’t speak. He just watched as it fell in a hush around her ankles.

She stood in her underwear, her bra simple, elegant, black.

His hands came to rest lightly on her waist. Then moved. Up her ribs. Over her sides. Down her arms. Like he was learning her.

“You’re beautiful,” he said, sounding like he’d only just noticed it. As though her body surprised him, piece by piece.

Her breath trembled.

Then he kissed her shoulder. A reverent, almost shy press of lips to skin. Then her collarbone. Then behind her ear.

Her hands reached back for him instinctively.

He guided her around, slowly, until they were face to face. And he looked at her like he could not believe this was happening.

Vivian stared back. She was standing half-naked in her bedroom, one paid for by her husband’s success, about to let another man touch her. And all she could feel was want.

Micah kissed her, and this time, it was not hesitant. Micah kissed like he was kissing her for her, not for himself. No pressure. No demand.

Vivian responded slowly at first, as if her body had to remember that this was allowed. That it was hers to offer. That someone else could want her like this.

Her hands found his shirt, slowly unbuttoning it. She didn’t rush. She wanted to see him, too.

When the fabric parted, she ran her hands over his chest—bare skin, warm muscle, light hair. He wasn’t sculpted like a magazine cover. He was real. Solid. Present.

And he touched her like he didn’t want to miss anything.

Micah’s hands slipped behind her back, finding the clasp of her bra. It came loose with no effort, no show. And when the straps fell forward, he didn’t grope. He looked.

Her nipples tightened under his gaze. Her breath caught. She suddenly, truly remembered that no one else had seen her like this in years.

He looked like he wanted to thank her. Then he kissed her breasts. Not just a flick of the tongue or a greedy suck. He kissed them like they were important.

She gasped when his lips closed around her right nipple, and he moaned in return—not loud, not showy, just there. Real.

She threaded her fingers through his hair.

He took his time.

Licked.

Sucked.

Switched sides.

Returned.

Until she was trembling against him, heat blooming low in her belly.

When he pulled back, she was flushed and breathless.

“You’re shaking,” he said softly.

“I know.”

He cupped her face in his hands. “We don’t have to rush.”

Vivian looked at him for a long moment. “I want to,” she whispered.

Vivian leaned in and kissed him again—softer this time, slower. Her hands moved over his chest, down his sides, then lower still. She felt the tension in his body shift as her fingers brushed the waistband of his pants.

Micah inhaled sharply but didn’t stop her.

She looked down. Her hand slipped inside.

He was already hard. Thick. Hot.

Her breath hitched at the sensation of him—solid in her palm, undeniably male in a way that made her stomach twist with heat.

It wasn’t clinical. It wasn’t rote. This wasn’t something she felt obligated to do. This was something she wanted.

The first time in years she’d actively craved a man’s cock—not for what it did to her, but for what it could be in her mouth.

She eased him out of his pants, slow and unhurried.

Micah groaned low in his throat, his hips shifting instinctively.

Vivian took a moment—an actual, deliberate pause—to look at him.

His cock curved slightly, flushed and firm, the head already glistening with need.

She wrapped her hand around him and just held it for a second, watching his face, the way his eyelids fluttered. Then she lowered herself onto her knees beside the bed, eyes never leaving his.

“Vivian—”

“Shh,” she said. “Let me.”

She kissed the tip first, slow and open-mouthed. Then the shaft. Long, lingering strokes of her lips, as if she were learning him by taste.

She cupped his balls gently, fingers exploring, the weight of them grounding her.

Micah’s breath turned ragged.

She licked the underside then took the head into her mouth.

He moaned.

Vivian smiled around him. She had power here. And she loved that.

Micah’s hands hovered at his sides like he wasn’t sure if he should touch her, like any movement might break whatever spell she was weaving around him.

Vivian gripped the base of his cock with one hand, angling him as she opened her mouth wider. She took more of him in this time. Slow. Controlled. The warmth of her mouth wrapping around him inch by inch until she felt the thick head press at the back of her throat.

Micah groaned, his hips jerking slightly.

“Fuck,” he whispered, breath shaky.

Vivian pulled back then eased him in again, this time letting her tongue slide along the underside, mapping him, memorizing him. It was intimate. Intoxicating.

She could feel how hard he worked to stay still, and she wanted to undo that restraint.

She picked up the pace, lips wet, her mouth making soft, slick sounds as she began to move with a rhythm. Each time she took him deeper, she held for just a second longer, testing herself, testing him.

His moans got louder. He murmured her name once, broken.

Vivian hummed around him in response, feeling him throb against her tongue.

She let her hand stroke what her mouth couldn’t reach, building heat, building pressure, owning his body with nothing but lips, and breath, and desire.

She glanced up. He was watching her now, jaw slack, eyes wild with disbelief and lust.

“You’re going to make me come,” he said, voice raw.

Vivian pulled back just far enough to whisper, “Good.” Then she swallowed him again. Faster. Deeper. No hesitation.

His thighs tensed under her hands. He was panting now, groaning, trying to hold on.

She sucked, and stroked, and worshiped him until she felt his body stiffen and …

Micah’s thighs tensed beneath her.

“Vivian—” he groaned, voice fraying, “I’m close.”

She didn’t stop. Not right away. She kept the rhythm smooth, tight, tongue gliding as she took him deep again, feeling him pulse against the back of her throat.

He let out a raw sound—helpless, needy. And then …

She pulled back. One last slow drag of her lips. Then her mouth was gone.

She looked up at him, eyes clear, breath calm, lips wet.

Micah blinked like he hadn’t quite processed what just happened.

Vivian smiled.

Micah’s chest rose and fell in quick, shallow breaths. He was flushed. Wrecked already.

“Jesus,” he whispered.

Vivian kissed the tip of his cock, slow and deliberate. Then she stood.

She stepped back, unhooked her panties with one hand, and let them slide to the floor.

He didn’t move.

She climbed onto the bed and lay back, legs open, inviting, not submissive. A queen on her throne.

Micah stared like he’d never seen anything more beautiful. And he hadn’t.

She tilted her chin slightly. “Now come make me come.”

Micah moved as if drawn—not lunging, not eager, but compelled. He climbed onto the bed, sliding between her thighs with a reverence that made Vivian shiver.

He kissed her—slow and deep. His hand slipped between them, fingers finding her slick and ready.

She gasped against his mouth.

He explored her with slow, deliberate strokes, circling, pressing, teasing.

Vivian closed her eyes and let her head fall back. Her hips moved with him, chasing the rhythm.

His mouth returned to hers, and she kissed him harder this time—need behind it now. Craving.

His fingers moved faster. One slipped inside her, then another.

She moaned. Loud. Unapologetic.

Micah whispered her name like it was a prayer. Then he moved lower. Kissed down her neck. Over her collarbone. Between her breasts. His tongue circled her nipple, and she arched beneath him. And still, his hand worked her, slow and steady.

When he shifted down between her legs, she felt the change in the air before he even touched her. Then his mouth. Soft. Hot. Wet.

The first flick of his tongue made her cry out. Then he groaned into her, like the taste of her was something he’d been craving his entire life.

Vivian tangled her hands in his hair, her hips moving now with complete abandon.

He sucked gently then harder. Tongue circling. Flicking. Dipping inside her, then up again to stroke her clit with a rhythm that made her body sing.

She was close. So close.

“Micah—” she gasped, and that was all it took.

He didn’t change anything. He just held her there. And she shattered.

Her orgasm hit like a wave—deep, rolling, full-bodied.

She cried out again, legs tightening around his shoulders, fingers gripping him like she didn’t want to float away.

Micah didn’t stop until she pushed at him, too sensitive, too full.

He kissed the inside of her thigh before crawling back up.

Their eyes met.

Vivian reached for him. And when he slid inside her—slow, thick, real—she gasped.

He was still for a moment, just resting inside her, his breath warm on her cheek, as though being inside her was enough.

Vivian’s legs wrapped around his waist. She felt full. Stretched. Seen.

Micah kissed her again—softly, reverently, like he was still trying to believe this was happening. Then he began to move.

Slow. Deep. Every thrust deliberate.

Vivian’s fingers gripped his back. Her breath stuttered as he slid in and out of her with a rhythm that wasn’t rushed, just perfectly attuned to her body.

The only sound between them the soft slap of skin, her gasps, and the low, guttural moans that escaped from him every time she clenched around him.

Then, when she couldn’t take the pace anymore—when she needed more—Vivian pushed at his chest.

Micah understood immediately. He slipped out, and she climbed on top of him.

Her thighs straddled his hips. She reached back, guided him in, and sank down slow. They both groaned.

She began to move, her hands braced on his chest, her rhythm steady and grinding. Micah’s hands found her hips.

Vivian tossed her head back, her hair falling over her shoulders, her mouth open as she rode him in slow, deep rolls. She felt every inch of him. Let herself enjoy the way he filled her.

His eyes were locked on her face. She didn’t look away, either. She wanted him to see what she looked like when she owned her pleasure.

Her pace quickened. She leaned forward. Their mouths met again—wet, breathless, more raw now.

She rocked harder, chasing another climax, moaning against his lips.

“I’m—”

Micah sat up, one arm around her back, the other gripping her ass as she moved faster, grinding down with every stroke. “Come for me,” he whispered. “I want to feel it.”

She did.

It hit sharper this time—tighter, faster, and everywhere.

She cried out, her body locking against his, her hips jerking as the wave passed through her in a rush of heat and sound.

Micah groaned and held her, trembling.

She stayed there, trembling with him, their breaths tangled.

She hadn’t just come. She had taken it.

Vivian collapsed against his chest, her forehead resting on his shoulder, breath ragged.

Micah held her there, one arm wrapped around her back, the other gliding slowly up and down her spine. His cock was still inside her—still thick, still aching. She felt it. Felt him still pulsing. Still holding back.

She kissed his neck. “Don’t wait.”

He groaned softly. “I’m trying not to.”

Vivian pulled back just enough to look at him, her fingers brushing the sweat from his temple. “Let me.” She shifted her hips, slowly—a long, dragging stroke, her slick body sliding over his length with the kind of friction that made them both gasp.

Micah’s head dropped back.

Vivian began to ride him again. Slow at first. Measured. Then harder. Faster.

Micah’s grip tightened on her hips. His breath turned wild. His body met hers, thrust for thrust. His control cracked.

“Vivian—”

She kissed him hard, moaning into his mouth, moving faster, her thighs burning, her hands braced on his chest as she took every stroke and gave it back.

“I’m gonna—fuck—”

She felt him swell inside her, felt the moment his body stopped resisting and gave in.

Micah groaned her name as he came, hot and deep, his arms locking around her as he poured into her.

She stayed still, trembling, clenching around him, feeling the aftershocks roll through both their bodies. Then stillness.

Their breaths filled the space. The cooling heat of skin on skin. The weight of what they’d done.

Vivian didn’t move right away. Neither did Micah. There was no need to say anything. Not yet.

Eventually, Micah kissed her shoulder and sat up.

Vivian watched him dress, slow and unrushed. There was no awkwardness. No lingering need to explain. But when he reached for his shoes, she pushed back the covers.

Micah looked up. “You don’t have to—”

“I want to,” she said, already standing, wrapping her robe around her. She didn’t say I remember what you said, but the way she had walked beside him through the hall—shoulder to shoulder, both of them quiet—said it for her.

She led him to the front door in bare feet, the house calm and low-lit.

He turned to her at the threshold. “I’ll check in tomorrow,” he said.

Vivian smiled. “I’ll be here.”

Micah leaned in, kissed her cheek—soft and warm. Then he stepped into the night.

She closed the door gently behind him. No drama. No regret. Just the sense that something had shifted. Then she leaned back against the wood, eyes closed, breath steady.

The quiet wrapped around her like a second skin.




Chapter Twenty-Seven: The Other Side of the Door

Vivian stood there for a moment longer, her robe cinched loosely around her waist. The house was quiet again, but it wasn’t the same quiet from before. This one hummed.

She moved back through the hall, back to her bedroom. Her legs felt warm and loose, her skin still tingling in places she hadn’t realized had come alive.

She stepped into the bathroom and turned on the shower. Under the hot water, she breathed as she washed away the sweat, the touch, the taste. Not because she wanted it gone but because she wanted a new starting point. A reset.

She dried her hair slowly, wrapped herself in a robe, and stepped back into the bedroom.

Elliot was there, leaning back on her bed. His shirt unbuttoned. His expression unreadable. But his chest was rising and falling faster than normal. His fingers were curled against the duvet.

He didn’t say anything for a moment. Then, calmly, “Are you okay?”

Vivian blinked. “Yes.”

He nodded, eyes on her.

She turned instinctively to retrieve something from her dresser—space, even in silence. She adjusted her robe, not trying to hide, just … composing herself. When she turned back, he was no longer sitting.

He was standing in front of her.

Close.

Too close.

His breath was audible now, and fast. She could feel it on her cheek before he even touched her. She wasn’t touching him, yet she could feel his heartbeat.

“Elliot …” She looked up. His pupils were blown. His lips parted. This was a man she had never seen before.

A part of her tensed—not in fear, but in that ancient, cellular way the body reacts to power it doesn’t fully understand.

The line between arousal and fear was thinner than most people wanted to admit.

“Is everything—”

He didn’t let her finish. He crushed his mouth against hers, his hand tangling in her damp hair, pulling her head back just slightly as he kissed her like it was the only way to get air.

Vivian gasped.

His hands slid down her back—fast, rough. They found her ass and dug in, fingers pressing hard, possessive.

She moaned into his mouth.

He was still her Elliot. But this wasn’t the man who made love in candlelight and stroked her hair. This was the man who had been sitting in silence all evening, knowing. This was the man who had heard the door. Who had waited.

This man? He wasn’t here to be tender. He was here to break her.

Vivian didn’t resist. Because the truth was, for all the softness and wonder Micah had given her tonight, this was what her body had been waiting for.

His kiss didn’t ask permission. It took.

Vivian’s robe loosened under his hands, and with a rough tug, Elliot pulled it free, off her shoulders, off her body, gone.

She gasped at the sudden air on her skin, at the way he stepped back to look—really look—as though every inch of her was his.

And maybe now, in this moment, she was.

He still hadn’t asked what had happened with Micah. Hadn’t asked what they did. He didn’t want a report. But whatever might have happened, whatever her body had offered someone else, he wanted it now—all of it.

From her mouth. Her skin. Her breath. Her cunt. His hands roamed everywhere. Not soft. Not exploring. Claiming.

He cupped her breasts roughly, thumbs brushing her nipples until they hardened. One hand slid down, between her thighs, fingers already inside her before she had time to think. He worked her fast, opening her, feeling her. Then lower, his fingertip grazing past her asshole, pausing just enough to test her, to watch.

Vivian gasped, and not in objection.

He smirked. Just a flicker.

She turned to him, eyes wide, but he was already stripping. Shirt. Pants. Underwear. Gone.

He stood naked before her, erect, flushed, silent. That same unreadable intensity in his face.

She dropped to her knees. It wasn’t planned. It wasn’t performative. It just happened.

Her mouth opened as she wrapped her hand around his cock, heavy and hot in her palm.

This wasn’t like earlier. With Micah, she pleased. With Elliot, she was being used.

He threaded a hand into her hair and pulled her forward, guiding her down.

She opened wider and took him in.

He groaned.

His hips moved with deliberate rhythm, pressing deeper each time until she gagged once, just slightly, and he moaned at the sound.

He held her there, her mouth full of him, his hand steady at the back of her head. No tenderness. Possession.

He pulled out abruptly, and she gasped for air, her lips red, eyes wet. Then he turned her, one hand on her back, the other grabbing her hip. He pushed her forward until her hands hit the bed.

He spanked her once. Hard. The sound cracked through the room. The breath knocked out of her in a rush. She moaned.

Elliot didn’t wait. He grabbed her ass, spread her, and thrust into her with a force that made her cry out from the sheer shock of how badly she needed this.

He fucked her from behind, rough and rhythmic, his hands gripping hard enough to bruise.

Vivian could barely breathe. Could barely think. She was gone. Only sensation remained. And still, it wasn’t enough.

He pulled her down, flattened her onto the bed, her stomach against the sheets, her cheek turned to the side. Then he climbed on top of her.

His full weight pressed her into the mattress. He slid back inside her in one thick, brutal stroke.

She tried to move her hands, but he grabbed them, held them down—hard—fingers laced through hers, chest heavy on her back, and he fucked her. Hard. No rhythm. No words. Just thrust after thrust, each one shoving a breath from her lungs, each one breaking something open.

His teeth grazed her shoulder. His groan turned into a growl.

Vivian let him take her. She gave herself over to a man who had finally stopped pretending to be gentle.

His thrusts slowed—harder now, deeper—his body jerking. He came inside her, groaning low and loud, staying buried to the hilt. And then he didn’t move. He stayed on top of her. Breathing against her skin. Holding her hands down, chest slick against her back, heartbeat pounding through both of them.

Neither one said anything.

Because there was nothing left to say.




Chapter Twenty-Eight: The Absence

Vivian woke to the soft sound of breath beside her. She didn’t move at first. The room was dark, but the windows had begun to gray at the edges. That quiet before morning—not night, not day. The space between.

Elliot lay next to her, chest rising and falling in long, steady waves. He’d fallen asleep only an hour or so before.

She had been drifting in and out, never quite resting, never quite thinking. Her body was spent, yet her mind wouldn’t still.

They hadn’t said much after.

He’d asked, softly, “Are you okay?”

She had nodded against his chest, her voice barely audible. “Yes. I’m happy.”

He hadn’t said anything more. Just held her. Let her breathe. Let her lie there while the heat between them cooled and her body slowly remembered where she ended and he began.

Eventually, he drifted off, one arm around her waist. Still holding. Always holding.

She slipped out of bed carefully now, not wanting to wake him, and padded into the bathroom. The floor was cool beneath her feet. The mirror was still fogged from a shower she couldn’t quite remember taking.

She leaned against the sink, letting her eyes adjust, letting her thoughts gather. There had been so much sex in this room. In this house. In her body. Over days. Hours. Micah. Elliot. Herself.

She smiled faintly.

It wasn’t embarrassment.

It wasn’t pride, either.

It was the surreal awareness of transformation.

The space felt different now. Like she’d stepped into someone else’s house and seen echoes of herself in the corners.

Her mind pinged from thought to thought. Would Micah text today? Would Elliot ask her how it was? Would she ever do it again? Did she want to?

And under all of that, deeper still, something tugged at the edge of her awareness. A strange sensation. She tried to name it. Tried to pin it down. And then she realized it wasn’t something she was feeling. It was the absence of something.

She wasn’t lonely. Not anxious. Not uncertain. Not needing anything from anyone.

Just … not alone.

And it had been a long time since she could say that.




Chapter Twenty-Nine: Morning Light and Clarification

When Vivian woke again, the room was filled with the low, golden light of late morning. Her body ached in slow, humming ways—thighs sore, lips tender, muscles warm but stretched. The kind of ache that didn’t demand attention but promised it had been earned.

Elliot was still beside her. He hadn’t retreated to his room. Hadn’t disappeared into solitude. He was lying on his back, the sheets low across his hips, one hand resting lightly against his abdomen.

Vivian turned her head, watching the way his chest rose and fell. She remembered slipping back into bed after her shower. She remembered the way his arm had curled around her, even after everything. No words. No tension. Just sleep.

Now, he stirred. His eyelids fluttered then opened. He turned toward her and, for a moment, they just looked at each other. The echo of what had passed between them.

“Hey,” he said, his voice rough with sleep.

Vivian smiled. “Hey.”

A pause.

“Are you okay?” he asked.

She nodded. “Yeah, I’m good.”

He blinked slowly. “Did I hurt you?”

“No,” she said, reaching for his hand. “You surprised me. But I liked it.”

His fingers wrapped around hers. They lay like that for another minute, just letting the silence stretch. Then Elliot exhaled and turned slightly onto his side.

“I don’t know what last night was,” he said, voice low, thoughtful. “I just know that I didn’t plan it. I didn’t expect to feel what I felt.”

Vivian didn’t interrupt.

“I thought I could be the man who steps aside, who makes space, who … watches. But when I saw you again … after, I didn’t want space. I wanted to be inside your skin.”

Vivian felt heat rise in her chest.

“I didn’t feel jealous,” he added. “Not exactly. But I did feel something shift. I needed to own you again. And not gently.”

She smiled a little crookedly. “Yeah, I noticed.”

That earned her the softest chuckle.

He squeezed her hand. “I’m still figuring this out. What I want. What I can take. But I know this—I don’t want you to be alone in this.”

Eventually, Elliot rose—quiet and smooth, like he always did—and Vivian followed, wrapping herself in one of his crisp button-down shirts rather than her robe.

The kitchen was already warm with morning sun, the faint scent of brewing coffee curling into the air.

Elliot handed her a mug without speaking.

She took it with a small smile, sat at the breakfast table, and tucked her legs up under her.

For a few minutes, they drank in silence.

No tension.

Just coffee.

Just the soft, extraordinary ordinariness of being in the same space after everything that had passed between them.

Eventually, Elliot spoke. “We got an invite for that Armitage gala next weekend.”

Vivian gave a soft groan. “You mean the one where people pretend to care about restoration grants and just try to figure out who’s sleeping with whom?”

“That’s the one.”

She sipped. “I think Micah mentioned he’s working it.”

Elliot nodded once. “Thanks for letting me know.” There was no edge in his voice. No pause for reaction. Just a clean acknowledgment. A fact received.

Vivian watched him for a moment, her mug warm between her palms. “You don’t have to be okay with all of this right away,” she said softly.

“I know,” Elliot replied, looking out the window. “But I think I’m more okay with it than I expected to be.”

“Even last night?”

He looked back at her, his expression softened. “Especially last night.”

Vivian tilted her head. “It didn’t feel like jealousy?”

“No,” he said. “It felt like recognition.”

“Of what?”

“That I still want you. Every part of you.” He smiled faintly. “Even the ones I didn’t know I’d given away.”

Vivian stared at him for a long moment then reached across the table and took his hand. They didn’t say anything else.

They didn’t need to.




Chapter Thirty: The Check-In

Vivian chose a small courtyard café tucked behind an art supply store. The kind of place people didn’t stumble into—it had to be found. And that made it feel safe.

Micah arrived a few minutes late, sunglasses still on, hands in the pockets of his light jacket. When he saw her, he smiled—not wolfish, not smug. Warm.

He slid into the seat across from her and, for a second, neither of them said anything. Then he took off his sunglasses and looked at her fully.

“Hey.”

“Hey,” she replied, matching his smile.

“Thanks for meeting.”

Vivian nodded. “Of course.”

He waited, just long enough to show her that he wasn’t going to be the one to fill the silence. She liked that about him.

“I just wanted to check in,” she said. “See how you felt about … everything.”

Micah raised an eyebrow. “You want the polite answer, or the honest one?”

“Honest,” she said without hesitation.

“I liked it,” he said simply. “A lot.”

Vivian exhaled, a smile tugging at her lips.

He went on. “And I like you. Not just the sex. Not just the setup. You. 

She blinked, caught off guard by the directness.

“But I also know,” Micah continued, “that I’m walking into the middle of something big. And heavy. And … complicated.”

Vivian didn’t argue.

“I don’t need promises,” he said. “I just need honesty.”

She nodded. “That’s what we’re doing now.”

A beat.

“Elliot knows?” he asked.

“He does,” she said. “He didn’t ask for details, but he knows.”

Micah looked at her, thoughtful. “And does he want in?”

Vivian considered her words. “Eventually, maybe. I think he’s … testing the edges.”

Micah nodded slowly. “Well, if he ever wants to watch, I won’t mind. As long as you want it, too.”

Her eyes met his. “I’ll always want it because I want it, not because he does.”

That answer seemed to settle something in him.

He leaned back, relaxed now. “So,” he said, “the gala next weekend, I’ll be bartending.”

“I know.”

“I’ll be on my best behavior,” he said, smiling.

“You’d better not be,” she replied.

They laughed.

A pause settled between them, calm and clean. Then he said, “Let me know when you want to see me again.”

She reached for her drink. “I will.”




Chapter Thirty-One: The Gala

Vivian had always found galas exhausting. The gowns. The forced laughter. The tiny plates of food that looked like sculpture and tasted like nothing. The dozens of conversations that said absolutely nothing.

But tonight felt different.

She didn’t wear anything outrageous—just black. Clean, fitted, and quietly stunning. Her heels clicked with confidence. Her smile was easy. She knew who she was tonight.

Elliot walked beside her, not holding her hand, but holding presence. He was calm. Watchful. Centered.

They stepped into the main hall—marble underfoot, crystal above, the low murmur of well-bred performance echoing through the crowd.

“Ready to make polite conversation with people we barely like?” Elliot murmured.

Vivian smiled. “Always.”

They moved through the space like they belonged there. Because they did.

She caught glimpses of friends, distant acquaintances, the senator’s wife, across the room, air-kissing someone with the same smile she wore for photographs.

And then …

Micah.

Behind the bar, sleeves rolled up, tie slightly loosened. Pouring something dark for a man who wouldn’t remember the taste.

He looked up and saw her.

Vivian didn’t wave. Didn’t smile. Just let her gaze linger half a second too long. Then moved on.

Elliot noticed. He didn’t say anything.

They mingled. Danced their slow, elegant social routine.

At one point, a man she barely remembered flirted with her in that smug, married-man-at-an-open-bar way. Vivian laughed, not kindly, and walked away.

As she approached Elliot again, she saw it—that familiar raised glass.

He caught her eye. Lifted his drink just slightly. A private salute.

She raised her brows at him in mock scolding. But she was smiling.

Micah passed behind her at one point, close enough to brush her shoulder with his arm—subtle, intentional. She didn’t look. But she felt it.

Later in the evening, Elliot leaned close to her ear. “I invited him,” he said, calm and quiet.

Vivian didn’t flinch. “I hoped you did,” she replied.

That was all.

The night swirled on. But beneath the silk and champagne, something was building.

They were halfway through the second hour, and Vivian had already smiled at least twenty-three times.

“Vivian, darling, where did you get that dress? I simply must know who tailored it. It fits like a scandal.”

“It’s a custom piece,” she answered sweetly, sipping something she didn’t actually want. “And a little scandal never hurt anyone.”

Laughter. Tinkling, polite.

A woman with a voice like crushed velvet leaned in. “Did you hear Serena caught her husband with the personal trainer? Can you imagine? And he still brought him as his plus-one to the tennis gala.”

“Modern love,” someone muttered. “It’s all HR policies and non-disclosure agreements now.”

Vivian smiled again, but her eyes glazed as another woman recounted the horrors of her recent juice cleanse. She tuned in just long enough to catch the phrase, “I think some people get bored and think threesomes are a personality.”

A brittle laugh.

Vivian nearly choked on her drink—not because it hit too close to home, but because it was so mind-numbingly predictable.

She excused herself to the restroom shortly after, nodding graciously as she left the circle.

The truth was, these conversations had always existed in the same frequency—they just used to be her normal. Now, they felt like static. Not threatening. Just irrelevant.

She walked the outer edge of the ballroom, scanning for Elliot. She spotted him deep in conversation with a senator, his posture elegant, glass in hand.

He saw her. A flick of eye contact.

Vivian tilted her head. Just slightly.

And again, the raised glass.

Message received.

As Vivian turned from the dance floor, adjusting the fall of her dress, she nearly ran into Monica, who appeared with a flute of something sparkling and a knowing smile already blooming.

“There you are,” Monica said, eyes scanning her from head to toe. “You’ve been glowing all night. What’s your secret? Extra sleep? Expensive serum? Or have you finally given in and started drinking the blood of virgins like the rest of us?”

Vivian smiled, caught off guard, but only for a second. “Something like that.”

Monica arched a brow, amused. “Hmm. It’s always the quiet ones.” She leaned in conspiratorially. “You’ve been in rare form tonight. Confident. Radiant. The kind of radiant that makes other women nervous. Just a little.”

Vivian lifted her glass. “Should I apologize?”

Monica’s eyes twinkled. “God, no. Make them work for it.”

They clinked glasses.

Then Monica’s voice dropped, just slightly. “But between us … you do seem different.”

Vivian didn’t flinch. “Do I?”

“Yes,” Monica said, her tone soft but pointed. “Not louder. Just … more in tune. Like you’ve stopped trying to be seen.”

Vivian met her gaze, steady and still. “Maybe I finally saw myself.”

Monica held her stare a second longer than polite society allowed then smiled. “Well, cheers to that,” she said lightly then drifted away into the crowd.

Vivian watched her go.




Chapter Thirty-Two: Shared

The house was quiet when they entered. Vivian went ahead, heels echoing lightly against the floor. She didn’t flick on the lights. She didn’t need to. The soft glow from the hall sconces was enough to guide her.

Behind her, she heard the soft click of the front door, then two distinct sets of footsteps.

Micah and Elliot.

No one spoke.

The silence wasn’t awkward—it was electrified.

Vivian didn’t turn around as she led them to the bedroom. She just kept walking, steady and sure, the air thick behind her with heat and expectation.

In the room, she stopped near the bed and turned.

Elliot was already loosening his tie, jacket discarded, watching her with that same unreadable gravity he’d worn at the gala.

Micah looked at her like he wanted to memorize her. Not just her body—her choice.

Vivian unzipped her dress slowly, letting it fall to the floor. Then she stepped out of it with quiet finality. Black lingerie underneath. Elegant. Not too revealing. Just enough.

Micah inhaled.

Elliot didn’t move.

She turned to face them fully, chin lifted, heart pounding. “I want both of you,” she said simply.

That was all it took.

Micah crossed the room first, his hands warm as they slid up her sides, his mouth finding hers—deep, soft, hungry. His hands explored her like they had before—knowing, reverent.

But she felt Elliot behind her, too.

The air shifted.

A hand slid into her hair. Pulled gently, just enough to make her tilt her head back. Elliot’s mouth met her neck—hot, deliberate. He pressed a kiss there that was more mark than affection.

Micah broke the kiss and stepped back slightly as Elliot took over.

Vivian turned to face her husband. His eyes were dark, focused.

Micah’s breath caught. He moved toward her, but Elliot lifted a hand.

“Wait.”

Micah paused.

Vivian looked between them, heart suddenly pounding harder.

Elliot stepped forward, close, but didn’t touch her. “I want to see.”

Not a request.

A decision.

Vivian’s breath hitched. “You do?”

He nodded. “I want to know what you’re like when you let go completely.” A beat. Then he added, voice low, “And I want to see what he does to you. All of it.”

Vivian’s pulse thundered. Not with fear. With something deeper.

Micah stepped behind her and began to undress her fully, slowly. Vivian turned her face to Elliot the entire time.

He watched every inch of her skin as it was revealed. He didn’t move. Didn’t speak. But he was breathing harder now.

When Micah kissed her, Elliot’s jaw tensed. When she kissed back—fully, hungrily—his hands curled into fists at his sides. And when she dropped to her knees in front of Micah, eyes flicking up to meet Elliot’s first … he said softly, without blinking, “Good girl.”

Micah’s cock pulsed against her lips, and Vivian took him in slow, her tongue sliding along the underside before sealing her mouth around him. She let the rhythm build—deeper, wetter, her hand stroking the base as she sucked.

Micah groaned. “Jesus, Vivian …”

But it was Elliot she looked at, eyes locked with his, her mouth full, her intention clear.

Elliot stood perfectly still. His eyes were dark. Focused.

She couldn’t read him, not entirely. But the way his chest rose with each breath—too sharp, too fast—told her he wasn’t indifferent.

She pulled back slowly, lips slick, tongue teasing the head.

Micah’s hips jerked, but she steadied him. Then she kissed his cock once more and stood.

Elliot hadn’t moved. But his knuckles were white against the edge of the dresser behind him.

Micah reached for her, kissed her again, this time with hands on her hips, pulling her close, kneading her ass.

Vivian moaned into his mouth.

Micah walked her backward toward the bed, laying her down carefully but quickly, like he’d waited long enough. Then he dropped between her legs, spreading them wide, and lowered his mouth to her pussy.

Vivian gasped then arched.

His tongue was firmer this time. Focused. He licked and sucked as he slid two fingers inside her, working in tandem, relentless and smooth.

She was shaking in minutes.

Above her, Elliot moved. Closer. Still not touching. But she could hear his breathing. When she opened her eyes, she saw him standing just to the side, watching everything.

Micah brought her to the edge fast.

Vivian whimpered, legs trembling, hands twisted in the sheets.

“Come for him,” Micah said, voice hot against her skin. “Let him see what your body does when you let go.”

That did it.

She came hard—hips bucking, mouth open in a soundless cry, the orgasm racking her all the way through.

Micah didn’t stop until she pushed at him, too sensitive.

Elliot exhaled sharply.

She turned her head, still gasping, and saw him—his cock visibly hard through his slacks, arms tight at his sides, jaw clenched. And yet, he didn’t move closer. Didn’t speak. Only watched her. Possessed her with his gaze.

Micah kissed her thigh, still catching his breath from the intensity of her climax.

Vivian blinked slowly, her eyes adjusting to the dim light again, to the shape of her husband standing just feet away.

Still.

Solid.

Watching.

She rolled her head toward him. Met his gaze.

He didn’t smile, but he gave her a small nod.

Not permission.

Not encouragement.

Only … acknowledgment.

He saw her.

Micah climbed up the bed, and she pulled him toward her, their mouths meeting again. The kiss was messier now. Hungrier.

She reached down between them and guided him in. They both moaned as he filled her in one long stroke, and her body welcomed it, already aching, already open, already his.

Vivian wrapped her legs around him, her hands on his back, her head tipped slightly so she could see Elliot.

Micah began to move, slow and deep, grinding against her with the kind of rhythm that made her body feel like it was made to do this.

Elliot stepped closer. He stopped at the edge of the bed, where he could see everything.

Vivian arched her back, and Micah thrust harder.

She gasped, hands tightening on his shoulders, her breasts rising and falling rapidly.

Micah looked down at her, kissed her again, then pulled back slightly so he could fuck her harder.

The sound of their bodies meeting filled the room—wet, rhythmic, raw.

Vivian moaned loudly and didn’t try to hold anything back.

She looked at Elliot again.

He was breathing harder now. One hand moved to his belt to relieve pressure. His eyes never left her.

Micah shifted her legs higher and fucked her deeper, harder, his pace relentless now.

Vivian cried out again, one hand gripping the headboard, the other bracing against his chest. She was close again. Elliot knew. He could see it in the flush of her skin, the way her hips started to tremble, the helpless music of her voice.

Then she came again, harder than before, her whole body shaking, voice caught in her throat.

Micah slowed but didn’t stop.

She turned her head. Looked at Elliot. And this time, she smiled.

Micah slowed his thrusts, leaning over her, forehead resting against hers as her orgasm rippled beneath him. Then he stopped and pulled out gently, her body still twitching, still slick and open.

Vivian exhaled shakily.

Micah kissed her one last time, slow and reverent, before moving aside, rolling to sit at the edge of the bed, chest heaving, sweat slick across his shoulders. He didn’t leave. He only watched now. Still part of it. Still present.

Elliot stepped forward. He didn’t speak. Didn’t ask.

He reached for her, one hand curling around her arm, guiding her upright, slow but firm.

Vivian followed. She moved down the bed, still trembling, and slipped off the edge until she was kneeling on the floor at his feet. She looked up.

His belt was undone now. His cock was out. Hard. Thick. Tense with unspent power.

Her lips parted. She reached for him. But Elliot didn’t let her take the lead.

He gripped the back of her head, fingers twining into her hair, and guided her forward—slowly but deliberately—until the head of his cock was pressed against her lips.

Vivian opened. Took him in. Warm. Wet. Deep.

Elliot groaned, low and guttural, his first real sound of the night.

She bobbed her head slowly at first, then deeper, feeling the tension in his thighs, the way he barely moved, every inch of him focused on her mouth.

Her hands slid along his hips. His other hand cupped her jaw, steadying.

She glanced up once and saw Micah watching from the bed. Still naked. Still hard.

His expression wasn’t jealous. It was … awed.

Vivian smiled around Elliot’s cock then took him deeper.

Elliot’s breath caught. His fingers tightened in her hair. Then he pulled back enough to look down at her.

“I’m not going to last long,” he said, voice thick.

She didn’t stop. Didn’t care. She sucked him harder, wetter, deeper.

They both felt his cock press against the back of her mouth. She coughed but kept pushing, needing to take as much of it into her as possible.

Elliot’s head rocked back, and he moaned as she took his entire length into her warm mouth.

Vivian slowly withdrew, allowing Elliot’s cock to exit her mouth. She looked up at him. “Can I ride you?”

Elliot didn’t speak. He only nodded once.

It was all the permission she needed.

He sat back on her bed, stretching across the mattress, his body long and lean.

Vivian crawled toward him, her thighs trembling with exertion, her core still slick with arousal. She climbed onto his hips and hovered there for a moment, looking down at him.

His pupils were blown wide. His breath came in short bursts.

She reached between them and wrapped her fingers around his cock. It pulsed in her grip, hot and thick, twitching with anticipation. Slowly, deliberately, she guided him to her entrance, and then lowered herself onto him, inch by inch, until he was buried fully inside her.

They moaned together.

Her hands braced on his chest. His hands rose to her thighs then her hips, holding her there as her body adjusted around him. She rocked once then again. A slow rolling motion that sent a shiver up her spine.

Elliot’s head tipped back against the pillows. His mouth parted. A growl escaped his throat.

She started to ride him, long, fluid strokes at first, letting the friction build slowly. The drag of him inside her, filling her, stretching her, it felt almost too much. Almost. But she wanted all of it. Needed it.

Her hands slid up his chest as she moved, her hips lifting and dropping with a rhythm that made them both gasp.

His hands gripped tighter, guiding her without force.

Her breasts bounced with every motion. Sweat glistened along her collarbone.

She turned her head and saw Micah still sitting at the edge of the bed, watching.

Vivian’s lips parted. She held Elliot’s gaze for a heartbeat then looked back at Micah. She lifted one hand, waved him over, and tapped her finger to her lips. Come here. I want you.

Micah stood. His cock was still hard, thick and glistening with her arousal. He moved to the edge of the bed, standing tall beside Elliot.

Vivian leaned forward as she rode Elliot, never breaking rhythm.

Micah stepped closer.

She wrapped a hand around the base of his cock and opened her mouth—wet, eager, already panting with exertion. She took him in.

Micah groaned, his hand sliding into her hair.

Vivian’s body moved in two perfect, opposite rhythms, rising and falling on Elliot’s cock while her mouth slid forward and back along Micah’s. Her breath came in ragged gasps, interrupted by moans that vibrated around Micah’s shaft.

Elliot thrust up into her now, matching her rhythm, sweat blooming at his temples. “Fuck,” he growled, his voice shaking. “You’re going to break me.”

Vivian moaned around Micah, her thighs trembling, knees burning on the mattress. Her body was slick, flushed, alive.

Micah’s grip in her hair tightened slightly, but he didn’t guide her. He let her set the pace, let her use him exactly the way she wanted. And she did.

She sucked him deeper, slower, her tongue swirling around the head every time she pulled back, only to swallow him again as her hips slammed down onto Elliot.

The men were groaning now, low and constant.

Elliot’s hands grabbed her ass, lifting her as he thrust up.

Micah’s hips rolled forward into her mouth.

Vivian was utterly possessed—open, filled, used, worshipped, and so wildly, deeply wanted that her orgasm built before she could prepare for it.

It hit her hard—again—her body seizing, her cunt clenching around Elliot’s cock so tight he shouted.

Elliot cursed, hips jerking, his hands locking around her hips as he came deep inside her.

Micah groaned at the sound, her moan humming around him as he lost control.

“Vivian—fuck—”

He came in her mouth, thick pulses against her tongue.

She swallowed every drop.

Her lips slid off his cock with a wet sigh as her whole body slumped, shaking, chest heaving as she collapsed onto Elliot’s chest.

Elliot wrapped his arms around her without a word, holding her tight.

Micah knelt beside the bed, catching his breath, one hand on her thigh.

The three of them stayed there in silence, tangled, sweating, breathless. No words. No shame.

Just everything they’d been holding back, finally released.




Chapter Thirty-Three: Maddie

Vivian sat on the edge of the bed, sunlight warming her bare legs through the open curtains. The house was quiet. Elliot had gone out for a walk. Micah, of course, was long gone, though he’d left a text that simply read, “Still processing. Still smiling.”

She held her phone in one hand, thumb hovering over Maddie’s contact. She didn’t need to call, but she wanted to.

The line rang once. Twice. Then …

“Oh no,” Maddie answered without greeting. “You didn’t just have that kind of night and wait until noon to tell me.”

Vivian laughed. She hadn’t even said a word. “I was sleeping,” she said.

“Or passed out from dehydration and too many orgasms. Which, frankly, is the death I’d choose.”

Vivian rolled her eyes. “Hi to you, too.”

“You sound different,” Maddie said after a beat. “Not wrecked. Not unsure. Just … full.”

Vivian let that sit.

“Yeah,” she said. “That’s exactly it.”

Maddie sighed, somewhere between wistful and impressed. “So, was it everything you wanted?”

“It was”—Vivian paused—“everything I didn’t know I could want. And somehow … not too much.”

“That’s because you’re not a good girl anymore,” Maddie said cheerfully. “You’re a greedy girl.”

Vivian laughed—really laughed—warmth spreading through her chest.

There was silence for a moment. Then Maddie’s tone softened. “So … both of them?”

Vivian lay back across the bed. “At the same time.”

“Jesus Christ,” Maddie breathed. “Okay, I need to hydrate just listening.

“It was slow,” Vivian said, closing her eyes. “And intense. And messy. And perfect.”

“Did you cry after?”

Vivian smiled faintly. “Almost. But Elliot held me.”

Maddie’s voice dropped to a hush. “He watched you?”

“He watched. And then I rode him. And then—”

“Oh my God, I’m lighting a candle in your honor.”

Vivian grinned into the receiver.

Maddie’s voice turned thoughtful. “You know what this means, right?”

Vivian smiled. “What?”

“We’re just a couple of sluts—”

“—bragging about the dick we just got,” Vivian cut her off, grinning.

Maddie paused for half a second then howled with laughter. “God, I love you.”

Vivian laughed, too, warm and unfiltered.

“So, what now?” Maddie asked once she caught her breath.

Vivian lay back across the bed, her body loose and heavy, her smile lingering. “I don’t know,” she said honestly. “But I’m not afraid of it.”

There was a pause. Then Maddie said softly, “Good girl.”

Vivian didn’t say anything. She didn’t need to.

She just closed her eyes and let the silence bloom around her, full and satisfied.

Epilogue: Polished

The event was something absurdly titled The Autumn Society Garden Supper, though there wasn’t a garden in sight and no one was eating anything as common as supper.

Champagne flutes and miniature art installations. Chamber music and curated small talk. The kind of gathering where appearances were everything, and everything was performance.

Vivian stood near one of the faux boxwood installations, dressed in slate blue silk, hair pinned in soft waves, her hand gently resting on Elliot’s forearm. They weren’t clinging to each other. They weren’t flirting. They were just … together.

But it was enough. Enough for Monica, who approached with her usual amused detachment, wearing a wrap that cost more than most people’s cars and a smile that never reached her eyes.

“Well,” she said, glancing between them, “aren’t you two just glowing?”

Vivian arched a brow. “New serum.”

Elliot sipped his champagne, saying nothing.

Monica leaned in slightly. “I don’t mean your skin.”

Vivian tilted her head, playing coy. “Oh?”

“I’ve seen you two at a hundred of these things,” Monica said, “and I’ve never seen you … like this.”

“Like what?” Elliot asked, tone even.

Monica’s eyes sparkled, just a little. “Like you actually like each other.”

Vivian laughed softly.

Monica let her gaze linger a beat longer. “What’s your secret?” she asked. Light, playful. Almost dismissive. But underneath it—genuine curiosity. Even envy.

Around them, the others buzzed—the wives who played at scandal while guarding their reputations, the husbands who smiled too hard. A handful of secrets and side glances.

Vivian looked at Elliot.

He looked at her.

Then he turned back to Monica and said, with no hesitation, “Honesty.”

Monica blinked, just once, then smiled with her teeth. “Well, that’s no fun.” She then drifted away into the crowd.

Vivian leaned closer to Elliot, her fingers brushing his wrist.

Not a kiss. Not a grab.

Just contact. Intimate in a way no one at that party would ever understand. And maybe that was the point.

THE END
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Chapter 1


The table was already set when Caleb came down—three place settings, even though there were only two of us since I always fed the kids separately; for appearances, in case someone stopped by, and because I still couldn’t break the habit.

He paused at the edge of the kitchen like he always did, briefcase in one hand, scanning the room with that quiet precision of his. The man took in a scene like a photograph—evaluated, noted, moved on.

“You always do this,” he said, not unkindly. “Three plates.”

“It balances better,” I replied. “Visually.”

He smiled, a soft upturn that made his eyes crinkle but never quite warmed the rest of his face. “It’s beautiful.”

It was.

Fresh linen runner, navy. White ceramic plates, matte-finished. The silver was real. I polished it every Sunday whether we used it or not. A glass vase in the center held clipped branches from the garden—cherry blossoms, just starting to open. Understated. Quietly correct. The kind of table you could take a photo of and get a hundred thousand likes. The kind of table no one ever really ate at.

Caleb loosened his tie, folding it neatly, and then slipped into the chair across from mine. I poured the coffee—his mug black, mine bone-colored with a hairline crack I refused to replace. I liked the imperfection. It made it mine.

“How was the morning?” he asked.

I took my seat. Sipped. “Fine.”

“Did you get the call from the vendor about the fundraiser?”

I nodded. “The florals are confirmed. Neutral palette. Low enough for conversation.”

He looked pleased, like that meant something. In our world, it did.

He buttered his toast with slow, precise motions. “I know I say this too often, but … you really are incredible at this sort of thing.”

“What sort of thing?”

“Making life elegant.”

I smiled, a small, tight thing that held its shape, just like the rest of me. “It’s not hard. Just practice.”

He took a bite, chewed thoughtfully. “Still, I notice.”

That should have landed softer than it did. But lately, everything he said felt like a comment on a museum piece. Appreciation without engagement. Admiration at a distance.

“Thanks,” I said. “Don’t forget, we have the dinner Thursday. Seven sharp.”

“With the Worthings?”

“Yes.”

“Right.” A pause. “Should I expect a new dress?”

I raised an eyebrow. “Are you requesting one?”

“I never have to.”

That, at least, made me laugh. And I saw something flicker behind his eyes—something close to fondness. But it passed quickly, and the room returned to its default setting: beautiful, silent, polished.

I reached for my coffee again, wrapping both hands around the cup like I could warm something inside me.

Across from me, Caleb checked his watch.

Time moved forward. Whether we did or not.




Chapter 2

The school auditorium smelled faintly of lemon polish and institutional coffee—clean, bright, slightly impersonal. I arrived five minutes early, as always, and chose a seat near the center of the folding table setup. Not too close to the front. Not hiding at the back. Appropriately visible.

Around me, the usual committee women arranged their notepads and reusable water bottles like armor. Blouses in safe pastels. Gold bangles clinking gently as someone gestured about silent auction baskets.

“Rachel,” a voice chirped, “you’re a lifesaver. That spreadsheet you sent? A masterpiece.”

I smiled. “I just color-coded what was already there.”

“Well, it made the rest of us look unprepared.”

“I’m sure that wasn’t hard.”

Soft laughter.

We began with updates—venue, caterer, final counts. I made three notes, contributed two suggestions, and folded my hands neatly in my lap. The meeting had its rhythm. Predictable. Painless.

Until the door opened.

He entered without ceremony. No apology. With a calm glance toward the cluster of tables before stepping in and taking the open seat at the far end.

I didn’t know his name, but I’d seen him before, at pickup, leaning against the stone gate with one foot crossed over the other. Always in boots. Always reading something battered and thick-spined. Never looking up unless someone spoke directly to him.

Now, up close, he looked … deliberate. Dark button-down, sleeves rolled once. Hands resting on the table, fingers long and still. His hair was dark, but a little silver threaded through at the temples. His jaw was rough—maybe a day or two unshaven. Not scruffy. Unconcerned.

The woman beside me cleared her throat and shifted her notes, reclaiming the room. “We’re just going over the program order,” she said, glancing toward him with the warm-yet-wary tone women use when an unknown man entered the room.

He nodded once. Didn’t speak.

The meeting continued.

But I found myself glancing down the table more than once. Watching how still he sat. How he didn’t fidget with his phone. How he didn’t smile unless something actually amused him.

When my suggestion about placing the wine tasting near the garden entrance got some polite nods, he said, “That’s smart. Keeps the traffic moving and the chatter contained.”

His voice was low. Measured. He didn’t even look at me when he said it.

But I looked at him. And for a moment—just one—he looked back.

I swallowed and turned back to the agenda.

The meeting adjourned twenty minutes later with the usual flurry of pleasantries and chair scraping. I gathered my notes, careful not to rush.

As I slid my pen back into my bag, I felt someone pause beside me.

“You’re Rachel.” Not a question.

I looked up.

He stood close, but not improperly so. The smell of cedar and soap. His eyes were gray. Not stormy. Unreadable.

“Yes.”

“Julian.” He extended his hand. His grip was firm, brief, clean. “Your idea about the wine placement … good thinking.”

“Thanks,” I said, not quite sure why my pulse had quickened. “You’re new to the committee?”

“New to the school.”

“Oh. Welcome.”

He nodded then looked at me just a second longer than was strictly required. It wasn’t flirting. But it wasn’t neutral, either.

Then he turned and walked out without another word.

***

Caleb was waiting in the car, scrolling through his phone with one hand on the wheel. He looked up as I slid into the passenger seat. “All done?”

“Mmhmm.” I clipped my belt in.

He pulled away from the curb. “Smooth meeting?”

“Mostly.”

“What does that mean?”

“There was a new dad.”

“Oh?”

“Julian,” I said. “Joined late. Didn’t say much.”

Caleb nodded, but I saw the glance he gave me—quick, sharp, and gone.

“Handsome?”

I blinked. “Why would you ask that?”

“You brought him up.” He said it lightly, but there was something under it.

“I brought up a committee member.”

“Still,” he said, smiling faintly, “I know your voice.”

That made something flutter in my chest.

He didn’t press. Didn’t tease. Just rested one hand on the gearshift like always, steady and sure. But when we stopped at the next light, he looked over at me, and this time, he really looked. Noticed something. The way I was sitting straighter. The flush still cooling on my cheeks.

“Was he inappropriate?” His voice was calm. Even.

“No,” I said. “Not at all.”

A beat of silence.

“Did you want him to be?”

I turned sharply. Met his eyes.

He didn’t look smug. Or angry. But maybe … curious?

The light turned green. He drove on like he hadn’t said anything unusual.

But my pulse didn’t settle for the rest of the ride home.




Chapter 3

Dinner was lemon chicken with roasted asparagus and couscous, something I could make on autopilot. Caleb liked it. He had said so the first time I’d made it, years ago, and I never forgot.

He came in just as I was plating and kissed the side of my neck. Light, quick, habitual.

“Mmm. Smells like my sexy little housewife is trying to keep me fat and obedient.”

“Obviously,” I said, setting the salad down. “It’s part of my plan to weaken you until you’re bedridden and dependent.”

He grinned. “Kinky.”

“Not everything is kinky.”

“Everything you do is kinky. That’s the burden of marrying a secret pervert.”

I rolled my eyes. “You married me because I have great taste in wine and a very bendy back.”

He smacked my ass as he passed me for the silverware drawer. “And because I was hoping you’d let me put you over my knee and make you confess your sins.”

I snorted. “Careful. I’ll start listing them alphabetically.”

He raised his eyebrows in mock warning. “You say that like I wouldn’t love a slutty confession scene.”

“You would fall asleep halfway through and deny it forever.”

He laughed. “Probably.”

We set the table together, still bantering. Still smiling. It was all familiar. All so … us.

But as I poured the wine—white for him, red for me—I noticed something I hadn’t before.

None of it actually touched me.

The flirting. The ass slap. The fake threats. It felt like watching a scene from a show we used to love. We were good at it. We had the timing down. But it wasn’t about wanting. Not anymore.

We ate with the soft murmur of NPR in the background. Between bites, he told me about a project at work. A junior partner who couldn’t run numbers straight. A client who still hadn’t signed. I nodded in the right places.

“I remember when we used to plan fundraisers for fun,” he said at one point, reaching for his wine. “Back before we had kids. That bourbon gala we helped Maddie with—Jesus.”

I smiled. “You mean the one where you got drunk and told the dean’s wife that gin was for sociopaths?”

“She was a sociopath.”

“She donated ten thousand dollars.”

He shrugged. “Guess it worked.”

The memory was warm. Fuzzy around the edges. I remembered the low lights, the clink of glasses. I remembered wearing a navy dress that hugged just enough. I remembered Caleb gripping my hip during the thank-you speech, his thumb brushing the line of skin at my waist.

I remembered wanting him.

That version of us felt like it lived in amber—preserved, polished, untouched.

“I miss that sometimes,” I said, surprising myself.

“What?”

“Us. Back then.”

He glanced at me, looking thoughtful. Then Caleb leaned back in his chair and studied me for a moment, like he was trying to remember something. “We still have us,” he said. “We just … got comfortable. Maybe a little too good at being in sync.”

I nodded slowly, unsure whether to feel grateful or sad about that.

He reached for his wine. “I still think about that night. Sometimes.”

I looked up. “The gala?”

“No. The night before.” He gave me a crooked smile. “The hotel. You wore that ridiculous lingerie with the little bows.”

“It was not ridiculous.”

“It was slutty and perfect.”

I laughed, but the sound felt off in my throat. Too light. I couldn’t tell if he was trying to turn me on or just making conversation.

“You made me keep the heels on,” I said, smiling into my glass. “I had blisters for two days.”

“Worth it,” he murmured before taking a sip of wine.

For a second, I thought maybe we’d keep going, maybe the conversation would tilt into something real. Something hungry.

But it didn’t.

He picked up his fork, and the moment passed like a skipped stone.

We finished dinner, the clink of dishes filling the silence.

Caleb stood and started clearing the plates. As I rinsed them in the sink, he passed behind me and tapped my ass again—light, familiar, automatic.

“Later tonight,” he said, “I’m going to punish you for making dinner too good.”

“Promise?” I said, like I always did.

And he smiled, like he always did.

But he didn’t come to bed early. And I didn’t wait up.

And I realized, in a quiet, unwelcome way, that our sex life had become like our dinner table.

Set beautifully. Arranged just right.

And mostly for show.


Chapter 4

The dishes were done. The wine glasses rinsed and drying on the rack. The lights in the kitchen were dimmed low, humming with the kind of silence that didn’t feel like peace.

I walked barefoot down the hallway, brushing my fingertips along the wall. It was a habit from our first year in the house, back when it was still new enough to feel borrowed, when I liked the way the plaster felt against my skin. I hadn’t realized I still did it until just now.

As I passed the study, I slowed.

The door was ajar.

The kind of opening that could go either way. Not an invitation, not a boundary. A shrug.

A decade ago, it would’ve been wide open if he wanted me. Light on, shirt off, bourbon in hand, waiting for me to come in and straddle his lap. That was the rule I’d built in my head.

Tonight, it was cracked.

I paused.

Inside, I could hear the low hiss of a jazz record—soft piano, a brushed snare. His favorite kind of late-night background. The lamp was on. I could see the faint edge of his elbow, resting against the desk.

I could go in. Slip behind him. Trace my fingers up his spine. Whisper something ridiculous, like I’m ready for my punishment now.

He would laugh. Or maybe not.

Maybe he would stand.

Maybe he would take my chin in his hand like he used to and say, Took you long enough.

But I didn’t go in.

Because he hadn’t come to me. And that meant—what? That he didn’t want to? That he’d forgotten what we used to do? Or just that I was still doing the old math, where he made the first move and I played along like it wasn’t already written?

I stood in the hallway too long.

Long enough that the song changed.

Long enough to feel stupid for standing there at all.

I kept walking.

In the bedroom, I changed into a soft cotton nightgown and pulled back the sheets. I lay down without brushing my hair, without checking my phone. The wine sat warm in my belly, dull around the edges.

The bed felt too big, even with just one side turned down.

I stared at the ceiling and remembered the night before the bourbon gala. He’d come out of the shower, towel slung low, and found me kneeling on the rug in that ridiculous navy lingerie, heels still on. We’d ended up on the floor, laughing and fucking and not caring about the rug burn.

We hadn’t even made it to the bed.

I reached down halfheartedly just to press my palm against the inside of my thigh.

My body remembered. The ache was there, even if the heat wasn’t quite ready.

But I didn’t touch myself. I didn’t even really want to.

It felt like standing outside a house you used to live in. It was still yours, technically. But the lights were off. And the door wasn’t open wide enough.


Chapter 5

The folding tables were the wrong size. Too long for the room, too heavy to move without scuffing the floors.

I was halfway through dragging the second one into place when I heard someone behind me clear their throat—not the throat-clearing of someone about to speak. The kind that said, I’ve been here long enough to be polite about it.

I turned, slightly out of breath.

Julian.

Of course.

He wasn’t holding a clipboard or a checklist like the rest of us. Just a small cardboard box of laminated name tags and a look that said he’d rather be doing anything else.

“Need a hand?” he asked, not moving. His tone made it clear he’d do it, but I’d have to actually say yes.

“I’ve got it,” I said automatically, already shifting my grip.

He didn’t argue. Just set the box down and leaned a shoulder against the doorframe. “That table is going to gouge a line right through the varnish.”

“Good eye.”

“You want help or a commentary track?”

I looked at him again. He hadn’t shaved. Or he had, but not well. His sleeves were rolled past his elbows, and one of his forearms had a faint, healing scratch on it, like he’d been working in the yard or building something.

He looked … real. Like someone who’d done things today besides answer emails.

“You can take the other end,” I said.

He stepped forward without a word and lifted. His grip was sure but not theatrical—he didn’t make a show of being stronger than necessary.

We moved the table together, silent except for the scrape of chair legs being nudged aside.

Once it was in place, I smoothed the plastic tablecloth across the top. He watched me do it.

“Were you always this precise?” he asked.

The question startled me. Not because it was invasive—because it was honest. And a little too close to the thing I’d been thinking last night in bed.

“I like when things look the way they’re supposed to,” I said, straightening the corner.

“That’s not what I asked.”

I looked up.

He didn’t smile, but his eyes held a trace of something like amusement.

“I guess so,” I said. “Control is comforting.”

“Comfort’s overrated.” He didn’t say it like a challenge. More like an observation. Like someone who’d tried it and found it lacking.

I opened my mouth to reply, but we were interrupted by a flurry of clipboard instructions and an overwhelmed parent coordinator asking if we could help with the snack table setup.

Julian just nodded once and walked off without looking back.

***

Later, I passed by him as he was leaving. He had his keys in one hand, the box of leftover name tags under his arm.

“Thanks for your help,” I said without really meaning it to sound formal.

He paused. Tilted his head. “You’re welcome, Rachel.”

The way he said my name—low, even, not flirtatious—stayed with me longer than it should’ve.

I went to restock the coffee station, something no one had asked me to do but that I’d noticed. The sugar canister was almost empty. The stir sticks had been jammed into the cup sideways, fanned out like toothpicks.

I had just started rearranging things when Karen from the PTA stepped up beside me, all cloying perfume and too-skinny jeans for someone who judged everyone else’s hemline.

“Who’s the new guy?” she asked, nudging me with her elbow.

I didn’t look up. “Julian something. His daughter’s in second.”

“Oh, right. I saw him at pickup yesterday. Total lone wolf energy. You know the type.” She wiggled her eyebrows. “Wife in another city? Secret brooding past?”

I gave her a look. “He’s divorced.”

“Of course he is. The good ones always are.”

She walked off, laughing, before I could say anything else.

I turned back to the sugar jar and refilled it with more force than necessary.

When I looked up again, Julian was across the room, taping a laminated “PARENTS ONLY” sign to the auditorium door. His posture was relaxed. Unhurried. And somehow, he looked like he belonged there less than anyone.

He caught me watching and nodded once. Not a smile. Not a smirk. Recognition.

I nodded back.

***

Later, while we were stacking chairs after the assembly, I dropped one and muttered a quiet, “Shit.”

Julian passed beside me, bent to help, and said under his breath, “So, you do swear.”

I looked at him. “I have a full vocabulary.”

He didn’t laugh. Just said, “Yeah, I figured.”

He passed me the chair and walked off again, as if the comment hadn’t meant anything. But I was left standing there, my skin buzzing faintly in the places where his words had touched.

By the time the cleanup was over, I was ready to be gone.

But as I headed toward the door, I saw him one last time, just outside, leaning against the railing, sunglasses on, arms crossed. Waiting for someone, maybe. Or nothing.

He looked calm. Tired. Unbothered.

And again, he looked at me. Not the way Caleb did. Not with the weight of history or expectation. But … as I was. A woman in flats with hair that needed washing and an armload of leftover paper cups.

“Thanks for your help,” I said, my voice quieter than I meant.

He nodded, like the conversation had already happened. “You’re welcome, Rachel.”

And that was it.

But when I walked away, I felt the shape of his voice still tucked just behind my collarbone.


Chapter 6

I didn’t know when I had decided to do it.

Sometime between cleaning out the spice drawer and switching the sheets. A Thursday night, no big plans. The kids at a sleepover. Caleb usually home by six-thirty.

It started with just lighting a candle. Then the playlist. Then the drawer I hadn’t opened in years.

The lingerie was navy blue. Silk and lace. Bought during a weekend trip to New Orleans. We’d never left the hotel. The back was all straps, the kind you had to adjust four times before they sat right. I stepped into it slowly, wondering if it would still fit, wondering if I still fit it.

I added makeup—not heavy, but more than usual. Hair curled. Perfume, just a touch. He used to love when I wore it on my inner thighs.

I looked in the mirror and didn’t hate what I saw. Ridiculous, maybe. But something about the effort made me feel less … muted.

I wanted him to walk in and see me. I wanted him to feel that flicker of heat he used to get, just from the way I tilted my head.

I set the stage. Low lights. Music. Wine breathing in the kitchen. I turned the thermostat up two degrees. Then I knelt. Right there in the middle of the living room, on the rug we picked out together on our fifth anniversary trip. The same rug I’d knelt on before. Not in years, but I remembered the way it had felt. I remembered how his voice had sounded when he’d found me like that. Low. A little rough. Grateful.

I watched the clock.

6:15.

6:30.

6:42.

The longer I knelt, the less sexy I felt. The strappy silk started to itch. My knees ached. My hair was going flat.

At 6:53, I heard my phone buzz on the counter.

I stood, too quickly, nearly tripping over my own expectations.

The message was simple. Thoughtless.

Running behind. Might be late tonight. Sorry, meeting got rescheduled.

No time. No apology with weight behind it. Only a note. A blip.

I stared at the screen, still half-naked, breathing heavier than the situation called for.

For a second, I didn’t feel sad. I felt stupid.

Then I felt angry.

Not at him. Not exactly.

At me.

Because I hadn’t told him. I hadn’t said come home early. I hadn’t sent a suggestive text, or teased him over lunch, or done any of the things I might’ve done when we had still been playful. I hadn’t risked being rejected, so I had given him nothing to respond to. And now, here I was. Dressed like a sex dream and drinking disappointment like it was wine.

I didn’t cry right away. First, I sat on the floor in that stupid lingerie, drinking from the bottle and listening to the song loop again. Then I did cry.

Not big, heavy sobs. Just quiet, ridiculous tears—the kind you try to blink away because even you don’t believe in them.

I went to the bathroom and caught sight of myself in the mirror. Knees red. Mascara smudged. Lipstick slightly off-center.

I looked like a girl at a college party who had locked herself in the bathroom because someone kissed someone else. The kind of girl who hugged the toilet, cried in bursts, and then pulled herself together like nothing had happened.

I laughed. Out loud. A short, wet sound. Pathetic and absolutely necessary.

When it passed, I stripped the lingerie off piece by piece, folding it as if it still deserved some dignity. I left the lights low and went to bed.

I didn’t plan to touch myself. I didn’t even really want to. But I couldn’t sleep. Not with the way my body was still humming, not with the echo of hope still trapped under my skin.

So, I reached for the vibrator I hadn’t used in months, slid it under the sheets, and let my legs fall open.

It came fast. A scene I knew by heart.

Caleb. The good version. The one who grabbed my wrists and pinned me to the wall, who whispered, You’re mine, while pressing into me with the kind of hunger that made me feel absolutely ruined.

His hands in my hair. His mouth on my throat.

The sound he made when he was about to come. That growl in the back of his throat, right before everything unraveled.

I worked myself faster, my breath catching, thighs shaking. The edge so close.

And then, without warning, Julian’s face appeared where Caleb’s had been.

Unsmiling. Steady.

Watching me.

Not doing anything.

And it shattered everything.

I yanked the vibrator away, heart pounding, stomach turning. My orgasm died in my throat.

I lay there for a long time, staring at the ceiling. Chest rising too fast. Skin flushed for all the wrong reasons.

I wanted to cry again, but I didn’t. I just lay there. Wondering how long it had been since I’d wanted my husband without remembering what it felt like to be wanted.




Chapter 7

Saturday mornings were always slow. The kids were gone for the weekend—my parents had taken them to the lake—and the house felt unusually quiet. Too quiet.

I was in the kitchen, making coffee, when Caleb walked in barefoot, still rubbing sleep from his eyes. His hair stuck up on one side. He looked soft. Familiar. Safe.

“Morning,” he said.

“Morning.”

He leaned in to kiss me, and I let him, but my body didn’t soften. Not all the way. I wasn’t angry. I didn’t feel cold. Only numb around the edges.

He poured his coffee, glanced at the window. “You okay?”

“Yeah,” I said too quickly. “Just didn’t sleep great.”

“Nightmares?”

“No.”

He gave me a longer look over the rim of his mug. “You sure?”

I nodded.

But we both knew it wasn’t the truth.

We stood in the kitchen for a minute, both pretending to scroll our phones, both pretending we weren’t pretending.

***

Later, I was folding laundry on the bed while he sorted through some emails beside me. Socks, towels, a bra that hadn’t been worn in months. I matched pairs with mechanical focus, hands working faster than my brain.

But my mind was anything but still.

I kept thinking about the night before. The silence. The rug. The sting of kneeling and being the only one who knew it was supposed to mean something.

And even now, he didn’t know.

Because I hadn’t told him.

That was the worst part.

I kept playing it out in my head, the alternate versions of what could have happened if I’d just sent one text:

Come home early. I want you tonight.

I’m dressed for you. Don’t make me wait.

Even just one word. He would’ve read it. He would’ve come. I know he would have. But I hadn’t sent it. I hadn’t given him the chance.

Because if he’d ignored it—if he’d brushed it off or gotten distracted or forgotten—that would’ve crushed me even more.

So, I kept it to myself. I made the night a secret. And now I was mad at him for not showing up to a party he hadn’t been invited to.

I hated how fragile I’d become about this. And I hated that I was still trying to figure out how to fix it without looking like I was trying at all.

I kept folding. A sock. A shirt. A hand towel.

I thought, Maybe if I just ask for what I want, I won’t keep setting myself up for disappointment.

And that thought was followed almost immediately by the spike of panic in my chest.

What if he thought it was silly? What if he laughed? What if he agreed, but only because he felt obligated?

What if I tried again—and failed again?

“Hey,” I finally said, my voice coming out quieter than I had meant.

Caleb looked up from his screen. “Yeah?”

I hesitated. Too long. “Can I ask you something?”

“Sure.”

“What would you think about … scheduling something?”

He tilted his head slightly. “Something?”

“You know. Us.”

He blinked. “Sex?”

“Yeah.” I stared down at the towel in my lap. “Like … putting it on the calendar. Making it official. Planning it.”

His eyebrows lifted in amusement, not mockery. “Like in our Google calendar?”

I rolled my eyes, but it was mostly to cover the flush of anxiety rising in my chest. “Why not? We schedule workouts, and dentist appointments, and parent-teacher conferences. Why not sex?”

He laughed gently. “That’s … honestly kind of hot in a very Type-A way.”

“It doesn’t have to be clinical,” I said. “It can be intentional. Like, let’s decide to go all-out. Dress up. Light candles. Do something that doesn’t feel like it’s squeezed in between dishwasher cycles.”

He was quiet for a second. “Are we really at that point?”

“Maybe,” I said, folding a towel with exacting care. “But that’s not necessarily bad. I just want it to feel like it matters. Not like we’re accidentally doing it when nothing else is going on.”

He leaned back on his elbows and looked at me. “Okay, let’s schedule it.”

“Really?”

“Sure. Pick a night. Make a reservation. Treat it like foreplay.”

I smiled, surprised by the tiny bloom of hope in my chest. “Okay, I will.”

“Do I need to block off time to be punished for something?”

“Absolutely. I expect a full interrogation. And at least one safe word.”

He grinned, that same crooked smile he used to give me when we were hungover and naked in hotel rooms. “All right. Put it in the calendar. I’m yours.”

“You always were.”

I saved the laundry and the moment.

Because it wasn’t what I wanted.

But it was something.

And sometimes, when you’re starving, even a plan for a meal feels like a feast.


Chapter 8

He came home with flowers. Just a small grocery store bouquet—hydrangeas and some kind of filler greenery—but it made me smile. A little sheepish. Like a girl getting picked up for prom.

“Thought we could start the date with something classic,” he said, handing them over. “Chivalry and all that.”

“Thank you,” I said then kissed his cheek. “They’re very … scheduled of you.”

He grinned. “My Google calendar told me to bring them.”

We had dinner at home. Delivery sushi, one too many glasses of wine, music low in the background. Not jazz this time—he’d found the playlist I made back in 2017 called “Not Dinner Music” and hit shuffle. At some point, I laughed at something he said—actually laughed—and he looked at me like he hadn’t seen that version of me in a while.

It felt easy.

Not perfect. But easy.

When he reached for my hand and pulled me gently up from the table, I went willingly. He led me down the hall without a word.

The bedroom was already dark except for the glow of the hallway light. He’d lit a candle on the dresser. I didn’t even know we still had any.

When he kissed me, it was soft. Slow. The kind of kiss that didn’t ask for anything, just remembered. I kissed him back, my hands finding his waist, slipping under the hem of his shirt.

He was warm. Familiar. Real.

And I wanted it to be enough.

Clothes came off slowly. He unzipped my dress, pressed his mouth to my shoulder, then my neck.

I sighed, tilted my head, gave him space.

“You’re gorgeous,” he said, hands cupping my ass as he pulled me closer. “I should’ve made this appointment sooner.”

I smiled at the line but didn’t laugh. I was too focused—too hopeful—to make a joke.

We fell into bed.

The sex was good. There’s no other word for it. No sugar-coating needed. He knew my body. He always had. His mouth was firm, practiced, deliberate. His fingers moved with purpose. He kissed me the way I remembered—tongue just enough, pressure just right.

When he slid inside me, I gasped. Not because it hurt. Because it felt … so familiar I wanted to cry.

His rhythm was steady. Strong. He held my wrists above my head like he used to, whispering things into my ear that used to drive me wild.

“Say it,” he growled. “Say you’re mine.”

“I’m yours,” I breathed.

And I was.

I was wet. I was close. My body was doing all the right things.

But inside—somewhere beneath my ribs—it felt like I was watching it happen from the far end of the room.

I clung to the rhythm, the sensation, the script we’d written together.

He came first, panting into my neck.

He held me afterward. Pressed kisses to my shoulder. Whispered something sweet and sleepy.

I didn’t come.

Not because he didn’t try.

Not because I couldn’t.

But because I’d built the moment up in my mind as everything we used to be. And what I got was … a version.

Close. Almost.

And somehow, that felt lonelier than nothing.

***

I went to the bathroom afterward and sat on the toilet with the light off.

Not crying. Not hurting.

Breathing.

The air was warm and slightly damp. My thighs were slick. I could still feel him inside me, just faintly, a memory of pressure and stretch. But it wasn’t sharp. It wasn’t satisfying.

It was … enough.

And somehow, that made it worse.

I pressed my palms against my thighs, feeling the heat of my skin. Still flushed. Still aroused. Still here.

And the strangest thing was—I liked it.

The frustration.

The denial.

The ache that hadn’t gone anywhere.

I liked the way it made me feel alive, like my body was still asking for something, even if it didn’t get it. There was a pulse between my legs that felt less like a complaint and more like a challenge.

I exhaled slowly and let my head fall back against the wall.

The image came to me without warning.

Me on the rug two nights ago.

Mascara smudged. Lipstick half-faded. Lingerie twisted and wet.

Mouth open, chest heaving, eyes red.

I’d looked ruined.

Used.

Real.

There had been something honest in that humiliation. A kind of primal surrender I hadn’t touched in years.

I imagined someone seeing me like that.

Not laughing.

Not apologizing.

Taking me further.

I reached down slowly, slid my fingers between my thighs, and felt the slickness still there.

I was wet. Still.

I closed my eyes and let my hand move. And in my mind, I replayed it—not Caleb. Not the bed.

But that moment on the floor, when I’d cried like a teenager and laughed like a drunk and looked at myself in the mirror and thought, God, you look like such a slut.

I touched myself harder.

That word rang through me like a spell.

Slut.

That’s what I missed.

Not the insult. The identity.

The feeling of being messy, carnal, open.

And just as the orgasm crept up—hot and sudden, sharp as a slap—Julian’s face flashed behind my eyes.

He didn’t touch me. Didn’t fuck me.

He just watched.

Still. Steady.

He saw me and didn’t flinch.

I came hard. Without buildup. Without grace. A fast, tight rush that hit me like a muscle snapping.

After, I sat there, panting. Spent. Wet from more than just sweat.

And I started to laugh. Quiet, breathless laughter that caught in my chest.

Then the tears came, silent and stupid.

Because I had no idea why I came.

Because it wasn’t Caleb who had done it.

Because it was so stupid and so small, and it still felt better than anything else had in months.

Because I missed being a version of myself that I’d buried under folded towels and Google calendar reminders.

Because part of me was starting to wonder if I was broken.

And another part?

Another part liked the way it felt.


Chapter 9

I didn’t dress up. Not really. Just a black skirt I hadn’t worn in months, a shirt that hugged a little more than necessary, a trace of eyeliner, and perfume where I never used it anymore—behind my knees.

I wasn’t trying to seduce anyone. I just wanted to see what it felt like to be noticed again.

The excuse was a morning pickup at the school—coffee and muffins for the Friday staff breakfast. A parent-run thank-you gesture that no one actually enjoyed. I had signed up last minute. I figured it was harmless.

When I pulled into the lot, Julian was already there. Gray Henley. Jeans. Sleeves pushed to the elbow. He had a grocery bag in one hand, and a coffee tray in the other.

He saw me as I walked up and gave me a slow nod, like I was already part of the moment.

“Morning,” I said.

“Coffee smells decent today,” he said, glancing at the tray. “Either that or I haven’t slept enough to care.”

That was his version of small talk. Unpolished. Quiet. No fluff.

I liked it more than I should have.

Inside, we fell into rhythm. He unpacked muffins; I arranged napkins. We didn’t coordinate—it just worked.

I asked lightly, “Do you do this sort of thing often?”

“PTA?” he said. “No. But I like showing up for my kid. Even when it involves baked goods and fluorescent lighting.”

“High bar.”

He looked over at me, a glance with weight in it. “Being here doesn’t take much. Doing it with intention … that’s rarer.”

That landed somewhere low in my chest.

Intention.

A word that had been sitting in my calendar all week.

I swallowed. “You always talk like that?”

“Only when someone’s listening.”

***

We finished early. I leaned back against the counter, arms folded.

“You’re not what I expected,” I said.

“What’d you expect?”

“I don’t know. Someone who doesn’t say much and means even less.”

He paused then gave me a small, dry smile. “I used to be that guy.”

“And now?”

“Now I try not to say anything I wouldn’t stand behind.”

God. That.

That was the kind of line that stuck.

I shifted my weight slightly, reached for the napkins, brushing past him just a little too close.

“You know,” I said, “if you keep talking like that, someone might think you’re flirting with me.”

He didn’t flinch. Didn’t deflect. He looked at me. Calm. Sure.

“Would it be the worst thing if I was?”

I held his gaze for a beat longer than I should have. “Not the worst.”

He smiled—real this time. Then he reached for a stack of cups and said, “Well. Good thing I’m not.”

And that was worse.

Because it made me want him to be.

We left together, walking toward the lot without touching or talking much.

At my car, I unlocked the door and turned toward him. I didn’t know what I was going to say, just that I wanted to say something that made him stay in the moment with me, even for one breath longer.

He beat me to it.

“You look good today, Rachel.”

“Thanks,” I said. My voice didn’t come out steady.

He nodded once—final, warm—and walked away.

I sat in the car, keys in the ignition, hands still in my lap.

I hadn’t been touched.

I hadn’t been kissed.

I hadn’t even been invited.

But my thighs were pressed together under the steering wheel, and my breath was shallow, and something in me felt awoken.

I didn’t smile.

I didn’t text anyone.

But I felt it in my body.

Being seen.

Not as a wife. Or a mother. Or a perfectly timed joke.

Just as Rachel.

And for the first time in years, that felt like something I might want someone to want.


Chapter 10 

Caleb was still asleep when I got up. He was on his back, one arm draped across his chest, the sheet pulled low across his hips. His face looked younger in sleep. Softer. Unaware.

He used to sleep like that when we were dating—completely out, unselfconscious. I’d lay beside him and trace his abdomen with my finger, memorizing the way his skin dipped just above his waistband. He used to pull me in without even waking up.

Now I stood in the doorway with a towel in my hand and wondered if I’d woken up early or if he’d fallen asleep late.

I watched him for too long. Long enough that it started to feel like voyeurism.

There was nothing wrong with the way he looked. He was still handsome. Still my husband. But I didn’t feel the spark I thought I should.

And that scared me.

***

I stepped into the shower and turned the water up past comfortable.

The initial shock stung, but I didn’t turn it down. I stood still and let the heat crawl over me, slow and steady, until it melted the chill I hadn’t noticed had settled in my chest.

I let the steam rise.

I let it wrap around me like something forgiving.

Then, without thinking, my hand moved lower.

I touched myself like I was knocking on a door I wasn’t sure I had permission to open. Fingers slow, tentative. Almost clinical.

And nothing happened.

Not the usual spark. Not even a flicker.

I shifted my weight. Changed the pressure. Thought about Caleb’s mouth, the sound he made when he was close, the way his hands used to grip my waist like it mattered.

Still nothing.

The heat from the water started to fade. My skin felt flushed and faintly embarrassed.

I pressed both palms flat to the tile, eyes closed.

Breathed in steam.

Breathed out disappointment.

And stayed that way until the hot water ran out.

When I came out, the bedroom was empty. I could hear Caleb downstairs, moving through the kitchen. Cabinet. Coffee. Fridge. Microwave. His morning ritual.

He was good at rituals.

I threw on a robe, twisted my hair into a clip, and padded down barefoot.

He was standing at the counter, looking at something on his phone, the mug in his hand half-full.

“Morning,” he said, glancing up with a smile.

“Morning.”

We kissed. Brief. Dry. Familiar.

He set his mug down. “I’ve got a long call this morning—big presentation prep—but I’ll try to wrap by six. Maybe we could do a walk? Or order something and just hang out?”

“Sure,” I said. “That sounds nice.”

It didn’t sound like anything.

It sounded like the kind of thing people said when they were trying.

And I didn’t have the heart to call it out.

***

After he left, the house was quiet again.

I moved through it like I was staging it for a showing—fluffing pillows, adjusting books, wiping the same countertop twice.

I kept checking my phone, even though no one was texting. Even though I told myself I didn’t want anyone to.

The laundry basket was full. Of course it was. It always was.

I sat cross-legged on the bed, surrounded by clean clothes, and started folding.

Shirts. Socks. His gray running shorts.

One of my old lace bralettes that I hadn’t worn since before the kids.

My hands moved without thinking.

But my thoughts? They wouldn’t shut up.

I replayed the flirtation. Julian’s voice. The way he looked at me like he wasn’t waiting for me to say something clever—he was just watching to see what I’d do next.

The part of me that felt alive wasn’t in that memory of the sex Caleb and I had.

It was in that moment in the school parking lot. When Julian said I looked good. And didn’t smile after.

I reached for my phone. Scrolled.

There he was. Still in my contacts from the volunteer sheet.

I tapped his name.

No messages exchanged.

Just a blank thread.

Clean.

Safe.

I thought for a long time before I typed anything.

Then I wrote:

Hey, just realized I never got the name of that coffee you brought to the staff breakfast. The good one. Was it local?

It was a lie. I remembered the coffee. I didn’t need to know what it was called. But it was just believable enough. Just casual enough.

Just … innocent enough that I wouldn’t feel guilty if he replied.

I stared at it. Read it three times. Then I hit send. And set the phone face-down. Like that would make it matter less.




Chapter 11

The reply came four hours later.

I saw the notification flash across my screen while I was in the middle of a video call. I tried not to react, tried not to let my breath catch, but I felt it in my chest, sharp and low, like a plucked string.

It’s from a place in SoNo. Called Harbor Grounds. Ethiopian roast, medium grind. You have good taste. Not everyone noticed.

That was it. No emojis. No follow-up question. Not flirty. Not cold.

It made me feel more naked than if he’d told me I looked good again.

I waited until the call ended before opening it fully.

Read it again.

And again.

My heart was doing something it hadn’t done in a long time—flipping. Like I was a girl with a secret, checking the hallway before slipping a note into someone’s locker.

I didn’t write back.

Not because I didn’t want to.

But because I wanted to too much.

I spent the rest of the afternoon feeling it in my body, like warmth that had settled just beneath my skin.

I kept finding reasons to touch my neck, to glance at my phone. I caught myself humming in the kitchen.

When Caleb called to say he was stuck at the office another hour, I didn’t feel disappointed.

I felt relieved.

Because I didn’t want to have to pretend.

Not right now.

***

Later that night, I sat on the couch with a glass of wine and stared at the unread reply. Still marked with a blue dot. Still waiting.

I tapped it open one more time.

Not everyone noticed.

That line.

He hadn’t meant it as anything more.

But somehow, it felt like the most intimate thing anyone had said to me in months.


Chapter 12

Caleb kissed me while I was still brushing my teeth. It wasn’t rushed or routine. It was deliberate—hands low on my waist, breath warm at my neck, his mouth lingering just a second longer than usual.

“You taste like mint,” he said.

“You taste like Pinot,” I murmured, smiling around the toothbrush.

His fingers tightened slightly at my hips. I felt the suggestion there—low, gentle, unmistakable.

And I didn’t pull away.

We didn’t say anything more until the lights were out and the sheets were pulled up. He lay beside me, still but alert. Like he was waiting to see if the moment would pass.

I turned toward him.

That was all he needed.

His hand moved across my hip. Slid under the fabric of my sleep shorts. Touched me with quiet confidence.

He knew what he was doing.

And I let him do it.

The kiss was slow, the kind that opened gradually. One breath at a time. No hunger yet. Just patience. Contact. Trust.

I responded.

Partly because I wanted to.

Mostly because I wanted to want to.

He shifted over me, one knee between mine, his thigh brushing the inside of my leg. His fingers were already sliding lower, parting me with practiced ease.

“You’re wet,” he whispered.

I was.

It surprised me a little.

It shouldn’t have.

His mouth found my collarbone. Then lower. The gentle scrape of his teeth down the slope of my breast. I arched up into him, more by memory than desire. But that didn’t mean I wasn’t feeling it.

I was.

Just not for him.

As he touched me—slow, thorough, generous—I let my eyes close.

I started picturing Julian. Not explicitly. Not in flashes. The stillness of him. The steadiness. The way he looked at me like I was made of something he understood. The way his voice settled in my spine and bloomed.

Caleb was between my thighs now. His tongue gentle, patient, pulling slow circles from me. I gasped, and let my knees fall further apart.

And in my head, it was Julian who was kneeling there.

I came with a slow, deliberate rush that filled my chest before it reached my hips.

Caleb stayed with me through it, one hand holding my thigh, the other bracing him as he climbed up over me.

“You want me?” he asked, breath warm against my cheek.

I nodded.

I didn’t say yes.

He slid into me with a sound I felt more than heard. I wrapped my legs around him. Pressed my heels into the small of his back. Tilted my hips the way I knew he liked.

I kissed him.

I moaned at the right time.

I met every thrust with practiced grace.

And it was good.

God, it was good.

My body moved like it remembered.

Like it wanted this.

And maybe it did.

But my mind?

My mind was somewhere else entirely.

In the darkness, behind my eyelids, Julian watched me. He didn’t speak. Didn’t touch.

He stood there, silent and composed, arms crossed loosely, like he was waiting to see if I could admit it. That I’d invited him here. That I’d brought him into my bed in the quietest, most treacherous way. That I needed him to see me. To see this.

To see what I was willing to give away when the lights were out and my husband’s breath was hot on my throat.

I came again. Harder this time.

I clenched around Caleb, bit my lip, and gasped like I’d lost control.

And he came, too. Gripping my hips. Burying his face in my neck. Holding me like I was something earned.

Afterward, we lay still, breathing heavy and close.

He kissed the top of my head.

I didn’t move. Didn’t open my eyes. Because I didn’t want to see the man who had just made me come. I wanted to stay with the one who hadn’t touched me at all.

***

In the bathroom, I stood under low light and stared at my reflection. My skin glowed. My lips were parted. My hair wild from the pillow. I looked like a woman who’d just been well-fucked.

And I had.

But I didn’t feel satisfied.

I felt … haunted.

Like my body had cheated on me with my mind’s permission.


Chapter 13

We were both still. Not asleep, not talking. Just lying in the dark, the silence between us calm, maybe even a little warm. The kind of stillness that feels safe but also like it might be hiding something.

Caleb had one arm behind his head. I could hear his breathing, slow and steady. His body was relaxed. Sated. There was a peace to him after sex that always made me jealous, like it brought him back to earth, while I was still hovering in the atmosphere, trying to decide whether I’d even left the ground.

I turned on my side, away from him. Then I quietly asked, “Can I ask you something?”

A pause. “Yeah.”

“Do you ever think about … other things?”

I could hear the confusion in his breath before he spoke.

“Other things?”

“During sex.”

He turned slightly, the bed shifting under his weight. “I’ll tell you something,” he said finally. “And I’m not saying it to hurt you. Just to be honest.”

“Okay.”

“Yeah. Sometimes I think about other things. Not always, and not often … but sometimes.”

I held my breath.

“Sometimes it’s to slow myself down. To last longer. I’ll think about a grocery list. Or a news article I read that day. Something boring. Something that gives me just enough space to breathe.”

I exhaled softly.

“And sometimes,” he said, “I think about things to help me finish. Sometimes I think about how you used to sound when we first started sleeping together. You’d make these little gasping noises, almost like you were surprised it felt good. I loved that.”

I didn’t answer. I remembered those noises. I didn’t know I’d stopped making them.

“Sometimes,” he went on, “I think about you in that navy dress. The one from the bourbon gala. You wore it with that lipstick that didn’t kiss off. I think about pulling it up and fucking you against the sink.”

“But it’s always me?” I asked, doing my best to make sure it sound like a genuine question and not a request for reassurance.

He breathed in and out. “Sometimes it’s abstract. A stranger. A scene.” He paused. “Sometimes I think about that night.”

I turned toward him. “What night?”

“Maddie.”

The name landed like a stone in the room.

I didn’t speak.

Neither did he for a second.

“You remember. Second anniversary—”

“I remember,” I said, smiling and chuckling.

“I think about her watching us,” he said. “The way you looked when she had her hands on your hips. You made a sound I’d never heard before. That little gasp. You—” He stopped. Swallowed.

“You liked it,” I said.

“I loved it. Not just because it was hot, but because you weren’t performing. You were gone, Rachel. Like you forgot anyone was watching. Like you stopped thinking.”

“And sometimes,” he said softly, “every now and again … I think about what it was like to be with her while you were right there. Watching. Touching her breasts. Kissing her. The three of us in that bed. You watching me.” He hesitated, just a second. “Thinking of that image makes me come right away if I’m close.”

He didn’t say it to shock me.

He said it because it was true.

The silence between us wasn’t cold.

It was full.

Memories. Images. Echoes.

I thought back to that night, too. To Maddie, flushed and laughing, stripping off her top like we were still in college and the world didn’t have consequences.

I thought about the way Caleb watched us. The way I had felt.

Not slutty. Not guilty.

Alive.

“Do you miss it?” I asked.

Caleb’s voice was quiet. “I don’t miss Maddie, exactly.”

I nodded slowly.

“I miss how you were that night,” he said. “Like you didn’t care if you shocked me. Like you wanted to.”

And suddenly, I didn’t feel hurt anymore.

I felt … exposed.

Because he wasn’t just saying he thought about someone else. He was saying he missed the version of me I’d buried. The one I still wanted back.

The silence between us settled into something thick. Then, carefully, he asked, “What about you?”

I didn’t answer.

“You asked me,” he said gently, “so I’m asking back.”

I swallowed. “What do you want to know?”

“Do you think about someone else?”

My pulse kicked up. I wasn’t ready for this. Not because I didn’t know the answer.

“Sometimes,” I said, voice low.

“Is it someone real?”

I hesitated. “Yes.”

A beat passed.

“Do I know him?”

I paused just long enough for him to hear the answer, even if I didn’t say it out loud.

“I don’t know what it means yet.”

He exhaled slowly. Not angry. Not surprised. Absorbing.

“Okay,” he said. And it wasn’t approval. It was acceptance.

“You’re not mad?” I whispered.

Caleb let out a slow breath and rolled onto his back. “We’ve been married, what—twelve years?”

“Thirteen in December,” I said.

“Right. Thirteen. So, yeah, if you’re having persistent thoughts about someone else while I’m inside you, I think that’s something we’ve got to talk about.” His tone wasn’t sharp, but it wasn’t soft either. “It’s not the thought that bothers me. Honestly, I’d expect it by now. From either of us. It’s that you’ve clearly been sitting with this for a while and I’m just now hearing about it.”

I didn’t answer right away.

“I’m not saying you need to run every stray impulse by me,” he added. “But please, Rachel … don’t wait so long to give me a heads-up that something’s off.”

I nodded. “I won’t.”

“Okay.”

“Sorry,” I said, and I meant it.

The strange cocktail of restlessness and arousal hadn’t let up, even after all that honesty. But Caleb had given me what I needed. He had given me permission to stop spinning. He’d given me enough clarity to stop thinking for the night.

And finally, I slept.


Chapter 14

The room smelled like eucalyptus and sweat.

I slid off my sweater and placed it at the back of the room with the others. Everyone wore black, or blush, or slate gray. Hair pulled high. Minimal makeup. The unspoken rule of barre: look good, but not like you’re trying.

I took my usual spot—left side of the room, one body-length from the mirror.

The instructor, Erin, smiled as she passed me. “Morning, Rachel.”

I smiled back. “Morning.”

That was all. She kept walking.

The music started, something moody and rhythmic, the kind of beat that hides under your breath.

We started with pliés. Back straight, heels pressed, spine tall.

“Find your center,” Erin said. “Then tuck and pulse.”

Tuck.

Pulse.

Tuck.

Pulse.

I did it. My body knew the rhythm. My thighs began to burn in the way they always did. A slow, whispering ache. My core tight. My breath steady.

But my mind wasn’t here.

It was still in bed. Still in the dark.

Still playing back every word Caleb had said.

We’ve been married thirteen years. If you’re having persistent thoughts about someone else … we’ve got to talk about it.

It’s not the thought that bothers me. It’s that it’s bothering you.

Don’t wait so long before giving me a heads up.

“Lift an inch. Hold. Lower slow. Four more.”

I moved with the group. Raised my arm. Felt the shake in my thighs.

The ache wasn’t from the class. It was from the way he’d said Maddie’s name. The way he’d told me he still thought about her. About us. About what it was like to be watched. The way I didn’t feel angry or betrayed.

For the first time in a long time, Caleb hadn’t treated me like I was slipping. He had treated me like I was already in motion.

“Grab your light weights,” Erin called. “Let’s take it to arms.”

Two pounds never felt like two pounds after ten minutes.

We lifted. Extended. Pressed.

I looked at myself in the mirror. Face flushed. Hairline damp. Shoulders pulled back. A soft tightness in my jaw I hadn’t noticed until now.

I looked good. Not twenty-five. Not pre-kids. But good.

And I wondered—briefly, involuntarily—what Julian would see if he were here.

Would he notice how I moved? The way I held my breath on the pulse? The way my shirt stuck to the line of my back?

Would he imagine peeling it off me?

Would I let him?

“Final push,” Erin said. “Sink down. Tiny pulses.”

I sank. My thighs burned. I gritted my teeth and kept moving.

And in that moment, something shifted.

A quiet sense of permission.

I wasn’t in crisis.

I wasn’t spinning.

But I was awake.

***

After class, I sat in my car with the engine running, fingers still wrapped around my water bottle.

I checked my phone. No new texts.

I almost pulled up Julian’s message. Almost typed something meaningless.

Are you around this week?

<>There’s this new roast I think you’d like.

But I didn’t.

Not yet.

I wasn’t ready for him to see how close I already was.

Instead, I opened the weather app, checked the five-day forecast, and pretended to myself that I care about rain. Then I drove home. Slowly. Carefully.

Every movement today would look normal.

But inside?

I was already planning.




Chapter 15

I didn’t text him right away. I waited two days. Long enough for it not to feel like a reaction. Long enough for it to feel like a choice.

On the second morning, after drop-off, I sat in the car outside a bakery. Engine off. Coffee cooling in the cupholder. My phone in my hand, thumb hovering over the keyboard.

I already knew what I was going to say. I’d written it in my head three times that morning while brushing my teeth. While folding laundry. While pretending to listen to a podcast.

It wasn’t suggestive. It wasn’t even personal.

Hey, random question. We’re short on hands for the fall fundraiser stuff next week. Martina (from PTA) asked if I knew anyone detail-oriented who could help set up the donation tables. You came to mind. No pressure, but if you’re free …

I stared at it.

Not flirty.

Not casual, either.

Enough space in it to invite something more, if he wanted to.

I hit send before I could rethink it. Then I slipped my phone into my bag, walked inside, and ordered a croissant like my body wasn’t wired with anticipation.

***

He didn’t respond immediately. I hadn’t expected him to.

Julian didn’t strike me as someone who jumped to reply.

He considered. Chose. Replied when it made sense, not when it was asked.

That afternoon, while cleaning out the junk drawer, my phone lit up.

Happy to help. Thanks for thinking of me. Just send me the where and when.

That was it. No emoji. No flirtation. Yet I felt the answer settle somewhere in my body, low and humming.

He had said yes.

***

Later that evening, I brought it up to Caleb. Mentioned that Julian had agreed to help with setup next week.

He nodded. “That’s good. He seemed capable.”

I couldn’t tell if there was anything under his voice.

If there was, he didn’t say it. He just kept stirring pasta and asked if I’d remembered to pick up wine.

Then, that night, I lay in bed and stared at the ceiling. The air between us felt peaceful, but my skin tingled like something was on the horizon.

I wasn’t doing anything wrong. I wasn’t meeting Julian in secret. I wasn’t sneaking out. I was organizing a table. For a school. In public.

But I already knew what I was going to wear.


Chapter 16

I opened the closet and stared at my clothes for longer than I needed to. It wasn’t about what looked good. It was about what didn’t look like effort.

Something fitted, but not clingy. Structured, but soft. Neutral tones. Clean lines. Nothing that said I’m dressing for a man. But nothing that said I forgot how to want things, either.

I pulled out a cream blouse I hadn’t worn in months, tucked just enough to suggest a waist. Then jeans—dark, crisp, the kind that hugged in the right places but still passed for school-appropriate. Flats for shoes. Italian leather. Slightly pointed toe. Intentional, but forgettable.

In the mirror, I looked composed. A little flushed, maybe. But not on purpose.

I added mascara. A touch of highlighter.

I didn’t think about Caleb.

When I came down the stairs, he glanced up from his laptop. “You look nice.”

“Thanks.”

“Fundraiser prep?”

“Yeah. Just setting up tables. Not glamorous.”

He smiled. “Still, you clean up well.”

I kissed him on the cheek then grabbed my keys.

I felt my own heartbeat in my wrist as I reached for the door.

In the car, I checked the mirror again. Pulled my shirt just a little tighter. Smoothed it. Applied lip balm. Enough to make my mouth feel like a mouth.

I wasn’t meeting Julian. I was arriving at a space where he might be. That was different.

And yet …

My stomach curled like I was walking into something I’d rehearsed and still didn’t know how to perform.

***

I parked. Sat for a moment with the engine running.

This was normal.

This was simple.

I was helping set up chairs and tables for a school fundraiser.

Just like last year.

Just like every year.

And still …

I checked my reflection one more time.

I wanted to know exactly what he’d be seeing.


Chapter 17

The gym was half-lit. Folding tables stacked along the wall. Boxes of signage and plastic tablecloths in a cluster near the back.

Martina was already there, clipboard in hand, ponytail too tight, talking to two volunteers who looked like they’d just left a tennis match.

I waved and walked in like I didn’t feel like I was stepping onto a stage.

“Thank God,” she said, handing me a roll of tape. “You’re with Julian. Posters and table signage. Bless you.” Just like that. No build-up. No warning. She pointed toward the far side of the room, where he was kneeling beside a box, sorting laminated placards by sponsorship tier.

He didn’t look up at first. Just kept moving with quiet efficiency.

When he did look up—slow, composed, direct—I felt something shift under my skin.

“Hi,” I said, folding my arms loosely.

“Hey,” he said, standing. He was in dark jeans and a short-sleeved Henley. Not dressed up. Not intentional. But everything about him felt decided. Like he’d woken up and chosen how to take up space.

“I think we’re poster duty,” I said, gesturing toward the box.

“Perfect,” he said. “I was hoping for a partner who could spell.”

“Your standards are low.”

“I’m a pragmatist.” His smile was small. Tight. But his eyes didn’t move from me. Not even once.

We spent the first ten minutes placing sponsor signs. Platinum Tier, Gold Tier, In-Kind Donations.

I kept my focus on the tape, the spacing, the corners that curled. But I felt him next to me—solid, quiet, close enough that I could feel the warmth of his arm every time he reached for something.

We didn’t talk much. Just moved together, in sync, unspoken.

It wasn’t flirtation.

It was awareness.

At one point, I dropped the tape. Bent to pick it up.

When I stood, I saw him watching.

Not my face.

Not my hands.

The line of my side. The slope of my hip under the blouse I’d chosen two hours ago, knowing it would do exactly what it was doing.

“You okay?” he asked after a stretch of silence.

I nodded. “Just in my head today.”

“Lot of that going around.”

We placed the last sign. Stood side by side, facing the row of tables we’d just made look clean and organized.

“Looks good,” I said.

“It does.”

I glanced over. His eyes were still on the tables. Then, slowly, they came back to me.

“Thanks for the invitation,” he said.

I didn’t say anything at first. Just met his gaze. Held it. Then … “Thanks for saying yes.”

It wasn’t a big moment. It wasn’t a confession. But it landed.

He nodded once. Then went back to the box to pack up the scraps.

We didn’t touch.

We didn’t stay after.

We didn’t say anything we couldn’t have said in front of Martina.

But when I got in my car, I sat still for a full minute before starting the engine. Because my body was humming. Because I’d choreographed the moment, and it had happened exactly as I had planned.

And it wasn’t enough.

But it was so much more than nothing.


Chapter 18

We didn’t speak when I climbed into bed beside him.

He lifted the blanket wordlessly and shifted to give me space. His body was warm, still smelling faintly of soap and wine, the way he always did after late nights and longer showers. I settled in close, not because I needed comfort, but because I needed contact. His hand came to rest lightly on my thigh, fingertips just touching, not grabbing. I felt the heat of his palm through the cotton of my sleep shorts. It wasn’t lusty or demanding. It was intentional. The kind of touch that doesn’t ask, Are you in the mood? It asks, Are you still here?

He kissed me gently, his mouth finding mine without ceremony, like we were mid-conversation and picking up where we’d left off. There was a steadiness in him that I hadn’t felt in a while, like he wasn’t just doing what he thought I wanted—he was choosing this. Us. Now.

When his lips moved down my neck, over the line of my collarbone, I closed my eyes and let him lead.

His hand slid beneath my shirt, fingers brushing the side of my breast, teasing the nipple until it tightened under his touch. I gasped. Quietly. Automatically.

He smiled against my skin and said nothing.

There was no rush in the way he moved.

No impatience.

No pressure.

He trailed his mouth down the length of my body like he was mapping it. His palms smoothed over my hips, my thighs, the soft indentations I usually try to hide in fluorescent bathroom mirrors.

Tonight, he took his time there. Let his thumbs stroke the curve of me like he remembered when I used to blush under that kind of attention.

When he slipped my shorts off and spread my legs with two warm, familiar hands, I didn’t tense. I just opened for him. Because he wasn’t rushing. And neither was I.

His tongue was slow. Careful. The kind of careful that only came from someone who knew exactly what you liked and exactly when to pause.

I breathed him in. The heat of his mouth. The rhythm of his tongue. The press of his palm against my thigh as I started to rise into it, my body reacting long before my mind caught up.

When his hand came up, slid across my waist, then down between my legs to press gently, perfectly against my clit, I nearly came right then.

His eyes stayed on my face like he was studying it for new expressions. Like he hadn’t seen me like this in a long time.

And maybe he hadn’t.

Maybe I hadn’t, either.

He circled with two fingers, firm but not aggressive, coaxing me toward orgasm with a pace that felt more like listening than touching. My body was taut, breath sharp, thighs clenching on instinct. I grabbed the sheet. My hips lifted from the mattress.

And that’s when he said it.

Low.

Deliberate.

Not teasing.

Not playful.

“Think about him.”

I froze.

“I’m telling you to think about him,” he said again.

Not a demand. Not a permission slip. More like a decision spoken out loud—his, not mine. Something already made, already accepted, offered with a steadiness that made my stomach twist in ways that had nothing to do with nerves and everything to do with how I’d already let that thought bloom behind my eyes without even trying to stop it.

There was a long pause, his fingers still slow and steady on me, his body warm, close, and entirely familiar, and yet the air between us had turned into something charged and different, like we were no longer doing something together but finally letting something happen. I wasn’t sure if my breath caught because I was embarrassed, or because I was so close to coming I could barely hold still.

He kept touching me, gently, unhurried, and I knew in the strange deep way that you knew things when you were stretched open and slick and thinking with your skin that he wasn’t waiting for me to say yes—he already knew the answer. He knew what I’d been thinking, maybe not the details, but the weight of it, the shape. He was just saying it aloud now, giving the thought a voice, asking if I had the courage to let it stay.

I closed my eyes. And there he was. Julian. Not touching me. Not even moving. Just there. Watching, like he had in the gym, silent and unblinking, the kind of steady presence that wraps itself around your throat without applying pressure. The kind of man who doesn’t need to do anything to change the room—he just has to stay in it.

My back arched, my body wanting to reach for something. I wasn’t sure what—him, maybe. Caleb, maybe. Or just the truth.

“I want you to say it,” Caleb said, his voice a little closer to a growl now. His fingers were firmer, the rhythm shifting slightly. “I want you to think about him and let it happen.”

“I am,” I whispered, and I felt him twitch in confirmation. Like this was the answer he had been building toward, not with words, but with me. With my body. With my slow surrender.

My thighs were shaking. I was wet enough that I could hear it now, faint and obscene, his fingers slick with me, and when I opened my eyes again, he was watching me. Watching me fall apart, even if my thoughts were no longer entirely mine.

And I came. Not all at once, not like a switch. It was a slow, cresting wave, the kind that built from the spine and crawled up through your throat, that made you gasp before you wanted to and left your fingers useless and clenching at air. My hips lifted, my jaw went slack, and I thought I said something, a name maybe, though I couldn’t be sure whose.

He moved up my body. I felt him kiss my thigh, my stomach, my ribs, then my mouth. His lips were warm, soft, damp from me. His breath was uneven now, his control starting to fray. And when he slid into me—hard, and sure, and so good—I moaned because it was him, because it was still him, because for all the ghosts I had brought into this moment, Caleb was the one inside me.

He moved slowly at first, with a kind of reverence I hadn’t expected, like he didn’t just want to fuck me—he wanted to feel what was happening to me. Like he could feel how open I was. How much I was letting go. How much I needed to not be in control of any of it, just for a little while.

His mouth was against my neck. His hand was on my hip.

“You’re still thinking about him,” he whispered, and this time, it wasn’t a question.

“Yes,” I said, “I am.”

He groaned, and it was real. And that sound made something tighten in my belly again.

A second orgasm stirred, unexpected, pulling from the edges. I wasn’t ready for it, but I was already falling toward it again.

“Fuck,” he said. “That’s so fucking hot.”

I whimpered.

He pressed deeper, his thrusts losing their rhythm now, and I knew he was close. I was, too. My body wanted to give again, wanted to go soft, and open, and greedy.

His fingers came back to my clit, slower this time, enough to push me over with him. And we came together, one wave after another, not perfectly timed, but overlapping, crashing, messy, and human, and absolutely earned.

When it ended, I couldn’t breathe.

I’d let it happen.

He had, too.


Chapter 19

The bathroom light was too bright.

It always was after sex—after anything real, really. It reflected things too clearly. Skin flushed, eyeliner smudged, the faint glisten still between my thighs. I looked like a woman who had been well-fucked. Loved, even. But there was something else in my eyes, too. Something quieter. Something more curious than sure.

I peed. Washed my hands. Brushed my hair back out of my face. Then I turned the light off, and padded back to bed.

Caleb was on his back, one hand behind his head, the other on his chest. Eyes open. He didn’t look at me when I climbed in beside him. But I felt him shift slightly, enough to give me space. Enough to let me in.

I slipped beneath the covers, turned onto my side, and faced him.

For a moment, we didn’t say anything.

“Okay, so …” I started.

He looked over at me, his mouth barely twitching. “Yeah?”

“What was that?”

He didn’t flinch. Didn’t laugh. After a pause, he said, “You mean the sex?”

I nodded. “Yeah. That was”—I paused—“different.”

“Good different?”

I smiled. “Yes. But also …”

“Scary different?”

“Maybe not scary,” I said. “Just … I don’t know. Like we crossed some kind of invisible line I didn’t know was there until we were already on the other side of it.”

He was quiet again. Then he said, “I didn’t plan to say that, you know.”

I raised an eyebrow. “Say what?”

“You know what. About … him.”

I nodded. “Yeah, I figured.”

“It just kind of came out,” he said. “But it didn’t feel wrong when I said it.”

There was something vulnerable in his voice. Exposed in the way people sounded when they’d surprised even themselves.

“It didn’t feel wrong when I heard it,” I said and meant it.

He exhaled. “Good.”

Another pause.

“Did it help?” he asked, quieter now. “Thinking about him?”

I didn’t answer right away. Because it felt like a trick question.

“Yes.”

He nodded slowly, like he was absorbing it in layers.

“I figured it was already happening,” he said. “I just wanted to … I don’t know—be part of it, instead of pretending it wasn’t there.”

I searched his face. “Why?”

His eyes flicked toward me then back to the ceiling. “Because it was as much for me as it was for you. I wanted to know what it would feel like. To say it. To let you go there. To watch it happen.”

I blinked. Not from shock. From how calm he was.

“How did it feel?”

He smiled, just a little. “Fucked up. And really, really hot.”

I laughed softly.

He finally turned toward me, reached for my hand under the blanket, and laced our fingers together. “I’m not saying I want this to be a thing,” he said. “Not necessarily. I don’t know yet.”

“Me neither,” I whispered.

“But I do know this,” he said. “It didn’t break anything.”

I held onto that.


Chapter 20

It was a Friday. A school mixer. One of those events that pretended to be about networking and appreciation but was really just a chance for parents to drink enough to admit they were tired.

The lights in the bar were low and warm. Small glasses of pinot noir circled like church trays. Someone brought up field trips. Someone else offered an underhanded compliment about Maddie’s yoga Instagram.

Caleb stood beside me, drink in hand, the way he always did at these things—composed, slightly amused, perfectly pleasant. But I could feel the shift in him. The alertness under the charm.

Because Julian had walked in ten minutes earlier. And now he was talking with Martina near the end of the bar, hands tucked in his back pockets, posture loose.

He hadn’t seen us yet. Or maybe he had and just didn’t mind taking his time.

When he finally wandered our way, his smile was soft and slanted.

“Evening,” he said.

“Hi,” I replied a little too quickly.

Caleb offered his hand. “Julian, right? We didn’t really meet last time.”

Julian shook his hand. “Caleb. Yeah. Good to meet you.”

There was a pause, like everyone knew this wasn’t going to be small talk for long.

Julian looked at me then back to Caleb. “You two heading out after this?”

“We were thinking of grabbing a drink nearby,” Caleb said. “You’re welcome to join.”

Julian tilted his head. “Yeah, sure.”

Just like that.

***

The bar was quieter than the mixer. Booth seating. Lower lights. Less chatter. Caleb ordered us a bottle, like we were old friends instead of what we were: something unspoken but approaching definition.

We didn’t rush. We talked about teachers, city politics, school board drama.

Julian asked if I still did barre, said he saw my mat in the corner of the gym that day.

I told him I did. I didn’t mention that I thought about him the entire time.

Caleb was watching us, reading the room. I thought he was waiting to see if Julian would make a move.

Julian didn’t.

He just sat back, let the conversation circle, and poured more wine.

Eventually, Caleb cleared his throat. “So,” he said, and I felt my body stiffen without meaning to.

Julian looked over, still relaxed.

Caleb ran a hand through his hair then let it settle on the table. “Rachel and I have been thinking,” he started. “And we were wondering if you’d be open to … something. And if you’re not, that’s completely cool. No pressure. We’ve never done anything quite like this, so we’re a little uncomfortable even asking, but—”

“You want me to come over to your house sometime and have sex with Rachel while you watch?” Julian cut in, voice low, unbothered.

There was a second of silence, enough to confirm that, yes, that was exactly it.

He took another sip. “Like, just a voyeurism thing? Or a full threesome?”

Caleb blinked once then smiled, slow and dry. “I was going to build up to that.”

Julian shrugged, smiling, too, now. “I just like saving people time.”

I watched them both—the man I married and the man I’d been fantasizing about for weeks—sit across from each other, calmly discussing my body like it was a shared thesis. And I didn’t feel objectified. I felt seen.

And maybe a little dangerous.

“We don’t have a script,” Caleb said, more quietly now. “We’re just … interested. And we’d want it to happen in our space. One time. See how it feels. We’ve done things before, but not like this.”

Julian nodded. Thought for a second. Then looked at me. “If you want that,” Julian said, eyes on me, voice level, “I’d be open to it.”

He wasn’t smirking.

He wasn’t challenging.

He was asking.

I felt heat crawl up the back of my neck, down my spine, between my thighs.

“I do,” I said. And I meant it.

Caleb shifted slightly in the booth, his hand still wrapped around his glass, eyes thoughtful. He wasn’t second-guessing the decision—they had already stepped over that line—but he was reading Julian with more attention now.

“Not to make it awkward,” Caleb said, “but … you seem really comfortable with this.”

Julian looked over at him. “I am.”

“I guess I’m just wondering …” Caleb gave a small smile, self-effacing, “is this, like, something you’ve done before?”

Julian gave the smallest nod, tilting his glass in his hand as he thought about how to answer. “Not a weekly habit,” he said. “But yeah, it’s come up.”

Caleb raised an eyebrow, amused.

Julian continued, his voice easy but not dismissive, “I’ve been the third before. Not always the same structure—sometimes it’s just sex, sometimes it’s more layered. But I enjoy it when it’s honest, when people are actually exploring something together, not just acting out porn scripts.” He glanced at me then back to Caleb. “I like watching people come undone. And if I can help with that? Yeah, that’s something I say yes to.”

Caleb nodded slowly, like a man hearing exactly what he hoped to hear. “That’s good to know,” he said.

Julian leaned back, resting an arm on the seat behind him. “I don’t play games. I don’t push. If this happens, it happens at your speed. Her speed. And I walk away clean if it’s not a fit.”

It wasn’t rehearsed. It was just true.

I felt myself breathe a little deeper.

Because I hadn’t realized how much I needed to hear him say it out loud.


Chapter 21

I took longer in the shower than I meant to. It wasn’t because I was stalling. It was because I didn’t want to rush anything. Not the shaving, not the conditioning, not the hot water pouring over my face like it could erase all the small doubts still clinging to the back of my mind. I didn’t scrub them away. I didn’t chase them out. I let them sit beside the certainty that had grown so quietly over the last few weeks I hadn’t even noticed it blooming.

I was going to do this.

We were going to do this.

And no part of me was being dragged.

***

Caleb had left the bedroom for me. Said he’d pour a drink and put something on the speakers. Let me have the space.

I appreciated that more than he knew. Not just the gesture, but the understanding that this was mine to begin.

I stood in front of the mirror in a towel, body still flushed from heat, and looked at myself the way I hadn’t in years.

Not in judgment.

Not in comparison.

In evaluation.

What kind of woman was I tonight? Not a fantasy. Not a placeholder. Not someone’s brave little experiment.

I was going to be the woman Julian touched.

The woman Caleb watched.

And I wanted to look like I knew it.

The lingerie wasn’t new, but it might as well have been. Black lace. Soft, sheer, nothing garish. The kind that hugged and hinted instead of revealing. The kind that felt good even if no one ever saw it.

But he would see it. They both would.

And I wanted to feel it.

Stockings next. A garter belt. I hadn’t worn one since … I didn’t remember when. The clips took a few tries, but they eventually slid into place, and the sensation of nylon against my thighs made me stand just a little straighter.

I added a silk robe. Long. Light gray.

Something to take off.

Makeup, but minimal. Dark lashes. A little depth to the eyes. A soft red on the lips—not fire engine. Not innocent.

Perfume at the throat. A different one than I usually wore. A little more sandalwood than floral. A scent I wanted someone to remember later, long after they left the room.

I did my hair half up, the rest loose.

I checked the time. Ten minutes. Julian would be here in ten minutes.

I almost laughed.

The nerves had burned off somewhere between the stockings and the lipstick. What remained was clarity.

Heat.

Focus.

I wasn’t waiting to be chosen. I was showing up. On purpose.

When I stepped out of the bedroom, Caleb was sitting in the living room, glass in hand, wearing the soft navy sweater I liked most on him. His eyes lifted to mine, but he didn’t say anything right away. He just took me in from head to toe. And I saw something shift in his face.

Recognition.

“You look …” He trailed off.

I walked slowly toward him. Not swaying. Not posing. “I wanted to be the woman he’d remember,” I said.

Caleb stood. Moved toward me. He didn’t touch me—not yet. He just let his eyes trace the curve of my shoulder, the line of my throat, the hint of lace beneath the robe. “He will,” he said softly.

And so will you, I thought.

The doorbell rang.


Chapter 22

I looked at Caleb.

He looked at the door.

Neither of us moved right away.

Then he glanced at me again—just once—and I gave a small nod.

He turned and walked toward it.

There was a moment when he paused, hand hovering above the handle. I wouldn’t have noticed it if I hadn’t been watching him so closely.

His fingers curled slightly. His breath lifted. Then he opened it.

Julian stood in the frame.

Dark jeans, fitted shirt, sleeves pushed up like always. Hands in his jacket pockets. Relaxed posture. His eyes swept the room with a kind of practiced ease. He looked like someone who had done this before, carrying no hesitation.

“Evening,” he said.

“Hey,” Caleb returned.

The door opened wider, and Julian stepped inside.

I stayed near the back of the room. The robe clung to my legs. My arms hung loose at my sides.

I watched Julian take us in—first me, then the room, then Caleb again. His eyes landed back on me and held.

“You look amazing,” he said, calm and direct.

I nodded. “Thanks.” My voice was steady. My heart was not.

Caleb shut the door behind him. He didn’t say anything right away. Just took his place—off to the side, not in the shadows, not in command.

Julian didn’t move forward. Didn’t close the space. He stood there with that same nonchalance, letting the room fill itself around him.

The silence wasn’t awkward. It simply existed. Thick with the fact that none of us knew what would happen next.

“I think I need a drink,” I said.

Caleb nodded, walked to the sideboard, poured the whiskey for himself and a glass of red for me. He glanced over his shoulder at Julian, who shook his head.

“Not yet,” Julian said. “Want to stay clear.”

There was a faint flicker in Caleb’s face. I couldn’t tell if it was amusement or approval. Maybe both.

I took the wine and sipped. My mouth was dry, but the taste was clean. Round.

Julian still hadn’t sat. Still hadn’t stepped closer.

His presence didn’t press against the room—it hummed.

I watched him. Then I watched Caleb.

He was standing beside the fireplace now, glass in hand, watching me without a word.

I couldn’t stop looking at him. Even when Julian spoke. Even when he smiled. I looked back. To Caleb.

Again.

“I didn’t know how this would feel,” I said softly.

No one replied. I hadn’t expected them to. But Caleb’s eyes didn’t leave me. And for some reason that made the wine feel hotter in my throat.

“You don’t have to tell me what to do,” I added. “But if you want something … I want to hear it.”

Caleb held my gaze. His hand moved to the rim of his glass. “Let him see you.”

I turned to Julian. My voice came quieter this time. “Do you want me to take it off?”

He didn’t answer right away. He didn’t need to.

I felt Caleb shift behind me. I heard his glass land gently on the table.

When I looked at him, he gave a small, quiet nod.

So I turned back, and I reached for the robe’s tie.

But I wasn’t thinking about Julian’s hands, or his mouth, or even what he’d do once it was gone.

I was thinking about Caleb. The way he looked at me now. Like he was waiting for something.

Something more his than mine.

I undid the knot. And as the silk slid from my shoulders, pooling at the backs of my knees, I caught the smallest tremor in my own breath.

Not because I was scared.

But because I finally understood who this moment belonged to.

And it wasn’t the man I was undressing for.


Chapter 23

The robe fell to the floor, a soft slide—shoulders, arms, then a gentle sigh of silk pooling at my feet. My breath caught, anyway. My skin felt newly exposed. Even though I’d worn this lingerie before, it had never felt like this before.

Julian stood still.

So did Caleb.

The room had gone so quiet I could hear the faint tick of the clock in the hallway. Or maybe it was just the blood in my ears.

Julian stepped closer. “Can I touch you?” he asked, voice even.

I didn’t answer right away.

I turned—not toward him, but toward Caleb.

He hadn’t moved, but I could feel the weight in his gaze. His fingers gripped the base of his glass a little tighter than before.

He nodded once. And that was when I let Julian touch me.

His hands were warm. Assured. They found my hips, thumbs pressing gently against the bone, palms gliding up over the lace, then around my waist. He took his time, as if my body were a language he knew how to read, even without having seen the text before.

His mouth was next—at my collarbone, then my shoulder, and I shivered.

He came behind me. His arms wrapped around, hands sliding up to cup my breasts.

My eyes fluttered shut.

His thumbs brushed over lace then dipped beneath it, skin to skin. My nipples were already hard, already aching.

Still, I didn’t moan.

I was too focused.

On Caleb.

I turned my head just enough to find him.

He had taken a seat now. His glass abandoned. Elbows on his knees. Eyes locked on me.

Julian kissed the back of my neck. Then again, lower.

My breathing hitched.

One of his hands slid down my belly, under the band of my panties. He found me wet. His fingers moved slowly, deliberately. I leaned into him before I realized I had.

But I wasn’t losing myself.

I kept looking at Caleb.

Every flick of Julian’s fingers sent a pulse through my thighs. But the reaction, the part that made my chest tight and my skin flush, that came from Caleb watching me.

Julian lowered himself. Knelt. His hands slipped the panties down, inch by inch, until I stepped out. His mouth was at my thigh now, then just above my knee, then higher.

I gasped when he reached me.

The warmth of his tongue was steady, slow. He wasn’t devouring me. He was coaxing.

I gripped the arm of the chair. My knees softened. My body tilted forward with instinct, and he held me there.

It felt good. But I wasn’t unraveling.

Not yet.

Something was holding me. Not in my body. In my mind.

I looked back again.

Caleb was still watching. Silent. Still. His hands rested on his thighs now, open. His breathing had changed. Slower. Deeper.

His eyes met mine. And stayed.

That was when it clicked.

The heat I felt.

The edge I couldn’t cross.

The thing that made every pulse of pleasure feel just slightly restrained.

It wasn’t Julian.

It wasn’t the room.

It was me.

I hadn’t let go.

Because I hadn’t admitted what this really was.

I wasn’t doing this to chase something new.

I wasn’t doing this for validation. Or danger.

I was doing this because Caleb wanted me to.

He was the one who said yes.

He was the one who opened the door.

He was the one who told me to let another man touch me.

And I wanted to obey.

Not because I felt submissive.

But because I felt chosen.

By the one man who truly knew me.

That was the moment something inside me relaxed.

The tightness in my chest … released.

My grip loosened. My jaw unclenched. My thighs softened into Julian’s hands.

The pleasure hadn’t gone anywhere. But now? Now it could rise.


Chapter 24

Julian didn’t stop. I thought he felt the shift. The way my thighs parted just a little more. The way my weight settled into him. The way my breath no longer caught at the top of my chest but dropped—full and deep and open.

He kept his pace. Slow. Focused. Tongue precise, fingers strong where I needed them, gentle where I didn’t expect.

I moaned. Louder than before. My hips rolled forward. Once. Then again. And I didn’t look away this time. I kept my eyes on Caleb.

He still hadn’t touched himself. But his posture had changed.

His legs were wider now. His jaw clenched tight. One hand braced on the armrest.

He was watching me come alive. Watching another man’s mouth between my legs. Watching me come undone for it. And he wasn’t stopping it.

He wasn’t jealous. He wasn’t afraid. He looked like a man who’d thrown the match and was now watching the fire build.

Julian groaned softly against me. He wasn’t hurrying. He was methodical, like he knew exactly how long it would take and didn’t mind staying there until I asked him not to.

But I wasn’t going to ask him to stop. Not this time.

My hand gripped the back of his neck. My other arm braced against the wall.

Every part of me was electric now. The sounds. The pressure. The heat. It was all too much—and just barely enough.

I didn’t hold back the moan when it came this time. I didn’t try to stifle it.

It broke from my throat, loud and low and real.

My thighs shook. My hips pushed forward.

Julian’s hands held me steady as I rocked against his mouth.

And I didn’t think about control. Or marriage. Or anything at all.

Except the way it felt to finally be allowed to want this.

The orgasm rolled through me like thunder under skin. Not a sharp spike. A long, heavy wave that crested slowly and crashed all at once. I pressed my hand to my mouth and still the sound escaped me—deep, involuntary, somewhere between sobbing and surrender.

And Caleb was there.

Watching.

His eyes locked onto mine across the room, even as Julian finished what he’d started. Even as my knees wobbled, and my stomach fluttered, and my pulse thrummed everywhere.

I collapsed into the couch, breathing hard, heart still climbing.

Julian stood slowly, wiping his mouth with the back of his hand. His expression was soft. Neutral. Calm.

He turned to Caleb. “She’s yours,” he said.

I looked at my husband.

His eyes hadn’t left me. And that was when I knew:

Everything had just changed.

Not because of what Julian did to me. But because of what Caleb let happen.

Because he gave me this.

And now … I wanted to give him everything back.

Julian stood.

I was still catching my breath, still shaking, but something else was rising, too. Something heavier. Lower. Dirtier.

My thighs were sticky, still parted. My mouth was dry. My pulse was fluttering behind my teeth. And I wanted more.

Julian looked at me but didn’t move. His shirt was still on, sleeves still rolled, belt still fastened.

I licked my lips. “I want to suck your cock,” I told him. The words surprised even me—how calm they were. How steady. No blush. No tremor.

Julian arched an eyebrow—slightly. Then he unbuckled slowly. His belt slid through the loops with a soft hiss, and I felt that sound between my legs. Then the button. The zipper.

I slid off the couch and onto my knees without waiting for permission.

I could feel Caleb’s eyes on me. The way I sank. The way I knelt. The way I looked up—first at Julian then over at him.

I didn’t say it out loud, but he heard it, anyway.

Look at what you gave away.

Julian freed himself from his pants, thick and half-hard already. Heavy in his hand. He stepped closer, and I leaned in without hesitation, my hand wrapping around the base, my mouth opening just wide enough to taste him, to invite him.

He groaned, soft and low, as my tongue met him. I took him into my mouth like I meant it. Like I needed it.

Because I did.

Because my body was still humming, and my brain was a haze of slick, happy filth, and this was what came next.

I sucked him slow at first.

The weight of him on my tongue. The salt. The velvet skin over heat. The sound of his breath catching as I deepened my grip. The stretch of my jaw. The obscene slick of my own spit as I started to lose the rhythm.

My hand worked the base. My tongue circled the head.

And when he bumped the back of my throat, I moaned around him because it turned me on.

Because this was mine, too.

And somewhere behind me, Caleb was watching the whole thing.

I wrapped my lips around him again, slower this time. Deeper. I didn’t want it to be a tease. I didn’t want to perform. I wanted to worship.

My hand gripped the base of his cock, warm and slick now with my spit. The weight of him was perfect—thick enough that my jaw ached slightly when I took him in, but not enough to stop me. Not now.

I wanted the stretch.

I wanted to earn it.

I sucked him deeper, my tongue sliding along the underside as I pressed forward, lips tight, jaw open, until I felt him nudge the back of my throat.

I didn’t pull away. I held him there. Let my throat tense then ease, just enough to take him a little deeper the next time.

And the next.

Julian groaned, one hand resting lightly on my head. Not forcing. Just anchoring.

And I loved it.

I loved being on my knees, my mouth full, my hand moving in rhythm with my lips, and my breath warming the base of his shaft as I sank and rose, sank and rose, drooling and wet and messy and happy.

Happy.

God, I was happy.

I looked up, eyes glossy, mouth full, and found Caleb.

He hadn’t moved. But he was hard. And his eyes were locked on me like he’d never seen anything so beautiful in his life.

And maybe he hadn’t.

Because I knew, in that moment, this wasn’t about cheating.

This wasn’t about some kink checklist.

This was for him.

Every inch I took into my mouth, every gag I swallowed back, every filthy sound that escaped between strokes, I was doing it because he gave me this.

He gave me permission to become this.

To kneel for another man.

To love it.

To let it define me.

I moaned as I took Julian deeper again, my spit slicking my chin now, dribbling at the corners of my mouth. I was a mess. A slut. A gift. And I’d never felt more in love with my husband than I did right then.

Julian cursed under his breath, his grip tightening in my hair, holding on as I worked him, head bobbing, breath huffing through my nose.

I wanted to make him come.

Not for him.

For Caleb.

So he could see it.

So he could know what I’d become for him.

I could feel Julian starting to tense. His cock thickened slightly in my hand. His hips rolled forward with just a little less restraint. His breath changed—shorter now, rougher.

He was close.

And it thrilled me.

I opened wider. Took him deeper. Let the messy heat of my mouth cover every inch I could manage. My spit coated his shaft, strings of it sliding down my fingers, and I didn’t care. I loved it. The taste, the stretch, the way he cursed under his breath when I swallowed around him like I was starving.

I wanted Caleb to watch me swallow another man’s cum like it was the most natural thing in the world.

And maybe I would have …

If Caleb hadn’t spoken.

“Don’t you dare make him come before he fucks you the way you deserve.”

His voice cut through the air like a slap—not loud, but sharp.

I froze.

Julian stilled, too, cock still in my mouth, halfway down my throat.

There was a silence.

Then I pulled back, slowly, with a long, wet gasp as I let him slip free.

A string of spit clung from the corner of my lip to his tip before falling away.

I looked at Caleb.

His eyes were wide, like he hadn’t expected the words to come out of his mouth that way.

But he didn’t take them back.

He sat there, chest rising, staring at me like he was seeing something unfold that he couldn’t stop even if he wanted to.

Julian didn’t speak. He just stepped forward and reached down, his hand cupping my chin, lifting my face.

And Caleb watched me let him.

The room had changed.

Something had shifted.

Not just in the dynamic.

In the balance of power.

Caleb had stopped giving me away.

He’d started deciding what happened next.

And it turned me on so hard I almost came again.

I looked at Caleb again.

He was staring at me—mouth parted, chest rising slowly.

He leaned forward just slightly. His voice was lower now, more deliberate. “Ask our guest how he wants to fuck you.”

“Get up,” Julian said.

It wasn’t harsh.

It wasn’t soft.

It was a line spoken with the kind of confidence that didn’t need to rise above a murmur.

I rose without thinking, legs unsteady, lips parted, heart thudding under my ribs.

He stepped in behind me, body heat brushing my skin, one hand guiding my chin until I was looking forward …

Straight at Caleb.

Julian’s fingers slid down my spine. “Hands on the couch.”

I bent forward, slowly. Deliberately. Elbows slightly bent, back arched, legs parted.

I felt exposed. Owned.

Not by Julian.

By us.

By what we’d chosen.

By who I’d become for Caleb.

Julian stepped in close, one hand at my hip, the other guiding himself against me.

He didn’t fumble.

Didn’t warn me.

He just pushed inside, and I gasped, full and raw and alive.

There was no hesitation in the way he took me. Each stroke was smooth. Solid. Measured. Not rough, not gentle—just certain.

And I stayed there, breath caught, mouth open, moaning softly, my eyes on my husband as another man fucked me in our living room.

Julian gripped tighter so I wouldn’t float away.

So Caleb could see every inch going in. Every ripple of my body as it accepted him.

It hit me harder than the thrusts. Harder than the stretch.

I was being fucked—

But I was still his.

Julian’s hands gripped my hips, hard enough to leave marks. He slammed into me again. Deeper. The sound of it—skin on skin, wet, sharp, again—filled the room.

My arms shook where they braced against the couch cushions. My knees slid on the rug. His cock drove into me in perfect rhythm, every thrust making me bounce, jolt, open wider.

He filled me completely. Pulled almost all the way out. Then slammed back in. Harder.

I cried out. Louder than before.

My thighs were soaked.

His cock was thick and slick and deep.

The angle changed. He shifted me. One hand slid up my back, pressing between my shoulders, keeping me down while he kept going.

The pressure made my spine arch. My pussy clenched around him.

He didn’t slow. He kept fucking me like he knew exactly how far I’d take it and how much further I could go.

I was dripping. Inside and out.

My breath was jagged. My mouth was open. My vision was blurred.

His fingers dug into the flesh at my waist, pulling me back to meet each thrust. Fast. Deep. Precise.

My ass bounced with every impact. My cunt swallowed him, over and over.

No thinking. No language. Just flesh. Sound. Slick. Movement.

A low growl came from behind me.

Julian. Grunting now. Breathing hard.

Sweat slid from his stomach onto my back.

He fucked me harder.

My face was in the couch now. My body rocked with every thrust. My cunt stretched around him, took him, clung to him, drenched him.

He was close.

So was I.

A sharp smack landed on my ass.

I gasped.

Julian’s voice followed, low and clear. “Lie down. On the floor.”

I obeyed without hesitation.

My knees wobbled as I shifted off the couch, legs barely stable beneath me. The rug was rough against my back as I stretched out flat, arms at my sides, chest heaving.

Julian knelt between my thighs. Then he slid back inside. No adjustment. No pause. Just him—thick, deep, driving in hard.

My legs fell open. He grabbed my thighs and pushed them wider.

The new angle was brutal. Perfect.

I stared up at the ceiling. Mouth open. Breathing fast. My breasts bounced with every thrust, nipples tight, sweat slicking my skin.

He fucked me flat against the floor, hips slamming down, cock spearing in so deep it almost hurt, but not enough to stop.

My fingers clawed at the rug.

My back arched.

I thought—just for a second—about Caleb. About what it must look like.

His wife flat on her back, tits shaking, legs spread wide, getting fucked by another man inches from their couch.

The image should have shamed me.

It didn’t.

It made my cunt clench so hard around Julian’s cock I nearly screamed.

Then it hit.

The orgasm came fast. Hard. No warning. It tore through me like it had been waiting, stalking, breaking me down inch by inch.

I cried out. Loud.

My legs kicked. My hands slapped the floor.

I shook.

And every thought vanished.

No Caleb.

No context.

No control.

Just heat.

And pleasure.

And nothing.


Chapter 25

Warmth hit my chest. Sticky. Thick. More on my belly. Then another splash—higher this time, just beneath my collarbone.

I blinked. My vision swam.

Julian was kneeling above me, his cock still twitching in his hand, the last pulse of his orgasm painting across my ribs.

I felt it drip. A string slid down the valley between my breasts. Another rolled over the curve of my waist.

I couldn’t move. Didn’t want to.

Everything below my navel was vibrating. My arms were limp at my sides, legs splayed wide and trembling from the last of the spasms.

I was slick, flushed, fucked open.

Julian shifted back, giving me space. He leaned against the couch for balance, head tilted back, chest rising.

I turned my head.

Caleb was standing above me now. One hand wrapped around his cock. His other hanging loose at his side. He was staring at me like he’d never seen me before.

I watched him stroke. Slowly. Firmly.

The look in his eyes wasn’t hungry. It was possessive. Like he had given me to someone else, and now I was being returned.

Used. Marked. His.

I didn’t speak. Didn’t ask. I just lay there. On the floor, naked, cum streaking my chest, sweat cooling on my thighs.

I felt like I weighed nothing.

He didn’t ask if I was okay. He didn’t ask anything. He just kept stroking. Watching.

And then, he came.

Hot lines of it hit my cheek. My lips. My tits. One strand landed high on my chest, mixing with Julian’s.

I didn’t flinch. I didn’t wipe it away. I just let it happen.

Because this was what it meant.

Caleb knelt beside me. His hand came to my hair—gentle, reverent, threading through the mess like I was something precious.

He leaned in close and whispered, “Good girl.”

I don’t remember moving but, at some point, I sat up.

A minute later, maybe longer, I pulled the robe back over my shoulders. It clung where my skin was still wet. My thighs stuck together when I tried to cross them.

I didn’t tie it.

I just let it hang.

Julian had moved to the small table near the kitchen. He had that drink now—finally.

Something dark. Whiskey or maybe rye. He was swirling it slowly in the glass, still shirtless, still catching his breath.

His skin glowed with sweat. His chest rose, fell, calm again. Like this had been routine. Like this was how nights were supposed to end.

Caleb sat beside me on the couch, his thigh against mine.

I could feel the heat from him through the thin silk of my robe.

I leaned into it without meaning to.

They were talking. I wasn’t.

I wasn’t ready to use words yet.

But I could hear their voices like they were happening in another room.

Far away. Close by.

Both at once.

“… have a few couples we know.”

“… just an introduction, nothing serious.”

“… very relaxed, invitation-only.”

“… no pressure. But the parties are fun.”

I stared at a spot on the floor.

My chest was cooling. Julian’s cum was drying across my skin. Some of Caleb’s, too. I could feel it tight across my breastbone, catching slightly every time I took a deeper breath.

“… swingers, kind of.”

“… mostly married. Very respectful.”

“… discretion’s tight.”

“… might be something to think about.”

I didn’t say anything. Didn’t look at either of them.

But the last part, I heard clearly.

“You’d be surprised what some of them get into.”

Julian’s voice.

Caleb chuckled.

And I just sat there. Letting my body remember what it had done. Letting my husband and the man who fucked me make plans around me.

Time passed. I couldn’t say how much. Minutes. Maybe more.

I stayed seated on the couch, robe loose around me, knees drawn up slightly now, one hand resting on the curve of my thigh. I wasn’t cold, but I shivered, anyway.

I heard glasses clink softly.

A laugh—Caleb’s, quiet and low.

Chairs shifting.

The front door unlocking.

A pause.

Then warmth near my face.

A body kneeling.

Julian. Fully dressed again.

One hand rested briefly on my knee. His mouth brushed my cheek—not a kiss of romance, but something gentler. A simple, quiet gesture. Gratitude. Respect. Something like thank you with no words behind it.

He stood.

Footsteps.

The door opened.

Closed.

Silence.

Then …

“Rachel.”

A pause.

“Rachel, hey.”

The second one landed.

I blinked. Turned.

Caleb was next to me, crouched now, hand hovering at my shoulder like he wasn’t sure if I’d melt or crumble.

I met his eyes.

Finally, fully, I was back.

“Are you okay?” Caleb asked, voice quiet.

I nodded. “Yeah.” My voice was hoarse. Barely there. But the answer came without hesitation. “I just … want to shower.”

He didn’t ask anything else. Didn’t press. He stood and offered his hand.

I took it.

I leaned into him—not because I couldn’t walk, not because I was weak—because I wanted to feel him. His body. His presence. The way he steadied me without trying.

His hand stayed at my lower back. Warm. Solid. Caleb.

The bathroom lights were dim.

He turned on the water then tested the temperature.

Steam began to fill the room.

He helped me out of the robe. Said nothing.

I peeled off what was left of the night.

He stripped silently beside me.

And then we stepped in together.

Water streamed down my shoulders, my breasts, my thighs. Rinsed everything away.

He stayed behind me, hands gentle at my waist, his chest against my back.

The water washed over us in silence.

His hands moved lightly over my skin.

I leaned back against his chest and closed my eyes. “I want you to fuck me.”

He didn’t respond right away. He didn’t ask why. He just pressed a kiss to the back of my shoulder and reached for the towel.

We dried off together. Still not speaking.

When we got to the bedroom, I climbed into bed first and slipped under the sheets. The linen was cool against my skin, but I didn’t shiver.

He joined me a moment later. No foreplay. No build-up. Just him sliding between my legs, guiding himself in with the same care he’d shown in everything tonight.

I gasped as he entered me.

The stretch was slow. Gentle.

My body didn’t rise to meet it like it had earlier.

It simply accepted.

He moved inside me carefully. Steady, tender thrusts. No rhythm to chase. No pace to impress.

Our breath syncing. Our foreheads touching.

His arms around me. My hands in his hair.

I didn’t come. I couldn’t. My body was too full, too tired, too satisfied in other ways.

And that was okay.

It was more than okay.

He pulled out slowly. Kissed me once, softly, behind the ear. Then he wrapped himself around me, his chest to my back, his hand on my abdomen.

I fell asleep like that.


Chapter 26

I woke to sunlight slipping through the blinds, warm and soft across the bed. The sheets were twisted. One of my thighs was stuck to Caleb’s. My mouth was dry. My body ached in that specific way that told me exactly what I’d done, and how deeply I’d felt it.

I didn’t move.

Caleb stirred behind me, shifting just enough to pull me closer. His arm wrapped around my waist. He was hard, warm, full, pressed against me like his body hadn’t decided the night was over yet.

“Hey,” he said, voice rough from sleep.

“Hey.”

He didn’t move his hand. Just let it rest lightly on my waist. I leaned into it.

After a moment, he said, “How do you feel?”

I paused. “Sore.”

He chuckled quietly.

“Yeah,” I added. “Good sore.”

He nodded against my shoulder. “Same.”

We lay there in silence for a while, not needing to say more. His thumb traced absent circles over my skin. I stared at the ceiling. There was no awkwardness. No weight. The parts of me that had ached with tension yesterday felt distant now. Muted.

Finally, I spoke. “That was …”

“A lot,” he finished for me.

I nodded. “But good.”

“Yeah,” he said. “Yeah, it really was.” A pause. “So, you’re not leaving me for him, right?”

I turned to look at him. “No,” I said. “I’m not leaving you for anyone.”

He nodded once, eyes on the ceiling again.

A beat passed.

“I know that,” he said. “But also … it was kind of a big thing—watching someone else with you like that.”

I waited.

“I didn’t expect it to feel the way it did. I thought I’d be outside it. Observing. Maybe a little turned on. But it was more than that.”

“Yeah,” I said. “For me, too.”

He looked at me now. “I thought I’d feel … replaced.”

My chest tightened. “Did you?”

He shook his head. “No, not even close. But the thought was there. In the background. The second I let go of you, I thought: what if she doesn’t come back?”

I slid my hand over his. “I never left.”

He looked at me for a long time then nodded.

“It wasn’t about him,” I said. “It wasn’t even about what he was doing to me. It was about you letting him do it. It was about what that meant. What it felt like to be wanted by you that way. Trusted that way.”

He blinked. Swallowed. “I didn’t expect that to turn me on as much as it did.”

We both had gotten something out of it.

In my wildest fantasies about Julian, I had never expected that.


Chapter 27

The studio was the same. Same polished floor. Same soft lighting. Same instructor with the high ponytail and the impossible thighs.

But something in me was different.

The burn in my legs didn’t feel punishing today. It felt earned.

My body was sore in other places, and every time I moved, I felt it—between my thighs, along the curve of my hips, in the muscles of my stomach. Little reminders. Gentle echoes.

But I didn’t feel raw.

I felt settled.

The stretch at the barre wasn’t desperate this time. It wasn’t about escaping my thoughts or reshaping a body I’d stopped recognizing. It was just movement. Mine. Enjoyed without question.

No hunger in my chest.

No ache in my throat.

Just peace.

***

After class, I wiped my forehead with a towel, slid on my jacket, and stepped out into the hallway. I didn’t rush. I wasn’t avoiding going home. I wasn’t lingering to fill some unspoken void.

I felt full.

Wrecked and rebuilt. Like I could actually walk into my life without questioning everything I was pretending not to want.

I unlocked my phone. There was a text waiting.

Julian.

Hey. Just checking in. You good?

I stared at it for a second. Warmed by it.

Simple. Respectful. No expectation.

I started to type. Paused. Deleted. Typed again.

Yeah. I’m good. You?

Sent.

Less than a minute later, a buzz.

Doing well. That was … intense. You looked incredible.

I smiled. Just a little.

Then another buzz.

Caleb.

Need anything while I’m out?

I stared at the screen for a second longer, standing in the hallway with my jacket half-zipped, feeling like I’d stepped into a life that somehow fit better now than it ever had before.


Chapter 28

That evening, after dinner, Caleb was in the kitchen rinsing plates. I was drying them, leaning against the counter, still soft from the day. Still sore, but in a way that felt more like memory than injury.

He looked over at me, casual. “By the way,” he said, “Julian mentioned something about a party this weekend.”

I blinked. “Julian texted you?”

Caleb nodded, like it was the most obvious thing in the world. “Yeah. He asked if we might be curious. I guess he and some other people host these … low-key gatherings.”

I set the towel down. “When did you two exchange numbers?”

He glanced at me then back at the sink. “Last night. You were in a come-drenched haze, I believe. He said something about sending me a few names. Just in case.”

It wasn’t a betrayal.

It wasn’t secretive.

But it still surprised me how quickly the lines had shifted. How many had already been crossed while I was still catching my breath.

He dried his hands on the towel. “He said it’s nothing crazy. Just a gathering at someone’s place. People talk, drink, maybe some watching, maybe more. We wouldn’t have to do anything.”

I turned toward him. “And you’re interested?”

He shrugged, but I could see the answer in his posture. “I’m curious.”

“Curious,” I repeated. I leaned back against the counter, arms folded lightly across my chest, grounding myself.

He nodded. “It’s not a commitment. Just a window into something … I don’t know. Bigger than us. Or maybe just more honest.”

I tilted my head. “And what, exactly, would we be doing there?”

He smiled, a little crooked. “Drinking. Talking. Watching, maybe. Letting you wear something completely inappropriate in public.”

That made me laugh—genuinely—and it broke the tension that had gathered between us.

I took a breath. “So, this is a thing now? We’re doing this?”

“I think we’re already doing it,” he said. “Now we’re just choosing how far we want to go.”

I looked down at the towel in my hands. “I didn’t expect him to text you.”

“I know,” he said. “But you looked … spent. I figured I could handle the logistics.”

I didn’t answer right away. “You’re okay with that?”

He looked at me fully now. “I don’t want you to carry everything. I want this to be ours. If we’re doing this, we both get to have hands on the wheel.”

I nodded slowly. That felt right. Bigger. He wasn’t stepping over me; he was stepping with me.

“So, what do you want me to wear?” I asked.

His grin was slow. Warm. “I have some ideas.”




Chapter 29

The school fundraiser was held in the multipurpose room, the one that served as an auditorium, a gym and, tonight, a cocktail lounge for parents pretending they weren’t exhausted.

Soft lighting. White tablecloths. Silent auction items set up near the library entrance. Everyone pretending they hadn’t seen each other in yoga pants that morning.

I wore black—fitted, simple. A dress I’d worn once to a dinner with Caleb’s firm. He liked the zipper that ran all the way up the back. I liked the way it made me feel a little too dressed for school but not quite overdressed for what we weren’t saying out loud.

Martina waved me over by the bar, two glasses of wine already in hand.

“You clean up obscenely well,” she said, eyes narrowing like she could smell something I hadn’t told her. “That dress is illegal in three counties.”

“I’m a known criminal,” I replied, taking the glass.

“Where’s Caleb?”

“Parking.”

I didn’t add that I’d asked him to come in separately. That I wanted a minute alone to breathe, to be seen in this space as me.

Martina was mid-rant about a grant proposal when I felt it.

A shift.

And when I turned slightly, wine glass in hand, I saw him.

Julian.

He approached just after Martina had wandered off to inspect a bidding sheet.

He didn’t say anything at first. Just picked up a glass of red and stood beside me, watching the room like it was something he’d seen before and was still vaguely amused by.

“I was wondering if you’d show up,” he finally said.

I sipped my wine. “I live here.”

His smile was quick. “Fair.”

We stood together like we hadn’t done what we’d done. Like I hadn’t gagged on his cock in my living room three nights ago. Like he hadn’t made me come so hard I saw stars and forgot my husband’s name for half a second.

“You look good,” he added. Casual. Clean.

“So do you.”

He looked around. “These events are so sanitized it’s almost erotic.”

That made me laugh. “You’re twisted.”

“Not wrong, though.”

I glanced at him. He wasn’t watching the crowd anymore. He was watching me.

“You doing okay?” he asked.

“Yeah,” I said. “I am.”

“You seemed a little … hollowed out afterward.”

I tilted my head. “Hollowed out?”

“Not in a bad way.” He shrugged. “Just like you’d left your body for a minute.”

I paused. “I think I did.”

He nodded. Didn’t push.

I turned slightly toward him, keeping my voice low. “Apparently, we’ll be seeing each other again this weekend.”

His mouth twitched. Not quite a smirk. More like the early stage of one. “So I heard.”

We stood there for another moment, two people dressed for school auctions, talking quietly like nothing between us had changed—while everything had.


Chapter 30

We sat on the couch, barefoot, legs tucked under us, with Caleb’s laptop open between us and a notepad on the coffee table. Julian had sent over a list—clean, efficient, thoughtful. Times. Dress code. Etiquette. There was even a note about avoiding heavy perfume.

Caleb raised an eyebrow. “Honestly? This feels more structured than most fundraisers we’ve been to.”

I smiled. “You say that like it’s a bad thing.”

“No,” he said. “It’s kind of reassuring.”

I nodded. “So. Rules?”

He closed the laptop. “Yeah, let’s set them.”

I took a breath. “No alcohol.”

He looked at me. Not surprised. Just checking in.

“I want to be present,” I said. “Sharp. I want to remember everything. I want to feel everything.”

“Agreed,” he said. “No distractions. We keep our heads.”

I nodded. “Don’t leave me alone unless I ask you to.”

“Absolutely.”

“And no closed doors. No disappearing into bedrooms or secret spaces. If anything happens, it happens where we can both see.”

He didn’t hesitate. “Good.”

I tucked my feet under me. “I don’t want to do anything you’re not actively part of. Even if you’re just … sitting nearby.”

His voice dropped slightly. “I won’t be far.”

I hesitated. “Can I ask something else?”

He leaned back, folding one arm along the back of the couch. “Anything.”

“You haven’t brought it up.”

He tilted his head. “Brought what up?”

“You doing anything with someone else.” I met his eyes. “You haven’t said a word about it.”

He looked at me without blinking. “I’ve thought about it. A few times.”

“And?”

“And I’m not interested. Not right now.”

“Why not?”

He smiled a little crookedly. “Because I like giving you away. Because watching you is enough. Because being the one who decides how far it goes is hotter to me than getting anything back.”

I felt something low in my stomach tighten.

“And if someone flirted with you?”

“I’d flirt back—I’m not made of stone. But I’m planning on keeping my hands to myself. I feel like I’m the director, not the star. At least, that’s what I want now.”

I swallowed. “You’re not curious?”

“I’m very curious,” he said. “I’m especially curious about what being with another woman would do to you. To us.”

I exhaled, slow. “Me, too.” I inhaled. “Is it awful of me that I partially don’t want to share you with anyone else while you’re willing to share me?”

He looked at the floor before responding. “No. And sometime we’ll talk about how this evolves. But watching you with others is such a rush, like a brand new toy. Right now, I’m happy to play with it.”

He sat forward. “So, next question.”

“Yeah?”

“What are you going to wear?”


Chapter 31

We parked half a block away, even though there was space in the driveway. Neither of us said it out loud, but the distance felt … safer.

The house was normal. Not small. Not flashy. A well-kempt two-story on a quiet street lined with sycamores and sensible sedans. A porch light was on. One upstairs window glowed faintly.

But it wasn’t inviting.

Not yet.

I stared at it like I was waiting for a sign.

“You’re sure this is it?” I asked.

Caleb double-checked the address on his phone. “Yeah. This is it.”

We sat in silence for another minute.

It was almost comical the way we were dressed, the way we looked so composed, sitting in the car like we were debating whether to drop off a casserole or rob the place.

I crossed her legs. Uncrossed them.

“What if we’re wrong?” I asked.

“We’re not.”

“But what if we knock and it’s just some … sweet, suburban family watching Netflix in matching pajamas?”

“We say we’re lost. Or selling solar.”

I smiled. But it didn’t last.

We waited longer than we probably needed to. Long enough that if anyone inside was watching, they’d be wondering why the couple in the car across the street was sitting there like they were trying to gather the courage to confess to a murder.

Then headlights. Another car. A black SUV. Clean. Quiet.

A couple stepped out. Late thirties, maybe forties. Stylish. Polished. Confident enough not to hesitate, but not flashy enough to scream “swingers.”

They walked up the front steps, knocked once, and waited.

We leaned forward at the same time, both watching through the windshield.

The door opened. Someone answered. A woman, maybe. It was hard to see from here.

The couple stepped inside. The door closed.

That was it.

No secret handshake. No wink. No visible lingerie or nudity. Just a quiet, smooth entry into something neither of them could quite see.

I exhaled. “That’s enough confirmation, right?”

“I mean … probably.”

We didn’t move for another fifteen seconds. Then Caleb unbuckled his seatbelt and reached for the door.

I followed.

The walk up the path felt like it took forever, even though it was maybe thirty feet. Every step felt like it echoed a little too loud in the stillness of the neighborhood. We reached the porch, and for the briefest second, I thought about turning around.

Then Caleb knocked, and the door opened.

A woman stood there. Late forties maybe, but beautiful. Elegant. Dark hair pulled back, high heels, robe tied neatly around her waist. Not scandalous. Just soft. Polished. Intentional.

She stood just far enough back from the doorway that anyone walking by would’ve barely seen her.

She smiled.

Caleb leaned forward, dropped his voice slightly. “Tangerine.”

The woman blinked then broke into a warm, effortless laugh. “Oh, honey, there’s no password. That’s just our little joke for new guests.”

I flushed slightly.

The woman stepped aside, motioning us in. “You must be Julian’s friends.”


Chapter 32

The woman gestured them in with a friendly sweep of her arm. Her robe shimmered slightly in the low light of the foyer. Everything smelled faintly like vanilla and citrus.

“I’m Sienna,” she said. “Welcome.”

I smiled but didn’t quite know what to do with my hands. Caleb offered a warm “Thank you,” and stepped inside beside her.

“Coats can go in the study—just through there.” She nodded toward a wide open doorway off the hallway. “But let me show you around first, in case things get … distracting later.” She stepped forward, and in the same movement, slipped her robe off her shoulders. It fell to her elbow, then to the crook of her arms, then all the way down.

Underneath: a corset. Dark green. Lace trim. Tight through the waist, shaped perfectly to her frame. She wore it like it was armor. Her skin was soft and warm, not untouched by time, and completely unbothered by that fact. Her heels were high, black, strappy. Her nails were painted wine red.

I stared.

The woman didn’t acknowledge it. She just draped the robe over a chair as if it were a scarf.

“I like people to feel comfortable dressing—or undressing—at their own pace,” she said. “Some get naked right away. Some wait until they’ve had a drink. Or three.” She turned and began walking.

Caleb and I followed.

The woman, who introduced herself as Sienna, led us through the kitchen first—clean, open, with marble counters and soft pendant lighting. There were snacks set out: charcuterie, fruit, a small plate of chocolate truffles. Bottled water. Wine. A small bar cart in the corner.

“Help yourself,” she said. “But don’t overdo it. Trust me; everything is better with a clear head.”

She continued through to the living room—low furniture, candles, no TV. A long, velvet couch. Soft music playing from somewhere overhead. Then she waved them into the study. “Coats here. Phones stay in your bag unless we say otherwise. No pictures. No creeping.”

I nodded. “Of course.”

Sienna smiled. “Most people are respectful. But we like to say it, anyway.”

Caleb took off his jacket, and I removed mine slowly, feeling the temperature shift against my arms, my body still humming with nervous energy.

We stepped through the study just as a tall man entered from the other side of the hallway—light beard, rolled-up sleeves, dress pants, no shoes. Handsome in a quietly magnetic way. Friendly posture. Confident, but not performative.

Sienna lit up. “This is Alex,” she said. “My husband.”

He smiled warmly, stepping forward to shake Caleb’s hand then mine.

“Julian said you might come,” he said. “Glad you did.”

Sienna rested a hand on his arm. “Alex is the calm to my chaos.”

“You’re not chaos,” he said mildly.

“Mmm. You’ll lie for me in front of company. I appreciate that.”

Alex looked at us. “You two have any questions, you come to one of us. We like keeping this place clean—in all the ways that matter.”

I liked him immediately.

Then Sienna glanced toward the stairs. “Come on. I’ll show you the basement.”

The stairs were carpeted, the air cooler. The basement was surprisingly large—clean, softly lit, quiet. There were a few padded tables, like massage tables but sturdier. A faint smell of leather. On the far wall was a row of five armless chairs.

I paused.

Sienna caught the look. “Those’ll make more sense later,” she said, a twinkle in her voice.

“Rules,” she said, counting on her fingers as she walked slowly backward. “Watch as much as you want. Don’t touch anyone unless there’s been a clear conversation. Don’t overindulge in the alcohol—we’ll cut people off if we need to. If someone says ‘stop,’ you stop. No questions, no games.”

Her voice didn’t change. She wasn’t scolding. She was clarifying.

“And if anyone breaks a rule, find me or my husband. Don’t try to resolve anything on your own. We handle it.”

I nodded. Caleb’s hand found mine for a second.

Sienna noticed and smiled. “There are others here,” she added. “But I’ll let you explore and get comfortable. I want to be near the front door in case anyone else arrives.” She stepped past us, heels clicking softly. “I’ll come check on you soon.”

As we turned back toward the stairs, Sienna glanced at us, her eyes sweeping down then back up again. Not lewd. Not clinical. Curious, playful, and maybe a little impressed. “I’m glad to have both of you here,” she said.

Then she disappeared upstairs in a quiet rhythm of heels on carpet, leaving us standing together just a few feet from the padded tables and the waiting unknown.


Chapter 33

We returned to the kitchen first. I wasn’t ready to venture too far, and Caleb seemed content to stay where we could observe the flow of people without stepping too directly into it.

A few others had arrived. Some were chatting around the island. Others were perched on the armrests of the couches, sipping drinks, talking softly. Nobody was naked. Nobody was touching. Not yet.

The room buzzed with a strange kind of energy—relaxed but charged. Like everyone was waiting for something, but nobody was in a hurry to get there.

A couple approached from the other side of the bar.

She was petite and auburn-haired, wearing a delicate black slip that looked like it was made of fog and suggestion. He was tall, clean-cut, with kind eyes and the posture of someone who used to be athletic but had nothing left to prove.

The woman offered a smile. “First time?”

I smiled back. “That obvious?”

“Only because we remember what it felt like.”

The man extended a hand to Caleb. “I’m Grant. This is Lily.”

Caleb shook it, relaxed. “Caleb. Rachel.”

There was a brief moment—just the barest flicker—of shared understanding. The kind of thing people do at professional mixers, or dinner parties, or kids’ school functions. You’re not a stranger. You’re just someone I haven’t met yet.

Grant poured himself a club soda from the bar cart. No hesitation. No apologies. Lily had a half-full glass of wine she hadn’t touched in several minutes.

“We were just going to step outside for a minute,” Lily said. “It’s quieter on the patio. Want to join us?”

Caleb looked to me.

I nodded.

We sat at a small table in the corner. Grant took a sip of his soda. Lily crossed her legs, swirling her wine slowly but not drinking it.

“So,” Lily said, eyes curious but not invasive, “what made you decide to come?”

I glanced at Caleb then back. “Curiosity. Trust. Maybe a little boredom.”

That made Lily smile. “Good combination.”

“Most people here have been together a long time,” Grant said. “They’re not bored with each other. Just … interested in new edges.”

“That sounds about right,” Caleb said.

Lily motioned toward the bar inside. “They’ve got everything—wine, cocktails, some mocktails, if you want something fun but zero proof.”

I shook my head. “We decided to stay sharp tonight.”

Lily nodded like she understood exactly what that meant. “Smart.”

They didn’t ask what we wanted to do. They didn’t mention sex. Or watching. Or rules. They just talked—about how long they’d been married, restaurants nearby, the weather. It was the most normal conversation I’d had in a week.

And that was what made it disarming.

As we made our way back inside, I felt the energy in the house had shifted.

The door must’ve opened three or four more times while we were outside—voices now overlapping in low conversation, the music a little louder, the space warmer. Nothing was chaotic. Just fuller.

That’s when I saw him.

Julian.

He entered from the hallway with a woman beside him. Tall. Honey-blonde. Elegant without being flashy. A soft dress in a deep blue, heels to match, and a calm smile that said she’d been here before.

I stopped. Not visibly. But something in my posture stalled.

I wasn’t sure what I’d expected, but it hadn’t been this. I’d tucked Julian into a corner of my memory. A singular event. A catalyst. I hadn’t pictured him arriving with someone.

I felt silly for not expecting it. Of course he would bring a date. Of course this wasn’t about me.

Julian caught my eye and gave the faintest smile.

He brought the woman over a moment later, greeting Caleb first.

“This is Elise,” he said.

Elise smiled. “It’s lovely to meet you.”

I hesitated half a beat.

Then she turned to Julian. “Oh. Are you the ones who …”

Julian nodded once.

I laughed, a little breathy, a little flushed.

“Of course. That makes sense. He never gives names unless we both know them.” Elise laughed, too, warm and unbothered. “He thinks it’s polite.”

Whatever tension had caught in my chest started to loosen.

Julian wasn’t just the man who had once bent me over the couch. He was part of the scene. A real person. With real people in his orbit.

And so was I.


Chapter 34

Time stopped meaning much.

No one checked their phones. No clocks ticked. Just shifting lights, soft laughter, and bodies that slowly relaxed into one another.

Caleb and I moved together for a while then separately. Then back again. Like dancers orbiting the same rhythm, never losing step.

At one point, I stood in the kitchen with a woman in sheer black lingerie, laughing about Sienna’s rule board in the bathroom. “She changes the font depending on the season.”

Caleb joined a quiet conversation in the study about erotic art—three men and a woman debating whether something was more erotic when shown or implied. “The camera should never see what the mind already wants.”

We met back in the hallway, fingers brushing. Caleb passed me a bottle of sparkling water. I drank without asking what it was.

We passed the living room on our way to find the restroom.

There, on the couch, was a pileup.

One woman. Two men. All in stages of undress. Someone’s pants were around an ankle. The woman was laughing, her head thrown back, her leg hiked over one man’s shoulder as the other kissed her throat.

No one was watching directly.

But no one wasn’t aware.

It was happening in public—deliberate, but not performative.

My breath caught for half a second.

Caleb leaned close. “Want to stay?”

I smiled. “Not yet.”

Later, a woman stumbled slightly as she crossed in front of the bar. Pretty, flushed, and clearly a little too deep into her second glass of wine. She grabbed Caleb’s arm for balance, nearly knocking his sparkling water from his hand.

“Oh my god—sorry,” she said, eyes wide, fingers gripping his forearm. Then she blinked, looking him up and down. “Damn, I promise to make it up to you.”

Before Caleb could respond, a man appeared at her side—clean-shaven, alert, clearly her designated awareness. He gave Caleb an apologetic smile, mouthed, “Sorry,” and gently redirected her with a hand on her back.

Caleb laughed softly and shook his head.

I gave him a look.

He shrugged. “People like my water.”

Everywhere we turned, things were beginning. A man on his knees between a woman’s legs in the corner of the study. Someone adjusting cuffs near the basement stairs. A woman with her top off and two men helping her onto one of the padded tables.

And still, no one rushed.

No one pushed.

I felt a slow burn beneath my skin.

Everything was in motion.

But we still hadn’t moved.


Chapter 35

It was Julian who finally broke the spell.

Caleb and I were standing by the far side of the living room when I saw him again—shirt off now, skin lit by the warm glow of the overhead sconces. Elise sat on the edge of a chaise lounge in front of him, legs crossed, the long line of her neck visible as she tipped her head back and laughed at something he said.

Julian was kneeling between her knees, hands resting on her thighs. Easy. Focused. Casual in a way that made it clear this wasn’t performance—it was connection.

My stomach tightened.

Not with jealousy.

With possibility.

My fingers found Caleb’s sleeve just as the lights shifted slightly, only dimmed by a touch, but enough that conversations dipped. Heads turned.

Sienna stood at the foot of the staircase, heels planted, her corseted figure radiant against the banister.

She clapped once and called out, “Penance time!”

A few people cheered. Most just laughed.

A wave of motion started. People moved toward the stairs—some immediately, some after exchanging knowing glances. Julian and Elise stood. Caleb and I looked at each other.

“You want to—”

“I mean … how do we not?”

We followed.

The basement was warmer now from presence. Candles flickered in glass holders on the walls. The padded tables had been moved to the corners. The five chairs sat in a clean line, empty.

Sienna walked over to them and turned to face the crowd. “Do we have designated spankers tonight?”

Silence.

She blinked. “Right. Forgot to assign them. My bad.”

A few people laughed.

“For those of you who are new—or have selective memory—penance time is just a fun little tradition. If you feel like you’ve done something bad, or are planning to do something bad, now’s your chance to get a little redemption before we all fall into complete debauchery.”

She walked to the center chair and sat down. “Alex, be a dear and help me show everyone how to spank a naughty person.”

From the back of the room, Alex let out a dramatic sigh. He stepped forward, unbuckling his belt, and pulled his pants halfway down before flopping his long frame over her lap.

Sienna rolled her eyes. “Some of you may choose to leave your pants on. Alex is just an overachiever.”

She positioned his body, adjusted his angle, and gave him a firm, clean smack just beneath the curve of his ass. “This,” she said to the room, “is the sweet spot. Right where the weight lands when you sit. That way, every time they sit down tomorrow, they’ll remember exactly what they did.”

Another smack. Alex made a mock whimper.

The room cheered.

Sienna patted him and nudged him off her lap.

“All right. Volunteers?”

Julian raised a hand and walked forward. “Happy to take one for the team.”

A curvy black woman in pink lingerie and heels walked forward and sat down, her face alight with a smile. Following her was the husband, only a touch lighter skinned. He was muscular but not intimidating, with a perfectly bald head. He sat down next to her.

Caleb smiled. I saw it. And in that moment, I acted.

I reached down and grabbed a generous handful of his ass, giving it a twist.

Caleb jolted. “What the—”

Everyone looked.

Sienna tilted her head, amused.

I grinned.

Caleb stared at me, wide-eyed. “You didn’t.”

I leaned close. “Do it. Do it for me. This is hilarious.”

Laughter rippled through the group.

Sienna clapped her hands. “Looks like we’ve got our fifth.”

More applause.

Caleb groaned, mock-tragic.

“All right,” he muttered, walking to the chair. “Let’s do this.”

Sienna smiled widely. “Hilarious this might be, but remember: this is a super-super serious tradition.” She winked, sat back down, and clapped her hands once.


Chapter 36

Sienna clapped her hands, and the room buzzed with anticipation.

The five chairs at the front of the room were now occupied. Sienna. Julian. Marcus, the curvy Black woman in pink lingerie, and Caleb—newest to the group but already settled, the nervous edge on his face fading fast beneath the warmth of the room.

Sienna grinned like a proud teacher with a rowdy class. “All right, penitents,” she said. “Step right up. Confess your sins—or just your curiosities—and get your just reward.”

A ripple of laughter. Then, slowly, the guests began to move.

One by one, people approached; some with exaggerated guilt, others with coy smiles. A petite woman draped herself over Sienna’s lap with theatrical moaning. Julian spanked a bearded man who claimed he’d “snuck a fourth cookie before dinner.” The crowd hooted and laughed.

I stood at the edge, watching it unfold.

Caleb looked good up there. Relaxed now. Playful. The first woman across his lap—early forties, slim, wearing a leather harness—blushed when he adjusted her gently and gave her three slow, deliberate smacks.

He smiled as she got up and gave her a quiet, “You okay?” that I could read from his lips.

She was. Her grin said everything.

Marcus was composed. Dignified. His posture straight, his expression calm. He didn’t perform—he just held space.

The first person to approach him was a tall, broad-shouldered man who didn’t remove his pants. Marcus nodded, shifted his weight, and delivered five firm, clean swats—each one exact.

I noticed the way Marcus made eye contact first. How he placed his hand on each person’s back. How he offered thanks afterward.

There was intimacy in that. Quiet command.

And real care.

I floated through the crowd, still orbiting, still watching.

I made eye contact with Julian, who winked over a woman’s bare shoulder.

With Sienna, who narrowed her eyes playfully, then turned her attention to a man confessing he “wanted to eat out his friend’s wife and hasn’t worked up the nerve.”

With Caleb, who raised his eyebrows as if to say, Well?

I waited.

Then stepped forward.

I approached Julian first. He looked up, surprised but not shocked.

“Back for more?” he asked.

“Just one,” I said, voice soft.

He patted his lap.

I climbed over him carefully, aware of every watching eye, every flicker of movement in the room. Julian’s hand came down—firm, controlled, rhythmic. He didn’t speak until the last one.

“You take it well,” he said.

I stood and nodded. “Thanks.”

Then I crossed to Marcus.

Up close, Marcus smelled like cedarwood and clean linen. His presence was all gravity and gentleness.

“You sure?” he asked.

I nodded.

He gestured to his lap. “All right, then. Let’s do this right.”

I climbed over.

Marcus placed a steady hand on my lower back, adjusted my hips with a respectful firmness, then delivered three slow, perfectly spaced spanks. Not playful. Not cruel. Measured. Present. Real.

He then helped me up with a hand to my forearm.

“Thank you,” I said.

“Pleasure’s mine,” he replied with a smile that meant it.

Sienna called me next, and I obeyed.

“You’ve been waiting for someone to take control, haven’t you?”

I just nodded.

Sienna pulled me tighter across her lap. The smacks were sharper—punishing, but with joy behind them.

“You’re going to beg tonight,” she whispered in my ear. “I hope your husband’s ready.”

My knees buckled slightly when I stood.

Caleb didn’t say a word when I reached him. He just opened his lap.

I crawled up without prompting, draping myself over his thighs, the heat of his body seeping into my skin through his slacks.

He tugged my hair. Leaned close. “Are you going to be a bad girl again tonight?”

I nodded.

He spanked me like he already knew the answer.


Chapter 37

We found Marcus in the kitchen, leaning back against the counter, sipping water from a tall glass. His shirt was still off, his feet bare. He looked comfortable, like this was his home, or maybe just his pace.

He looked up when he saw us and grinned. “Y’all again.”

Caleb stepped forward, a little stiff in the shoulders. “We thought we’d see if you were open to something.”

Marcus raised an eyebrow.

“She wants you,” Caleb said.

Marcus blinked. “Whoa! Flattered, but—hang on. Let’s pump the brakes just a sec.” He set his glass down and stepped forward. “I’m Marcus. And you two beautiful people are called what?”

Caleb chuckled, a little embarrassed. “Sorry. First time.”

“I can tell,” Marcus said, not unkindly.

“I’m Caleb. This is Rachel.”

Marcus smiled widely. “Very nice to meet you.”

He looked between us, more curious than cautious. “So, what are y’all looking for tonight? Threesome? Twosome? Watching? Directing? Tying someone to a chair and reading poetry?”

Caleb smiled. “A twosome—with you and her.” He gestured to Rachel. “I’d mostly watch. Maybe direct a little.”

Marcus looked to me, expression softening. “Is that right?”

I nodded.

He gave a thoughtful little “hmm” then leaned slightly toward me. “For my own peace of mind,” he said, smile still there but voice a little lower, “are you fully authorizing this man to negotiate on your behalf?”

I blinked then nodded again, this time more slowly.

But Marcus held my gaze.

I then got it.

“Um, yes,” I said clearly. “I do. He knows what I’m comfortable with. And what I’m looking for.”

Marcus nodded, visibly relaxed. “That’s what I like to hear.”

He looked back at Caleb. “All right then, Captain. Where you want this show to happen?”


Chapter 38

The basement was warmer now, the air thicker with sweat and anticipation. Candles flickered in the corners, and soft music pulsed beneath the murmur of voices and flesh.

We passed the row of chairs from earlier, still faintly marked by the ceremony of penance, and crossed the room toward one of the padded tables. There were bodies in motion nearby—three across the way, indistinct in the low light, but I could see the shape of Julian’s back and the slow arch of Elise’s hips.

Caleb’s hand rested low on my back, fingers trailing to the top of my ass.

I felt held.

Owned.

Guided.

We stopped in front of the empty table. Caleb ran his fingers across the surface. Marcus touched it, too.

“Good,” he said. “Someone sanitized it when they were done.”

Caleb smiled. “People are considerate here.”

“They are,” Marcus agreed. “Which makes this a lot more fun for everybody.”

I stood between them, heartbeat climbing, nerves folding into heat.

Caleb turned to me, brushed my hair back behind my ear, and then kissed the side of my neck.

I leaned into it, breathing him in.

He put one hand on my hip, the other over my breast, holding me there for a moment. Then he gently, firmly turned me toward Marcus.

Caleb leaned close, his voice low. “Make him happy.”

Marcus didn’t move right away. He let the moment breathe.

He looked at me—not hungrily, not with permission-seeking—with quiet certainty. Then he stepped forward and touched my hip before sliding his hand up the line of my waist, over my ribcage, and along the side of my breast.

“Tell me what you want,” he murmured.

I swallowed. “I want you to touch me.”

“Where?”

“Everywhere.”

He smiled, kissed me once—soft, lingering—then undressed me with care. Not rushed. Not showy.

When I stood bare before him, he looked past me to Caleb.

Caleb nodded once. “Use her,” he said.

Marcus stood naked above me now—bare-chested, calm, the thick curve of his cock full and heavy between his legs.

I sat on the edge of the table, breath shallow, staring.

I looked at Caleb. Then at Marcus again. Then down. “Can I?” I asked, voice low, but clear.

Marcus smiled. “Absolutely.”

I slid off the table and dropped to my knees.

Caleb took a step forward, arms crossed, smiling softly. “That’s my girl,” he murmured.

I didn’t rush. I unfolded myself like this was a ritual. I kissed Marcus’s thigh, then his hip, then the base of his cock. My tongue darted out, lips parted, and I took the head of him into my mouth with deliberate grace.

Marcus inhaled sharply. “Shit.”

I smiled around him.

Caleb’s voice was low, proud. “She likes to take her time.”

I sucked slowly, working his length with attention and rhythm, one hand cupping his balls, the other stroking the shaft in tandem with my mouth. I swirled my tongue, pulled back with a pop, then dove again—deeper, wetter, sloppier this time.

I glanced up. Eyes locked with Caleb.

He gave the faintest nod. “You’re making him crazy.”

Marcus groaned. His hands came to my head, needing balance. “She’s … good.”

Caleb said, stepping behind me now, “She practices a lot.”

I giggled around Marcus’s cock but quickly returned to my ministrations.

Caleb leaned down. “Make him feel how lucky I am.”

I deep-throated him then. All the way. Swallowed. Held.

Marcus let out a shuddering breath and pulled me gently off. “Jesus,” he muttered, cock shining. He breathed in and out. “Again,” he said as he positioned himself in front of my mouth.

I smiled and held his dick with one hand, staring up and making eye contact with Marcus. I held it as I slowly slid the entirety of his dick into my mouth, closing my eyes only as a physical response to it touching the back of my throat.

“You’re so beautiful when there’s a dick in your mouth,” Caleb whispered into my ear.

I held Marcus’s cock inside as long as I could then proceeded to lick and suck more.

Marcus moaned and gently touched my forehead as he pulled his dick out. “Don’t want to finish too early,” he added, voice hoarse.

I licked my lips, eyes bright. “I’d let you.”

Caleb laughed quietly behind her. “You need to get fucked now.”

Marcus grabbed the condom from the table, hand still shaking.

He unrolled the condom with a soft hiss of foil and latex. His cock was thick, dark, curved slightly upward. I blinked once when I saw it—more surprised by how much I wanted it than by the size itself.

He leaned over me again, his face close. “You still with me?”

I nodded.

He slid a hand behind my knee. Lifted. “Let me know if anything needs adjusting.” And then, he entered me.

It wasn’t fast.

It wasn’t slow.

It was deliberate.

The first stretch made me gasp—a long, low sound that filled the space between us.

Marcus groaned softly. “Damn, you’re tight.”

Caleb moved closer now, standing at my side, eyes locked on where my body was taking another man’s cock. One hand slid along my jaw. Not to restrain. To witness.

“You look beautiful like this,” he said.

I whimpered, unable to speak.

Marcus pulled back then sank in deeper. Then again. Each thrust was slow, deep, full—the kind that made me feel every inch of myself being used.

My legs trembled. My hands clawed at the padded table.

Marcus grinned. “She’s already there,” he said, glancing at Caleb.

“She’s been waiting,” Caleb replied.

Minutes passed like slow heat.

Marcus fucked me in a steady rhythm, keeping one hand on my throat, holding me in that space between restraint and release. His other hand slid beneath my ass, angling my hips for maximum depth.

My eyes fluttered. My lips parted, but no words came out. Just breath. Whimpers. Soft, helpless sounds that weren’t meant for language.

“Touch her,” Marcus said, looking at Caleb.

And Caleb did.

He leaned down and kissed me—slow, possessive. His hand slipped between my legs and pressed gently against my clit, circling in perfect counter-rhythm to Marcus’s thrusts.

I buckled. My hips jolted. And my moan cracked into a cry.

Caleb’s lips brushed my ear. “Don’t come yet.”

I held it like a secret I couldn’t contain.

Marcus pulled out slowly and flipped me onto my stomach. I felt his hands lift my hips, position my knees. Caleb helped, brushing my hair from my face, keeping me steady as my body shook with anticipation.

Then Marcus pushed into me again from behind.

Harder now.

Faster.

Thicker.

Each thrust slammed into me. My breasts bounced against the padded surface. My fingers curled into fists. I gritted her teeth to keep from screaming.

And then … heels.

Clicking.

I turned my head and saw her.

Marcus’s wife. Now completely naked, except for the same heels she’d worn to Penance. She crossed the basement with no rush, no hesitation, and stopped beside Caleb to watch.

Marcus didn’t acknowledge her right away. He was too focused. His pace stayed steady. Measured. But now rough. Now ownership was in every motion. His hand came down and slapped my ass—not hard enough to bruise, but hard enough to claim.

“She’s taking it like she was made for it,” he growled.

Caleb reached down and cupped my chin, turning my face to his. “You are,” he said. “This is what you needed.”

I came undone.

I came hard, loud, grinding against Marcus’s cock, thighs shaking, vision blurring. But Marcus didn’t stop. He kept going—long after the orgasm, driving me past pleasure and into that raw, shaking space where nothing else exists.

Marcus pulled out again. “Up,” he said, voice low but kind.

I pushed myself upright with help from Caleb.

“On your knees.”

I dropped to the floor without thinking.

Marcus stroked himself in front of me, slow, eyes half-lidded.

Caleb stepped behind me again, hand on my shoulder, fingers stroking my throat.

Marcus’s wife stood beside them, one hand resting lightly on Caleb’s arm, the other at her side.

I looked up and met Marcus’s gaze.

“Where do you want it?” he asked.

I looked to Caleb.

He didn’t hesitate. “Her tits. Her face.”

I nodded.

Marcus groaned. His breathing quickened. Then he came—thick ribbons painting my chest, my collarbone, my mouth.

I didn’t move. I just stayed there. Held still. Offered.

And Marcus’s wife smiled again. “Now that’s how you make a girl feel welcome.”




Chapter 39

I leaned against the passenger-side window, my knees pulled up in Caleb’s coat, which he’d wrapped around me before we’d left. I felt loose. Soft. Like someone had wrung me out then folded me up warm from the dryer.

He drove one-handed, his other resting lightly on my thigh. Every now and then, he’d squeeze just to remind me he was there.

“You okay?” he asked, voice soft as the light from the dashboard.

I nodded. “I think I’m dreaming.”

He smiled. “It was a good one.”

“Are you … okay?”

“I’m great,” he said and meant it.

I rested my head back against the seat. “I can’t believe I let all of that happen.”

“You didn’t let it happen,” he said. “You chose it. That’s the difference.”

I swallowed. “It feels … unreal. But in a really, really good way.”

He looked over at me at a red light. “We’ll talk about it when you’ve had food and sleep.”

“Smart man.”

“Sexy, too.”

I laughed, eyes half-lidded. “My sexy, smart man.”

***

By the time we pulled into the driveway, I was more asleep than awake.

Caleb parked, walked around to my side, and opened the door.

I blinked up at him, dazed. “Did we teleport?”

“Nope. I drove. You drooled.”

He helped me up, his arm around my waist. I walked like I’d just gotten off a boat. My heels had been left at the party, so I padded barefoot into the house, still wrapped in his coat.

The house felt different. Like it knew something had shifted in us. Or like we were new people coming back to it.

Upstairs, I hesitated at the bathroom door. Caleb turned on the shower without a word. I stood there in a bra that had been undone and redone twice that night, hair a mess, makeup smeared at the corners of my eyes. I felt wrecked. But not in the way I used to mean it.

He stripped me slowly, and when I stepped into the shower, the heat hit my skin like a release valve.

He stepped in behind me.

He didn’t touch me right away. Just let me lean against him.

I rested my forehead against his chest, breathing in his scent—soap, skin, and something just Caleb.

I didn’t cry, but my eyes burned.

His hand moved gently through my hair then down my back.

“You were incredible tonight,” he whispered.

“I feel like a melted candle.”

“A beautiful one.”

He reached for the loofah, lathered it with my soap—vanilla and something floral—and scrubbed me with the kind of care people usually reserved for glass or heirlooms.

He cleaned me without speaking. Washing between my breasts, down my thighs, over the marks that Marcus had left behind. Every place that had been taken earlier, he now tended.

And God, that intimacy? That quiet? That reclamation? It turned my chest to liquid.

He kissed me once, at the top of my shoulder. Then once more on my lips.

Not hungry. Not claiming.

Just home.


Chapter 40

Three days later, I was padding around the kitchen in nothing but a hoodie and panties, sipping coffee from my favorite chipped mug.

It was a Thursday. Or maybe a Tuesday. One of those midweek mornings when time felt blurry and nothing was especially urgent unless you let it be.

Caleb was getting ready for work in his usual rhythm: shirt on, tie half-knotted, belt looped but not buckled. Hair still damp from the shower. He moved like a man with twelve open tabs in his brain and no stress about any of them.

I watched him for a moment while leaning against the counter. The way he adjusted his cuffs. The way he checked his phone, swiped something away, then tucked it into his jacket pocket with complete calm.

There was something obnoxiously sexy about how competent he was when I was still half-soft and coffee-dazed.

He didn’t even look up when he said, “You’re staring.”

“You wore the good pants,” I replied.

He smirked and grabbed the travel mug from the counter.

“Do you have the school thing on your calendar?” I asked, flipping open the little planner we kept by the fruit bowl. “Next Friday?”

He blinked. “What school thing?”

“The fundraiser. Silent auction. Maddie’s emceeing, so we probably shouldn’t show up late and drunk.”

He grinned. “Right. That’s the same week as …” He trailed off.

I arched an eyebrow. “Same week as what?”

He tossed a protein bar into his bag casually. “Sienna’s next party.”

I blinked. He’d said it like a normal sentence. Like he was talking about poker night.

“Sienna’s next party?” I repeated.

“Saturday. I told her we’re in.”

“You just … told her?”

“I ran into her at the grocery store. She was buying six bottles of lube and grapes. It felt like fate.”

I laughed. “What did you say?”

“I told her we’d had a great time, that we wanted to stay involved. She said she’d put us on the invite list permanently.”

“Just like that?”

“Just like that,” he said, leaning in to kiss the top of my head before zipping his bag.

I watched him move toward the door.

He paused. “Oh. I may have also volunteered to bring guacamole.”

I stared at him. “Are you trying to get us banned?”

“It’s a crowd-pleaser.”

“You’re a crowd-pleaser.”

“Exactly,” he said with a wink.

He opened the door. “Don’t forget to buy limes.” And then he was gone.

The silence afterward wasn’t empty. It was settled.

I stood in the kitchen for a long moment, staring out the window at the sunlight stretching across the porch. There was no tension in the air. No unresolved questions. He hadn’t asked me if I wanted to go again.

Because he knew.

I picked up his mug from the table. Still warm. Still carrying the scent of his cologne from his hands. And I smiled.

This wasn’t just our new normal.

It was better.


Epilogue

I checked the time for the third time in ten minutes.

6:06.

He usually pulled into the driveway at 6:13, depending on traffic. I knew that now. Planned for it.

No guessing this time.

No wishful thinking.

No disappointment.

I exhaled and adjusted the edge of my babydoll again. Soft lavender lace, sheer in the back, the kind of thing I used to hesitate to buy because what if it didn’t feel like me?

Tonight, it did.

I glanced at my reflection—makeup just enough to glow, hair soft and brushed back, lips tinted, eyes steady. Then I dropped to my knees, just behind the entryway rug, where he’d see me as soon as the door opened.

This time, I wasn’t trying to seduce him. I was giving him something.

Something earned.

The door creaked open at 6:14.

Footsteps. Keys dropped in the bowl.

Then … nothing.

A long beat of silence.

I looked up.

Caleb stood just inside the doorway, staring at me like his brain had short-circuited.

I saw the moment he registered the outfit. My posture. The look in my eyes.

His hand went to his tie. Loosened it.

“I guess dinner can wait,” he said, stepping forward.

I smiled.

His shirt came halfway open before we both heard it …

“Room for one more?”

The voice came from the kitchen.

Feminine.

Familiar.

Caleb froze.

I didn’t move.

And then, heels on tile.

Maddie stepped into the doorway between the kitchen and living room, one hand resting on the frame, the other on her hip. Her babydoll was white, just sheer enough to taunt, her hair a little wild in the way that only ever happens on purpose. She looked flushed, like she’d had a drink and a secret.

“Hi, honey,” she said to Caleb. “Miss me?”

He blinked once then looked at me.

I didn’t say a word.

I just smiled.

And that was it.

That was everything.

THE END

Sharing Samantha 

From the Author

This book let me laugh.

Something with heat and heart but also absurdity. Something playful. Sharing Samantha became that release.

The premise is ridiculous on purpose: when Vanessa Vale injures her back, Mark's production is about to shut down. His wife Samantha happens to be a dead ringer for the star and a talented stuntwoman. Problem solved. Except the role requires more than stunts. It requires intimate scenes with Lucas Reid. And Mark isn't just watching. He's directing.

There's something about film sets that mirrors the hotwife dynamic perfectly. Performance versus reality. Watching versus participating. The gap between what the audience sees and what actually happened.

What surprised me writing this book was Mark's journey. He starts as a director solving a production problem. He ends up orchestrating his own sexual awakening. The control he thinks he has keeps slipping, and discovering he likes that terrifies and excites him in equal measure.

The Prague setting let me indulge in atmosphere. Old European cities make everything feel more cinematic. And Lucas Reid gave me a chance to write a movie star who's neither villain nor savior, just a professional who's very good at pretending. Until he isn't.

As always, reality would require more conversations, more boundaries, more time. But the joy in this book is the joy of play. Two people who trust each other enough to make everything a game.

Take what resonates. Leave what doesn't.

Much Love,

[image: Raven Signature]




Chapter 1: The Call

The heavy bag took another punishment as Samantha’s right leg whipped through the air, her shin connecting with a satisfying thwack that echoed through the grimy downtown gym. Sweat dripped from her forehead, her blonde hair pulled back in a messy bun that had given up any pretense of staying neat about twenty minutes ago. A few loose strands clung to her flushed cheeks, framing her face in a way that made her look both fierce and oddly vulnerable.

“Again,” she muttered to herself, resetting her stance.

Mark held the worn leather bag steady, his arms absorbing the impact as his wife unleashed another combination. A jab, a cross, a hook, followed by that devastating roundhouse that could probably crack ribs if it connected with anything less padded. He’d been holding bags for Samantha for three years now, ever since they’d moved in together, and he still got a kick out of watching her work.

“You know,” he said, adjusting his grip as she paused to catch her breath, “most people would call it quits after an hour.”

Samantha wiped her face with the back of her hand, leaving a streak of sweat across her cheek. She had one of those faces that photographed beautifully but felt approachable in person, strong jawline, expressive eyes, the kind of natural beauty that didn’t need enhancement but could command attention when it wanted to.

“Most people don’t have a career that’s been stuck in neutral for the past two years.” She said it without bitterness, just matter-of-fact. That was Sam, pragmatic to a fault, even about her own frustrations. Mark had always admired that about her, the way she could acknowledge reality without letting it crush her spirit.

“Hey,” he said, his voice gentler. “You’ve been getting calls. That zombie thing last month, the car commercial—”

“Background stunt work and a thirty-second spot where I got to dramatically fall off a motorcycle.” She grinned, but there was a weariness behind it. “I’m not complaining. It pays the bills. But sometimes I wonder if I should’ve listened to my mother and gone to dental school.”

Mark laughed. “Can you imagine? ‘Please open wide, Mrs. Henderson. Also, I can kick your ass if you don’t floss.’“

“Shut up.” Samantha grabbed her water bottle from the floor, taking a long drink. The garage around them was quiet except for the distant hum of Los Angeles traffic, their neighbors were probably settling in for the evening, unaware of the training session happening next door.

This was their routine. Tuesday and Thursday evenings, in their converted garage, a space that smelled like rubber mats and determination, where the heavy bag hung from a reinforced beam and their small collection of equipment was arranged with military precision. It wasn’t Instagram-pretty, but it was real, and it was completely theirs.

Mark watched his wife as she moved, the way her sports bra clung to her compact, athletic frame, the definition in her shoulders and arms that came from years of dedicated training. She wasn’t tall, but she moved with the kind of confident physicality that made her seem to take up more space than her actual size suggested. Five years of marriage, and he still got distracted by the simple act of watching her exist in her body. There was something about Samantha when she was in her element. When she was focused, powerful, and completely herself he felt his chest warm with desire.

She turned to set down her water bottle, and he saw his opportunity. His hand found her ass, squeezing gently through her workout shorts.

“Mark!” She wheeled around, but she was grinning, her arms immediately coming up to loop around his neck. “You’re supposed to be holding the bag.”

“Barely,” he said, pulling her closer. “And I couldn’t help myself. You’re so fucking sexy when you’re all sweaty and dangerous.”

“Dangerous?” She raised an eyebrow. “I’ll show you dangerous.” Her lips found his, and for a moment, the gym disappeared. She tasted like salt and determination, and when she pulled back, her eyes had that mischievous glint that usually meant trouble.

“I wanna show you something,” she said, her voice dropping to that husky register that made his pulse quicken. “Just relax and let me be in control.”

Mark’s smile was answer enough. He trusted her completely, had since the day they’d met on that terrible low-budget horror film where he had been assistant AD and she an extra who’d somehow talked her way into doing a stunt. Even then, she’d been fearless.

Samantha slipped her leg between his, hooking it behind his knee with practiced precision. One moment, he was standing, and the next, he was guided down onto the padded floor they’d installed for stretching and ground work, Samantha following him down with fluid grace.

“Impressive,” he said, looking up at her as she straddled his hips.

“You haven’t seen anything yet.” She reached for the hem of her sports bra, pulling it up and over her head in one smooth motion.

Mark’s breath caught. They'd been together five years, and she could still make him feel like a teenager seeing breasts for the first time.

“You like what you see?” she asked, her voice dropping to that husky register that made his pulse quicken.

“You know I do,” he managed, his hands moving to her thighs.

Samantha smiled, that mischievous glint back in her eyes. She began to scoot forward on his chest, her knees bracketing his ribs. Mark’s breathing grew shallow as she moved, his hands instinctively going to her hips.

“Where do you think you’re going?” he asked, though his tone held no real protest.

“Wherever I want,” she said, continuing her slow migration north. “I told you I was in control.”

Mark’s grip tightened slightly on her hips, but he made no move to stop her. There was something intoxicating about letting Samantha take charge, about surrendering to someone who could probably kick his ass six ways to Sunday but chose instead to use that power in more … creative ways.

“Samantha,” he said, his voice rough with want.

“Mmm?” She was close enough now that he could feel the heat radiating from her core through her shorts.

“You’re going to be the death of me.”

She laughed, low and sultry. “What a way to go.”

Her hands moved to the waistband of her shorts, fingers hooking into the elastic. Mark’s eyes were locked on her face, completely mesmerized by the confident way she moved, the way she seemed to glow with her own power.

That’s when his phone buzzed.

The sound was muffled from inside his gym bag nearby, but in the relative quiet of their garage, it might as well have been a fire alarm.

Mark’s eyes flicked toward the sound then back to Samantha. “Ignore it,” he said, his hands finding her waist.

The phone buzzed again. Then again.

“You should check it,” Samantha said, though she didn’t move from her position. “Could be important.”

“More important than this?” His thumbs traced patterns on her hipbones.

“Mark.” Her voice was patient but firm. “Check the phone.”

He sighed, but made no move to reach for it.

Samantha rolled her eyes and stretched over to grab the device from his bag, handing it to him with a smirk. The screen showed three missed calls from his agent, followed by a text that made his face go pale.

“Oh shit.”

“What?” Samantha’s playful mood shifted instantly to concern. “What’s wrong?”

Mark stared at the screen, reading the message again to make sure he wasn’t hallucinating. “The studio … they greenlit Ebony Protocol.”

“That’s amazing!” Samantha’s face lit up. “Mark, that’s incredible! You’ve been working on this for—”

“There’s more.” He looked up at her, still processing. “They only signed off because they landed a big name for the lead.”

“Who?”

Mark’s throat felt dry. “Your twin.”

Samantha’s eyes widened. “OMG!” She cleared her throat “This kitty has claws!” She said, imitating Vanessa Vale’s most recent role. She made an exaggerated meowing sound that shook Mark out of this shock.

“You’re such a dork,” he said, shaking his head. “But yeah, and I gotta say, costuming did an amazing job for her.”

“Is that a subtle way to say you have a skin-tight catsuit and whip fetish now?”

Mark’s laugh was genuine this time. “You wear it, I’ll do whatever you want.”

But as the initial excitement settled, the implications began to sink in. Samantha seemed to be thinking the same thing, her expression growing more thoughtful.

“She looks like me,” she said. It wasn’t a question.

“Yeah.” Mark’s voice was careful. “Everyone notices.”

It was true. The resemblance was uncanny. They had the same blonde hair, same compact athletic build, similar facial structure with those expressive eyes and strong features. Samantha had been mistaken for the actress more than once, usually by overeager fans who approached her on the street only to realize their mistake up close. The similarity was striking enough that casting directors had occasionally done double-takes, though nothing had ever come of it.

“Shame she always does her own stunts,” Samantha said with a wry smile.

Mark felt something shift in his chest; a combination of protectiveness and possibility that he couldn’t quite name. “I’ll check on that.”

“Don’t be weird about it,” Samantha said, but her tone was gentle. “If it happens, it happens.”

The moment hung between them, charged with unspoken possibilities. Mark felt himself responding to her proximity, to the implications of what this opportunity might mean for both of them.

Samantha must have felt it, too, because she shifted slightly on his lap, her eyes darkening.

“Don’t mix me up with Vanessa,” she said with a wink.

Mark grinned, his hands finding her waist again. “Not a chance. You’re way more dangerous.”

“Damn right I am.”

The garage felt smaller suddenly, more intimate. The familiar space that had witnessed countless hours of training now held the weight of possibility. Mark looked up at his wife: strong, beautiful, talented, and criminally underused by an industry that didn’t know what to do with women like her.

“So,” Samantha said, settling more comfortably against him, “when do you start?”

Mark’s phone buzzed again. He checked it. “Now … they need me to go sign things. If I hurry up, Vanessa will still be in the office.”

Samantha smiled. “Go get him … then get back here so I can use you as a scratching post.” Samantha meowed dramatically again as Mark chuckled on his way to change clothes.




Chapter 2: First Impressions

Mark’s Honda Civic hummed along the 101, the late afternoon sun casting long shadows across the dashboard. He’d thrown on his best button-down, the one Samantha always said made his eyes look good, and had tried to tame his hair into something that looked intentionally messy rather than just rushed.

His phone rang through the car speakers, displaying “MONTY S-B III - PRODUCER” in bold letters.

“Mark, baby!” Monty’s voice filled the car with that particular brand of Hollywood enthusiasm that always sounded like it was being performed for an audience. “Please tell me you’re close. Our star is getting antsy, and you know how these A-listers are about their schedules.”

“Twenty minutes out,” Mark said, checking his GPS. “Maybe fifteen if traffic cooperates.”

“Beautiful, beautiful. She’s in Conference Room B, third floor. I’ll have someone meet you at the front desk. Oh, and Mark? Play it cool. Vanessa’s not one for excessive fanboying, if you catch my drift.”

Mark almost laughed. As if he’d made it this far in the industry without learning how to act professional around talent. “Got it, Monty.”

“Fantastic. See you soon, kiddo.”

The line went dead, leaving Mark alone with his thoughts and the steady thrum of traffic. He’d worked with celebrities before, mostly B-listers and character actors on his smaller projects, but Vanessa Vale was different. She was legitimately famous, the kind of star who couldn’t walk down the street without causing a scene. The fact that she’d signed onto his little art house spy thriller felt almost surreal.

The studio lot was exactly what you’d expect from a mid-tier production company. It didn't quite have the gleaming towers of the major studios, but it was respectable enough. Mark parked and made his way through the familiar ritual of visitor badges and security checkpoints, his excitement building with each step. The wealthy owner had burst on the scene in the last five years, aggressively bankrolling new films, searching for one to break through the established Hollywood hierarchy of prestige studios.

The assistant who met him at the elevator was young, probably an intern, with the kind of eager energy that suggested she was still thrilled to be working in “the business.”

“She’s really nice,” the girl said as they rode up to the third floor. “Not at all what you’d expect from someone who just battled the Dark Knight himself in Gotham City.”

Mark nodded, though he wasn’t sure what he’d expected. The elevator dinged, and they stepped out into a hallway lined with framed posters from the company’s various productions.

Conference Room B was spacious but not ostentatious, with a long table surrounded by ergonomic chairs and floor-to-ceiling windows that looked out over the lot. Vanessa Vale sat at the far end, scrolling through her phone with the kind of focused attention that suggested she was actually working, not just killing time.

She looked up as Mark entered, and he felt a small jolt of recognition that went beyond her celebrity status. It really was like looking at a slightly different version of Samantha, the same blonde hair, though styled more professionally, the same compact athletic build, the same expressive eyes. But there were differences, too. Vanessa might have been an inch shorter, and there was something in her posture that spoke of someone who’d learned to command attention in rooms full of powerful people.

“Mark,” she said, standing and extending her hand. Her grip was firm, professional. “Great to finally meet you. I’ve been looking forward to this.”

“Likewise,” Mark managed, hoping his voice sounded steadier than he felt. “Thanks for taking the time. I know you must have a crazy schedule.”

Vanessa waved dismissively. “Please. After the last few months of press tours and promotional events, sitting in a quiet room talking about actual filmmaking feels like a vacation.”

They settled into chairs across from each other, and Mark found himself studying her face, trying to pinpoint exactly what made the resemblance to Samantha so striking. It wasn’t just the individual features. It was something about the way she moved, the way she tilted her head when she was thinking.

“So,” Vanessa said, leaning back in her chair, “tell me about Prague.”

Mark blinked. “Prague?”

“The location. I’ve never filmed there, but I’ve heard it’s incredible. Very atmospheric for this kind of story.”

“Right, yes.” Mark pulled his thoughts together. “It’s perfect for what we’re doing. The architecture, the history, it all fits the Cold War aesthetic we’re going for, even though the story’s contemporary. Plus, the production incentives are fantastic.”

Vanessa smiled. “I have to admit, I’m excited to do something smaller scale after the last project. Don’t get me wrong, I loved playing Selina, but there’s something liberating about working on a film where I don’t have to worry about toy sales and merchandising deals.”

“I can imagine,” Mark said, though he really couldn’t. His biggest production challenge to date had been convincing a local diner to let them film during off-hours.

“And the stunts,” Vanessa continued, her eyes lighting up. “Greg mentioned there’s some serious action sequences. I do all my own work, you know. Always have.”

Mark nodded, filing away that information. “That’s impressive. Not many actors are willing to take those risks.”

“It’s not about the risk,” Vanessa said with a shrug. “It’s about authenticity. Audiences can tell when it’s really you up there, when you’re really throwing that punch or taking that fall. It makes everything more visceral.”

They talked for another twenty minutes, covering everything from the shooting schedule to the film’s tone. Vanessa was articulate and engaged, asking intelligent questions about character motivation and story structure. Mark found himself relaxing, his initial intimidation fading as they fell into the kind of creative conversation he’d been hoping for.

“Well,” Vanessa said, finally checking her watch, “I should probably head out. Early call time tomorrow on another project. But I’m genuinely excited about this, Mark. It feels like exactly the kind of film I want to be making right now.”

They shook hands again, and Mark watched her gather her things; a leather bag that probably cost more than his car payment, a phone in a case that looked like it could survive a nuclear blast.

“See you in Prague,” she said with a smile that was equal parts professional and genuinely warm.

After she left, Mark sat alone in the conference room for a moment, processing the meeting. Vanessa had been everything he’d hoped for: professional, enthusiastic, clearly committed to the project. But he couldn’t shake the feeling that he’d been talking to a slightly alternate version of his wife, one who’d taken a different path and ended up in a completely different stratosphere of success.

A knock on the door interrupted his thoughts. Montague Sinclair-Beaumont III burst in like a human tornado, his expensive suit somehow managing to look both perfectly tailored and completely disheveled at the same time. His designer glasses were slightly askew, and there was a manic energy radiating off him that suggested he’d been mainlining espresso and adrenaline.

“Mark!” he practically shouted, throwing his arms wide as if he were greeting a long-lost brother. “How’d it go? Tell me everything. Did she love it? Did she hate it? Did she try to renegotiate? Because I swear to God, if her people try to change the Prague location, I will personally fly to Prague and burn down every goddamn castle until they understand that we need those castles!”

Mark blinked, momentarily stunned by the intensity. “It went … well. She’s excited about the project.” Mark blinked again and thought, How would burning down the castles—

“Excited?” Monty’s eyes lit up with an almost frightening gleam. “She used that word? ‘Excited?’ Or are you paraphrasing? Because there’s a difference between excited and interested, Mark. Interested means she’s keeping her options open. Excited means she’s bought in. Bought in!”

He began pacing around the conference table with the energy of a caged animal, his hands gesturing wildly as he spoke. “She’s perfect for this, Mark. Perfect. Do you understand what we have here? We have Vanessa fucking Vale, excuse my French, in our little art house thriller. She could be making another superhero movie for fifty million dollars, but instead she’s here, with us, talking about Prague and character motivation and all that beautiful artistic shit that makes my cold producer heart sing.”

Mark found himself oddly charmed by the manic enthusiasm. “She definitely seems committed.”

“Committed!” Monty slammed his hand on the table, making Mark jump. “That’s what I’m talking about! You know what commitment looks like in this business? It looks like turning down three other projects to work with a director whose biggest credit is a zombie movie that made twelve dollars at the box office!”

“It made more than twelve dollars,” Mark protested weakly.

“Did it? Did it really?” Monty’s grin was sharp and slightly unhinged. “Because I checked the numbers, Mark. I always check the numbers. But you know what? I don’t give a shit about the numbers on that zombie movie because this—” he gestured frantically around the room “—this is going to be different. This is going to be the movie that makes people remember why they love movies in the first place.”

He suddenly stopped pacing and fixed Mark with an intense stare. “But here’s the thing, and I need you to listen to me very carefully because this is important. Are you listening?”

Mark nodded, feeling like he was being hypnotized by a well-dressed snake.

“Lucas Reid, your male lead, he and our beautiful, talented, committed Vanessa have what we in the business call ‘history.’”

“History?”

Monty’s expression shifted to something that was equal parts gossipy glee and genuine concern. “Oh, Mark. Sweet, innocent Mark. They fucked. They dated. They broke up. And not in a nice, let’s-be-friends kind of way. In a lawyers-were-involved, NDAs-were-signed, publicists-worked-overtime kind of way.”

Mark felt that familiar knot forming in his stomach. “How bad was it?”

“Bad enough that I didn’t know about it until three days ago, which means their people are very, very good at keeping secrets.” Monty leaned forward conspiratorially. “But here’s the interesting part: they both said yes to this project. Both of them. Knowing the other was attached. So either they’ve worked through their shit like mature adults, or …” He paused dramatically.

“Or what?”

“Or they’re playing some kind of psychological warfare game to see who blinks first. Who backs out. Who admits they can’t handle working with their ex.” Monty’s smile had turned positively gleeful. “Which, if I’m being honest, could make for some very interesting on-screen chemistry.”

Mark stared at him. “You think this is a good thing?”

“I think,” Monty said, adjusting his glasses and smoothing down his suit, “that tension creates great art. Look at Burton and Taylor. Look at Brangelina. Look at—”

“Look at all the productions that imploded because of romantic drama,” Mark interrupted.

The producer waved dismissively. “That’s because those productions didn’t have me keeping everyone in line. And, more importantly, they didn’t have a director who understands that sometimes the best performances come from real emotion, even if that emotion is complicated.”

He moved closer to Mark, his voice dropping to a more serious register. “But here’s what I need you to understand, Mark. This shooting schedule is tight. We’re talking eight weeks in Prague, every day planned down to the minute. We cannot, and I mean cannot, afford to work around personal drama. If Lucas and Vanessa want to have some kind of emotional reckoning, they better do it on their own time, not mine.”

“And if they don’t?” Mark asked.

His smile was as sharp as a blade. “Then we make it work, anyway. Because failure is not an option. Not for this project. Not for your career. And definitely not for mine.” He straightened up, his manic energy returning. “You know how many directors would kill for this opportunity? How many would literally commit murder to have Vanessa Vale in their movie?”

“I can imagine—”

“No, you can’t!” Monty’s voice rose again. “Because you’re not thinking big enough! This movie, if we do it right, could change everything for you. For me. For everyone involved. But only if we keep our eyes on the prize and don’t let personal bullshit derail the train.”

Mark nodded, though he wasn’t entirely sure what he was agreeing to.

“Good. Good!” Monty clapped his hands together. “Now, I have seventeen other crises to deal with before dinner, but I want you to go home to that lovely wife of yours …” He paused “Name! What’s your lovely wife’s name?”

“Sam—”

“Samantha, I knew that. Go celebrate with Samantha! Because tomorrow, we start prep work, and once that ball starts rolling, there’s no stopping it.”

He paused at the door, turning back and looking straight through Mark's soul. “Oh, and Mark? Don’t mention the Lucas-Vanessa thing to anyone. Not even the lovely Samantha. We keep this between us until we figure out how to manage it. Understood?”

Mark nodded again, feeling like he’d just been swept up in a hurricane and deposited somewhere he didn’t entirely recognize.

“Fantastic!” Monty beamed. “This is going to be the best goddamn movie anyone’s made in years. I can feel it!”

And with that, he was gone, leaving Mark alone with his thoughts and the distinct feeling that he’d just signed up for something much more complicated than he’d bargained for.

Mark left the studio with his head spinning, the excitement of the meeting with Vanessa now completely overshadowed by his producer's manic energy and the knowledge of the potential complications ahead. As he drove home through the familiar streets of Los Angeles, he found himself thinking about Samantha, about how she’d react to hearing about his day, about whether she’d notice the same resemblance to Vanessa that had struck him so forcefully.

One thing was certain: the next few months were going to be interesting.




Chapter 3: Costuming

The hot water felt perfect against Samantha’s shoulders as she let the day’s training session wash away. She’d pushed herself harder than usual after Mark left, working through combinations on the heavy bag until her knuckles were sore and her shirt was completely soaked through. Now, standing under the steady stream, she felt that familiar post-workout clarity settling in.

Mark’s big meeting. The movie getting greenlit. Vanessa fucking Vale.

She couldn’t help but smile, even as a small knot of something—excitement? anxiety?—twisted in her stomach. This was it. This was Mark’s shot at the big leagues, the kind of opportunity that could change everything for them. She was genuinely thrilled for him, proud of how hard he’d worked to get here.

But there was something else lurking underneath the excitement, something she didn’t particularly want to examine too closely. The way he’d looked when he said Vanessa’s name. The way everyone always did a double-take when they realized how much she and the actress resembled each other.

Stop it, she told herself, reaching for the shampoo. This is about Mark’s career, not about you.

But as she worked the lather through her hair, she couldn’t shake the mental image of Mark sitting across from Vanessa Vale, talking about Prague and character motivation and all the artistic stuff that made his eyes light up. The kind of conversation she used to have with him back when they were both nobodies working on the same terrible movies.

She rinsed her hair and grabbed her phone from the bathroom counter, water still dripping from her fingers as she typed: How did it go? When are you coming home? I want to hear everything.

The response came back almost immediately: Still at the studio. Probably another hour or two of meetings. Be home by 8.

Samantha smiled, typing back: Can’t wait to hear about it.

Twenty minutes later, Samantha was dressed and driving through the familiar streets of their neighborhood, her hair still damp and her mind already racing with possibilities. Star Struck & Strapped wasn’t far, and she’d been there before.

The shop was tucked between a vintage clothing store and a place that sold crystals and tarot cards, which felt appropriately LA. The storefront was painted deep purple with gold trim, and the windows were artfully arranged with mannequins in various states of costumed undress. A neon sign in the window flashed “OPEN” in pink cursive letters.

Samantha pushed through the door, a bell chiming overhead, and immediately felt like she’d stepped into someone’s fever dream of what a costume shop should look like. The walls were lined with racks of outfits organized by theme: superheroes, historical figures, fantasy creatures, and several categories that were definitely not appropriate for Halloween trick-or-treating.

“Welcome to Star Struck and Strapped,” came a voice from behind the counter, delivered with all the enthusiasm of someone reading a phone book. “How can I help you achieve your wildest fantasies today?”

The voice belonged to a woman in her early twenties with jet-black hair, pale skin, and enough eyeliner to supply a small goth convention. She was wearing what appeared to be a Victorian mourning dress paired with platform boots and spoke in a perfectly flat monotone that made every word sound like she was announcing a death in the family.

“I’m looking for something with sexy cat energy,” Samantha said, trying to match the woman’s matter-of-fact tone and failing miserably. “Dangerous and sleek.”

“Like you’re trying to seduce a billionaire playboy with unhealed childhood trauma?” the woman asked without missing a beat, her voice somehow becoming even more devoid of inflection.

Jesus, does she talk like this all the time? Samantha thought.

“I guess no male fantasy is safe from philosophical deconstruction now, are they?”

“Acts of violence by billionaires against lower class victims with severe psychological issues as a means of expressing unfiltered male rage has been celebrated by multi-billion dollar Hollywood franchises for too long,” the woman replied in the same flat tone. “If he is hot, though, ten out of ten, I would let him choke me.”

She just delivered that line like she’s reading assembly instructions, Samantha thought, fighting back a smile.

“Tightest thing you’ve got,” Samantha said. “I want to look dangerous.”

The woman’s expression didn’t change, but her voice somehow managed to get even flatter. “Follow me.”

Is she actually dead inside, or is this just her customer service voice? Samantha wondered as they made their way through the maze of costumes, past racks of police uniforms and nurse outfits and things that Samantha was pretty sure weren’t actually costumes at all. The goth girl, her name tag read “Raven,” which was either perfectly on-brand or the most obvious fake name in history, stopped in front of a section labeled “Feline Fatales.”

“This is our premium collection,” Raven said, running her fingers along a row of black leather and latex outfits with the same enthusiasm most people reserved for describing funeral arrangements. “All professionally sized. All guaranteed to make your partner question their life choices in the best possible way.”

Samantha examined the options, her eyes settling on a sleek black bodysuit that looked like it had been painted on the mannequin. It was cut high on the legs, with a plunging neckline and long sleeves that ended in fingerless gloves. The material had a subtle sheen that caught the light when the mannequin moved.

“That one,” she said, pointing.

“Excellent choice. What size?”

“Small. Maybe extra small if you have it.”

Raven nodded approvingly. “A woman who knows what she wants. I respect that. What about accessories? We have masks, ears, tails, boots …”

“Ears for sure. And what about a whip?”

“Whips are custom order only, but I can offer you this.” Raven reached behind the counter and produced a black leather riding crop with a silver handle. “It’s more suggestion than actual dominance tool, but it photographs well.”

Samantha took the crop, testing its weight in her hand. It was lighter than she’d expected, with a satisfying whoosh when she swung it through the air. “Perfect.”

“And the ears?”

Raven produced a headband with pointed black ears that looked infinitely more sophisticated than the cheap Halloween store variety. They were made of the same material as the bodysuit, with subtle detailing that made them look almost realistic.

“The whole package comes to two hundred and thirty-seven dollars,” Raven said, beginning to ring up the purchase. “Cash or card?”

“Card,” Samantha said, already pulling out her wallet. It was more than she’d planned to spend, but seeing the look on Mark’s face when he walked through the door would be worth every penny.

“Excellent. You know,” Raven said as she processed the payment, “most people who buy these costumes are way too nervous to actually wear them. They come in all confident and then chicken out at the last minute. It’s a perfect metaphor for how capitalist society conditions women to perform sexuality while simultaneously shaming them for owning it. You don’t seem like the type.”

“I’m not,” Samantha said, though she wondered if that was entirely true. Was she doing this because she was confident, or because she was trying to prove something? To Mark? To herself?

“Good for you. Your partner is lucky.” Raven handed her the bag with a rare smile. “Go forth and conquer.”

***

Back home, Samantha spread the costume out on their bed and pulled up a photo of Vanessa Vale in her iconic role on her phone. The resemblance was striking—the same blonde hair, the same athletic build, the same strong features that could look fierce or vulnerable depending on the angle.

She held up the bodysuit, examining the sleek material. It was heavier than she’d expected, with a subtle texture that caught the light. The cut was definitely more revealing than anything she’d worn outside of their bedroom, but that was kind of the point.

This is ridiculous, she thought as she started getting undressed. I’m a grown woman playing dress-up because my husband made a joke about having a fetish.

But even as she told herself it was silly, she couldn’t deny the little thrill of excitement building in her chest. There was something appealing about the idea of completely surprising Mark, of seeing his face when he walked through the door and found her waiting like this.

The bodysuit was tighter than she’d anticipated, requiring some creative maneuvering to get into. The material clung to every curve, accentuating her athletic build in ways that made her feel both powerful and exposed. She zipped it up slowly, watching herself in the full-length mirror as the costume transformed her silhouette.

Okay, she admitted to herself, this actually looks pretty good.

She added the ears, adjusting them until they sat at just the right angle, then picked up the riding crop and gave it an experimental flick. The sound it made cutting through the air was satisfying in a way she hadn’t expected.

But as she stood there, examining herself from different angles, those nagging thoughts started creeping back in. Was she doing this because she genuinely wanted to, or because some part of her was worried about Mark spending weeks in Prague with someone who looked just like her but was infinitely more successful?

Stop it, she told herself firmly. You’re not that insecure.

But wasn’t she? Even just a little bit? Mark had been so careful not to make a big deal about the resemblance, but she’d seen the way his eyes had lit up when he’d first mentioned Vanessa’s name. The way he’d looked almost guilty when he’d said “your twin.”

Am I doing this because I’m insecure about him working with someone who looks just like me but is more successful?

The thought made her stomach twist uncomfortably. She turned around, looking at herself from behind in the mirror, and caught sight of her ass in the tight material. The costume left little to the imagination, hugging her curves in all the right places.

She couldn’t help but smile. Nothing wrong with making sure your husband appreciates you … and he’s going to appreciate all over this ass tonight.

As soon as the thought crossed her mind, she rolled her eyes at herself. God, that sounded pornographic and dorky even in my own head.

But the smile remained. Maybe she was being a little territorial, a little insecure. So what? She was human. And if taking care of her man meant occasionally reminding him exactly what he had waiting for him at home, well, there were worse problems to have.

She struck a pose in the mirror, one hand on her hip, the other holding the riding crop. The woman looking back at her was confident, dangerous, and undeniably sexy. Not Vanessa Vale, but something uniquely her own.

Mark has no idea what’s about to hit him, she thought with satisfaction.

Now she just had to wait.




Chapter 4: You Win Some, You Lose Some

Mark pulled into the driveway, his mind still spinning from the whirlwind of the day. Monty’s manic energy had left his head buzzing, Vanessa’s cool professionalism burned in his thoughts, and the crushing weight of the opportunity ahead pressed on his chest. The familiar sight of their house grounded him. It was small, a safe harbor amid the chaos. He noticed the garage door was still closed, a silent clue that Samantha was likely still hammering away at her workout routine, sweat and effort pouring out behind that door.

He grabbed his keys and moved toward the front door, fingers curling tightly around them as he imagined collapsing onto the couch and unraveling the surreal events to Samantha in vivid detail. Monty was certifiably insane, the kind of madness that either made or broke a project, and somehow they’d caught that lightning. The idea of finally having a break, a real chance, sent a flicker of heat through him. He was eager, nerves coiled tight and ready to unwind in the one place that always felt like home.

Mark stepped inside, setting his keys on the kitchen counter. The house was calm, no music, no clang of weights from the garage gym. “Hello?” His voice echoed softly in the quiet.

“In the bedroom,” Samantha called out, her voice low and sultry, weaving through the silence. “Come tell me about your day.”

Mark loosened his tie slowly, already craving the relief of shedding his stiff dress clothes after the long day. As he stepped closer to the bedroom, he started to say, “You won’t believe what Monty was like today—”

The words just caught in his throat and disappeared.

Samantha was posed against their closet door like something out of a magazine, one leg planted firmly on the ground, the other bent at the knee with her foot braced against the door. She was wearing a sleek black bodysuit that clung to every curve of her athletic frame, complete with pointed ears perched perfectly on her head. In her right hand, she held a black riding crop with casual confidence.

Mark burst out laughing, the sound erupting from him involuntarily. Not mocking laughter, but pure, delighted surprise.

“Oh my God,” he managed between chuckles. “You actually—”

Samantha raised the riding crop to her lips, mock-licking the back of her other hand like a cat grooming itself. Her eyes never left his face as she said in a low, purring voice, “I couldn’t find any jewels, so I’ll have to find another way to make this heist worth my time.”

Mark tried to suppress his joyous laughter, pressing his lips together, but his shoulders were still shaking. The combination of how ridiculous and how incredibly sexy she looked was almost too much to process.

Samantha pushed off from the door, moving toward him with a predatory grace that made his breath catch. Her hand slid down the front of his shirt, over his stomach, coming to rest directly over his crotch where she could feel him already starting to respond.

“I guess I’ll just have to get what I need from you instead,” she purred, and then she made a soft meowing sound that should have been silly but instead sent heat straight through him.

“Bed,” Samantha commanded against his lips, her voice losing some of its playful purr and gaining an edge of genuine need. “Now.” She grabbed him by the shirt and pulled him toward their bed, pushing him down onto the mattress with enough force that he bounced slightly.

Mark looked up at her as she stood over him, the costume making her look dangerous and powerful in the bedroom lighting.

“You’re overdressed,” she observed, her hands going to his belt.

Mark lifted his hips as she worked his pants down his legs, followed quickly by his boxers. His erection sprang free, and Samantha’s eyes fixed on it with unmistakable hunger.

“Ooo,” she said, her voice dripping with theatrical appreciation, “apparently, there is something worth my time in this starter-home-with-delusions-of-grandeur.”

Mark laughed despite his arousal. “Did you plan all these lines?”

“Maybe,” she said with a wicked grin, wrapping her hand around his cock and stroking slowly. “Did they work?”

Mark’s laugh turned into a groan as she tightened her grip. “Yeah, they worked.”

Samantha lowered her head, maintaining eye contact as she took him into her mouth. Mark’s head fell back against the pillows as she worked him with her tongue, her movements aggressive and possessive in a way that made his entire body tense with pleasure. She took him deeper, one hand braced on his thigh while the other worked the base of his shaft. There was nothing gentle about it. She was claiming him, marking her territory in the most primal way possible.

She pulled off of him with a wet sound, looking up with satisfaction at his flushed face. “My turn,” she said, climbing up his body.

Samantha straddled his chest then moved higher until she was positioned over his face. Mark could see her reaching for the zipper at the crotch of the bodysuit, pulling it down to expose herself completely.

“Hold still,” she commanded, lowering herself onto his mouth.

Mark’s hands gripped her thighs as she settled her weight on his face, the taste of her flooding his senses. He worked his tongue against her, feeling her respond immediately to his touch. The position gave her complete control, and she used it, grinding against his mouth with increasing urgency.

Mark could feel her thighs trembling on either side of his head as he focused on her clit, alternating between gentle circles and firmer pressure. Samantha’s breathing grew ragged, punctuated by soft moans that grew louder as she approached her peak.

When she came, it was with a cry that echoed off their bedroom walls, her entire body tensing as waves of pleasure rolled through her. Mark kept working his tongue against her until she pulled away, oversensitive and breathing hard.

“Good boy,” she panted, sliding down his body until she was straddling his hips. She positioned herself over his erection, teasing him by rubbing against him without taking him inside.

“Sam, please,” Mark groaned, his hands on her hips, trying to guide her down onto him.

She smiled wickedly and sank down onto him in one smooth motion, both of them gasping at the sensation. The costume made everything feel different, more intense, more urgent. She began to move, rolling her hips in a rhythm that had Mark gripping the sheets.

“You feel so good,” Samantha moaned, her hands braced on his chest as she rode him. The cat ears had shifted slightly during their activities, giving her a disheveled, wild look that made Mark’s pulse race even faster.

They moved together, the playful energy from earlier giving way to something more primal and desperate. Mark thrust up to meet her movements, their bodies finding a rhythm that had them both approaching the edge quickly.

“I’m close,” Mark warned, his voice strained.

“Come for me,” Samantha commanded, her own voice tight with approaching orgasm. “I want to feel you come inside me.”

That was all it took. Mark’s climax hit him like a wave, his body arching off the bed as he spilled himself inside her. The sensation of him pulsing within her pushed Samantha over the edge again, her second orgasm rolling through her as she collapsed forward onto his chest.

They lay there for several minutes, breathing heavily, their bodies still connected. Mark’s hands traced lazy patterns on Samantha’s back, feeling the slight dampness of sweat through the bodysuit material.

“You’re such a dork,” he said affectionately, pressing a kiss to the top of her head.

“A dork who just rocked your world,” she replied, not lifting her head from his chest.

Mark’s fingers found the zipper at the back of her neck, slowly pulling it down. “This thing must be hot.”

“Worth it for the look on your face when you walked in,” Samantha said, finally lifting her head to look at him. Her makeup was slightly smudged, her hair mussed despite the ears, and Mark thought she’d never looked more beautiful.

“So,” she continued, rolling off him and curling up against his side, “tell me about your day. How was the meeting? Is Prague really happening?”

Mark felt a warmth spread through his chest that had nothing to do with their recent activities. This was what he loved most about Samantha, the way she could shift from wildly sexual and even silly to genuinely interested in his life without missing a beat.

Mark smiled, the excitement bubbling up despite the exhaustion. “Prague is definitely happening,” he said, unable to keep the enthusiasm out of his voice. “Eight weeks of filming, and the apartment they’ve set up for me is definitely big enough for two.”

Samantha’s face lit up instantly. “Are you saying what I think you’re saying?”

“I’m saying pack your bags, because there’s no way I’m spending two months in Prague without you,” Mark said, pulling her closer with a grin.

Samantha laughed, pressing a soft kiss to his shoulder. “I would have stowed away and slept under your bed if it meant eight weeks in Prague. So, what was Vanessa like?”

Mark hesitated for just a moment, recalling Monty’s warning to keep the Lucas situation under wraps. “She was … professional. Nice. Really committed to the project.” He paused then added carefully, “There might be some on-set drama I’ll have to manage when we’re there, but nothing I can’t handle.”

“Drama?” Samantha asked, her brow furrowing slightly in concern.

“Just the usual actor stuff,” Mark said, trying to keep his tone light and casual. “You know how it is.” He gave her a small smile. “Honestly, I’m more nervous about directing my first major production than juggling personalities.”

Samantha studied his face for a moment, searching for signs of stress beneath his calm. Then she smiled warmly. “You’re going to be amazing. This is your shot, Mark. I can feel it.”

They lay in comfortable silence for a while, Mark’s fingers tracing lazy patterns on Samantha’s skin where the unzipped bodysuit had slipped off her shoulders. He felt the tension of the day finally catch up with him as his body began to relax against hers.

“I should get some water,” he murmured, pressing a soft kiss to Samantha’s forehead. “And probably wash this makeup off my face.”

Samantha laughed softly, her breath warm against his skin. “Good call. I’ll be right here when you get back.”

Mark carefully disentangled himself from their limbs and padded to the kitchen, still naked, to grab a bottle of water. The quiet in the house felt different now, charged with possibility and the buzz of what was to come. In just eight weeks, they’d be in Prague, starting the biggest project of his career, and the thought both thrilled and unnerved him.

He took a long drink, savoring the cool water, then headed back toward the bedroom, eager to curl up with Samantha and maybe, just maybe, fall asleep early for once.

But as he reached the doorway, the water bottle nearly slipped from his hand. Samantha had removed the bodysuit entirely and was bent over the edge of their bed, hands braced against the mattress, her flawless ass presented toward the door. She glanced over her shoulder with a smile that was equal parts innocent and wicked, the soft curve of her lower back and the subtle swell of her hips catching the bedroom light just right.

Mark felt himself harden again almost instantly, his body reacting before his mind fully registered the sight before him. He moved silently across the room, placing the water bottle on the dresser without taking his eyes off her. Samantha watched him in the mirror on the dresser, her smile widening with knowing delight as she saw his renewed arousal.

When he reached her, she spread her legs wider, arching her back to present herself fully. The smooth skin of her inner thighs glistened slightly with warmth and desire. Mark positioned himself behind her, the head of his cock brushing gently against her wetness, slick and ready.

“Yes,” she breathed, pushing back into him, her voice low and filled with need.

Mark entered her slowly, both groaning softly at the delicious sensation. This position always drove him wild—the intimate view, the perfect angle, the way Samantha looked braced against the bed like she was giving herself to him completely.

His hands gripped her hips firmly, guiding each thrust as he found a steady rhythm that soon had them both breathing hard. There was an urgent edge to this round, more primal than before. The costume and playful roleplay were gone, replaced by raw desire and connection.

“Harder,” Samantha gasped, pushing back to meet each of his thrusts with increasing intensity. Her breath came in ragged pants, every movement of her hips a silent plea for more.

Mark complied without hesitation, his fingers digging into her hips as he increased the pace. The wet sound of their bodies meeting echoed in the quiet room, punctuated by Samantha’s soft moans and his own harsh breathing.

He could feel his climax building rapidly, the sight of Samantha beneath him, so open and willing, driving him closer to the edge with every powerful stroke. When he finally came, it was with a deep, guttural groan, his body shuddering as he emptied himself fully inside her.

Mark stayed buried in her warmth for a few lingering seconds, both of them breathing hard, before slowly pulling out and collapsing beside her. Samantha straightened and turned, her cheeks flushed and hair tousled, looking utterly satisfied.

“Better?” Samantha asked with a satisfied smile, her eyes sparkling with contentment.

“Amazing,” Mark replied, pulling her down gently beside him, their bodies still entwined in the afterglow.

As they lay there, Samantha’s mind wandered to the way Mark had taken her from behind. His usually gentle touch replaced by something firmer, more demanding. She’d enjoyed the intensity, even if it hadn’t pushed her to another climax.

It made her think about those rare moments when a partner truly dominated her, letting go of control entirely. It wasn’t something that happened often with Mark, who was always focused on ensuring her pleasure and comfort. She treasured that about him. Their connection and his attentiveness outstripped every other relationship she'd ever had. .

But sometimes she missed that fierce need to be taken, to be wanted so badly that tenderness gave way to raw urgency. It was a small thing, but still a contrast she sometimes craved.

You win some, you lose some. Mark was everything she could ever want in a husband and more. If the trade-off meant occasionally missing that particular kind of intensity, she could live with it without regret.

“I love you,” she murmured against his shoulder, her voice soft but full of certainty.

“Love you, too,” Mark answered, tightening his arms around her, his breath warm against her skin. “Thank you for tonight. For the costume, for … everything.”

Samantha smiled, already half-asleep, her fingers tracing lazy circles on his chest. “Anytime, Mr. Director, anytime.”




Chapter 5: Praha

The restaurant was tucked away in a quiet corner of Prague’s Old Town, the kind of place that catered to film crews without attracting tourists with cameras. Mark sat at a round table with white linens, surrounded by empty plates and coffee cups that suggested they’d been talking for a while. The rich aroma of roasted coffee mingled with the scent of fresh bread from the kitchen, and through the tall windows, the afternoon light cast warm geometric patterns across their table as the sounds of cobblestone footsteps and distant church bells drifted in from the street.

“—and that’s how I ended up doing my own stunts for that rooftop chase,” Vanessa was saying, gesturing with her coffee cup. “The insurance company was not thrilled.”

“I bet.” Lucas laughed, leaning back in his chair. The actor was tall and athletic, with dark skin and the kind of easy confidence that made you understand why cameras loved him. “I’ve been training with a martial arts coach for three months just to prep for this. Whatever you need, I’m ready.”

Mark noticed how Lucas’s comment seemed directed at him rather than the table generally. “That’s great to hear. The action sequences are going to be challenging.”

“Y’all are making me feel lazy,” Adelaide said with her distinctive Southern drawl, not looking up from her phone. “I just coordinate other people doing dangerous things.”

“Adelaide’s being modest,” Mark said. “She’s the one who makes sure we don’t actually kill anyone.”

“Honey, that’s what they pay me for,” Adelaide replied, finally looking up. “Though I have to say, Prague’s got some beautiful locations for you to almost die in. I’ve worked with most of the local crews before. They’re good people. First time I was here, about twenty years ago, Lucas and I would’ve gotten a lot of looks just walking down the street. Now being Black is old news, thank God.”

“That’s what I love about this project,” Vanessa said, her attention turning to Mark. “The locations, the script, the chance to do something smaller scale. After the last few months of press tours and promotional events, this feels like actual filmmaking.”

Mark felt that familiar flutter of validation. Both actors were clearly invested in the material, but there was something else happening. There was a subtle competition for his attention that he recognized from other projects, though never at this level.

“The character work you’ve done is really impressive,” Lucas added. “David feels like a real person, not just a plot device.”

“I’ve been telling everyone about that interrogation scene in act two,” Vanessa said, leaning forward slightly. “The way you’ve written the subtext, it’s like three conversations happening at once.”

Mark found himself relaxing as they talked, falling into creative conversation. But he also noticed the small things. The way Vanessa’s smile became slightly more guarded when Lucas complimented her approach to a scene. The way Lucas’s attention seemed to sharpen whenever Vanessa addressed Mark directly.

Adelaide caught Mark’s eye and gave him a look that suggested she was noticing the same undercurrents. But she just sipped her coffee and kept her thoughts to herself.

“Well,” she said, “I should probably head back and make sure our equipment shipment actually made it through customs. Y’all enjoy the rest of your afternoon.”

As the assistant director left, Mark felt his phone buzz with a text from Samantha: Having coffee with Maddie. How’s the meeting going?

He smiled and typed back: Good. Professional. Will call you later.

“Everything okay?” Vanessa asked, noticing his distraction.

“Just checking in with Samantha,” Mark said. “She’s exploring the city with an old friend.”

“That’s nice,” Lucas said. “Prague’s a great city for wandering around.”

They finished their coffee and parted ways with plans to meet early the next morning.

As Mark walked back toward his apartment, the late afternoon air carried the scent of roasting chestnuts from street vendors, and he could hear the distant clang of tram bells echoing off the medieval buildings. He couldn’t shake the feeling that he’d just watched a careful performance from both of his leads. Professional, polished, and completely controlled.

He wondered how long that control would last.

***

On the other side of the city, Samantha found Maddie exactly where she’d said she’d be—at a small table outside a café on Wenceslas Square, wearing a leather jacket despite the mild weather. Two empty coffee cups and the remnants of pastries sat between them, evidence of a long, comfortable conversation. The afternoon breeze carried the sounds of street musicians and chattering tourists in multiple languages, while the warm Prague sun filtered through the plane trees lining the square.

“—and campus security is just standing there with their flashlights like they’re watching performance art!” Samantha was saying, both women dissolving in laughter.

“I still can’t believe you convinced them you were ‘communing with the water spirits,’” Maddie gasped, wiping tears from her eyes.

“I was very convincing when I was drunk.” Samantha grinned. “And very stupid.”

“You were fearless. That’s what I miss about college you.” Maddie shook her head, still chuckling. “God, we were insane.”

“Speak for yourself. I was just creative.”

“Creative. Right.” Maddie stretched in her chair, looking perfectly content. “You know, speaking of getting wild, I got completely tossed around by this guy last weekend. Sometimes there’s something to be said for a little chaos.”

“That must be nice,” Samantha said, and there was something wistful in her tone that made Maddie glance at her with interest.

“Oh. Interesting.”

“What? No, it’s not—” Samantha caught herself, laughing. “Mark’s wonderful. He’s sweet and attentive, and I’m not complaining at all.”

“But?”

“There’s no but.” Samantha fidgeted with her coffee cup, the ceramic warm against her fingers despite being nearly empty. “It’s just … Mark’s not really the aggressive type, you know? Which is fine. It’s good. I like that about him.”

Maddie studied her friend’s face thoughtfully. “You know, I know some couples who’ve figured out ways to keep things interesting. They experiment with other people sometimes. Some of the guys even like to watch.”

Samantha laughed, but it sounded a little forced. “I’m not a cheater, Maddie.”

“It’s not cheating if everyone’s into it,” Maddie said with a casual shrug. “But forget it, you’re happy.”

“I am happy,” Samantha said firmly.

Before Samantha could respond further, her phone rang. Mark’s name appeared on the screen, and she answered quickly.

“Hey, how did lunch go?”

“Good.” Mark’s voice was warm and familiar through the phone. “Everyone’s professional. Everyone’s prepared. I think we’re going to have a good shoot.”

“That’s great. I’m having coffee with Maddie.”

“Tell her I said hi. I’ll see you back at the apartment in a few hours?”

“Absolutely. Love you.”

“Love you, too.”

Samantha hung up and found Maddie watching her with an amused expression.

“He sounds happy,” Maddie observed.

“He is. We both are.”

“I can tell.” Maddie stood, shouldering her bag. “I’ve got to catch a tram, but we should do this again while you’re here. Prague’s a beautiful city.” She leaned down to kiss Samantha’s cheek then walked away with easy confidence.

Samantha sat alone at the café table, watching the crowds flow past in the afternoon light. A tram clanged by in the distance, and the scent of coffee and cigarettes from nearby tables mixed with the faint aroma of fresh bread from a bakery across the square. The conversation with Maddie had been … interesting. She couldn’t quite put her finger on what her old friend had been about to suggest, but something about Maddie’s casual confidence made her think about things she normally didn’t examine too closely.

Which is probably exactly what she was trying to do, Samantha thought with a rueful smile.

Some things never changed.




Chapter 6: Let Me Paint You a Picture

The interrogation scene was going smoothly. Mark watched from behind the monitors as Vanessa delivered her lines with the kind of precision that reminded him why she commanded eight-figure salaries. Lucas sat across from her at the metal table, playing the captured asset with just the right mix of defiance and vulnerability.

“Cut,” Mark called after what felt like a perfect take. “That was great, everyone.”

“Can we do another?” Vanessa asked, not moving from her position. “I want to try something different with the line about trust.”

Mark glanced at Adelaide, who was checking something on her tablet. They’d already done six takes of the same exchange, and the last three had been virtually identical. But this was Vanessa Vale, and if she wanted another take, she got another take.

“Sure,” Mark said. “Let’s go again.”

They reset, and Vanessa ran through the scene once more, changing perhaps two words from the previous version. Mark could see some of the crew exchanging glances, the kind of look that said they’d been here before with demanding stars.

“One more,” Vanessa said before Mark could call cut. “I’m still not feeling the transition in the middle.”

This time, Mark caught Lucas shifting slightly in his chair, a barely perceptible eye roll that suggested he was reaching the limits of his patience. But he reset his position without complaint, falling back into character with professional ease.

Take eight was, as far as Mark could tell, identical to take six. And take seven. And probably take five.

“Can we do one more?” Vanessa asked. “I’m still not feeling the transition in the middle.”

Mark glanced at Adelaide, who gave him a look that said they were pushing the limits of the crew’s patience. He made a decision.

“Vanessa, we got it. I promise we got it.”

She looked at him for a moment then nodded. “Okay. You’re right.”

“Good thing you’re so particular about everything,” Lucas said with a slight smile as he stood up from the table and stretched. “Keeps us all on our toes.”

The comment hung in the air for a moment. To Mark’s ears, it sounded supportive. Lucas was just acknowledging Vanessa’s perfectionism in a way that made the crew’s restlessness seem unreasonable. But something in Vanessa’s posture shifted almost imperceptibly. Her shoulders tensed, and Mark caught a flash of something sharp in her eyes.

“Right,” she said, her voice carefully neutral. “I think we have it.”

She pushed back from the table, standing with the kind of controlled movement that suggested she was working hard to appear calm.

Mark was about to call lunch when he noticed Vanessa moving toward the craft services table set up in the corner of the soundstage. She was walking faster than necessary, her usual grace replaced by something more mechanical. As she reached for a water bottle from the table, Mark saw her twist awkwardly, her attention still partially focused on Lucas, who was chatting easily with one of the camera operators as if nothing had happened.

The water bottle had somehow ended up behind a stack of equipment cases. Vanessa reached for it without really looking, stretching her arm back while her torso remained twisted toward the rest of the set. Mark was about to suggest someone help her when she made a sharp, frustrated movement, part reach, part turn, and suddenly froze.

Even from across the set, Mark could see the moment her face changed. The careful neutrality vanished, replaced by something between surprise and pain. She stood perfectly still for a few seconds, one hand braced against the craft services table, her breathing shallow.

“Vanessa?” Mark called. “You okay?”

“Yeah, just pulled something,” she said, straightening up slowly. “I’m fine.”

Lucas had noticed and was approaching. “You sure?”

“It’s nothing,” Vanessa said, taking a careful step. “Maybe we could take five, though? I just need to stretch it out.”

“Of course,” Mark said. “Everyone, let’s take fifteen.”

As the crew dispersed for break, Mark assumed it was just one of those minor things that happened on set. People pulled muscles all the time.

It wasn’t until later that afternoon, when Vanessa couldn’t get back into position for her next scene without visible pain, that Mark realized this was more serious than anyone had thought.

***

Three hours later, Mark found himself staring at a hologram.

The communication studio Adelaide had booked was small and sterile, with white walls and the kind of aggressively modern furniture that looked expensive but uncomfortable. Vanessa sat in one of the chairs, her back clearly bothering her despite the painkillers the medic had given her. The diagnosis had been what Mark had feared: severe muscle strain in her lower back, aggravated by the twisting motion. No permanent damage, but she’d be unable to do any physical work for at least a month.

The hologram flickered to life in the center of the room, and Montague Sinclair-Beaumont III was suddenly standing before them, wearing nothing but a white towel around his waist and dripping with what appeared to be sauna sweat.

“Mark! Vanessa! Beautiful day for a crisis, isn’t it?” Monty’s baritone voice boomed through the speakers with manic enthusiasm. “Sorry about the attire, but I was in the middle of a very important sweat session with Leonardo when Adelaide called. You know how it is with A-listers and their wellness routines.”

Mark blinked, still processing the surreal nature of having a business meeting with a half-naked hologram. “Monty, we need to talk about the schedule—”

“Schedule?” Monty laughed, a sound that somehow managed to be both gleeful and terrifying. “Schedule is fucked, my friend. Completely and utterly fucked. But that’s why they pay me the big bucks—to unfuck the unfuckable.”

“The injury isn’t that serious,” Vanessa interjected, though Mark could see the strain in her voice. “I can still do dialogue scenes, and in a few weeks—”

“A few weeks?” The hologram turned to face her, and even in digital form, his stare was intense. “Sweetheart, we don’t have a few weeks. We have a schedule tighter than my personal trainer’s ass, and Riddler’s Revenge starts filming in ten weeks.”

“I’ll be ready by then. I always am,” Vanessa said firmly.

“Look, we can work around this,” she continued, straightening up in her chair despite the obvious discomfort. “Move all the stunt work to the end of the shoot. I’ll be fine by then.”

“Oh, will you?” The hologram flickered as he reached for something off-screen. “Because I have a fascinating little document here that says otherwise. Don’t ask me how I got it—let’s just say patient privacy laws are more like … guidelines.”

He held up what appeared to be a medical report. “According to this charming assessment, you should be on constant bed rest when you’re not on set, and when you are on set, you should stand as still as a fucking statue. ‘No sudden movements, no lifting, no twisting.’ Sound familiar?”

Mark saw Vanessa’s jaw clench. “That’s … overly cautious.”

“Oh, is it? And what happens when Riddler’s people find out their leading lady can’t throw a punch without a spine specialist on speed dial? They’ll shut down production, sue you for breach of contract, and we’ll all be explaining to very angry executives why a hundred-million-dollar movie is on indefinite hold.”

“Monty,” Mark tried to intervene, but the producer was just getting started.

“Let me paint you a picture, Vanessa. We finish this beautiful, artistic, career-defining masterpiece in nine weeks, you have exactly two weeks to prepare for Riddler’s Revenge, and then it’s straight into awards season for this film. Miss any of those deadlines, and what happens? I’ll tell you what happens: we don’t finish the movie, you don’t get to play with the big boys again, and I have to explain to a very unhappy studio why their investment just evaporated like steam in this godforsaken sauna.”

“Awards season?” Mark interrupted, staring at the hologram. “What are you talking about?”

Monty's grin was that of a hungry predator, toying with its prey. “You didn’t know your movie was gonna be that good, did ya? Well, it doesn’t matter. Oscars are too important to depend on whether or not something is actually good.”

Mark and Vanessa looked at each other, both absorbing the implications. This wasn’t just about finishing a movie anymore. Monty was promising them careers, legacies, the kind of success that could change everything. Mark could see in Vanessa’s eyes the same realization he was having: they needed this to work. They both needed this to work.

“So,” he continued, adjusting his towel with a flourish, “we have two options. Option one: you do the stunts anyway and risk turning your pulled muscle into something that requires surgery and six months of physical therapy. Option two: we find someone else to do the physical work.”

“I don’t use stunt doubles,” Vanessa said firmly. “It’s one of the things that sets me apart.”

“Which is exactly what makes you so fucking brilliant!” Montague’s eyes were manic. “But let me sweeten the deal. You know that little golden statue that actors pretend they don’t care about? The one that validates their entire existence and makes them feel like they’ve transcended mere mortality?”

Mark saw Vanessa’s eyes narrow. “I haven’t been nominated yet.”

“Oh, but you have,” he said with predatory satisfaction. “You just don’t know it yet. See, I’ve been having some very interesting conversations with some very important people. People who vote on these things. People who appreciate … guidance … in their decision-making process.”

“Monty,” Mark said carefully, “what exactly are you saying?”

“I’m saying that I have enough dirt on Academy voters and Hollywood Foreign Press members to pave the road to hell twice over. Photos, financial records, little indiscretions that would make their grandmothers weep. Nothing illegal, you understand; just the kind of information that helps people remember which performances really moved them.”

Vanessa stared at the hologram. “You’re bribing Oscar voters?”

“Bribing is such an ugly word. I prefer ‘strategic persuasion.’ And it works both ways, sweetheart. Play ball with me, use a stunt double for the physical stuff, and I make sure you get that nomination and the win that follows. Refuse, and I make sure you never win anything more prestigious than a Kids’ Choice Award.”

The room fell silent except for the hum of the holographic projectors. Mark felt like he was watching a car accident in slow motion, fascinating and horrifying in equal measure.

“You can’t be serious,” Vanessa said.

“Dead serious. Deadlier than serious. I am the living embodiment of serious.” The hologram flickered briefly as it leaned forward, his digital form flickering slightly. “So, what’s it going to be? Stunt double, or permanent bridesmaid?”

Mark saw his moment. “Actually, I might have a solution.”

Both Vanessa and the hologram turned to look at him.

“I know someone who looks exactly like Vanessa. Athletic, experienced stunt performer, and discreet. She could handle the physical work without barely anyone noticing the difference.” Mark paused, thinking it through. “Most of the stunts are hand-to-hand combat, so we can keep the crew small for those scenes. Fewer people who need to know about the switch.”

Monty's eyes lit up with interest. “Tell me more.”

“Her name is Samantha. She’s … she’s my wife. And the resemblance is uncanny.”

Vanessa raised an eyebrow. “Your wife?” Then, after a moment, Vanessa said, “I’d want to meet her first. If we’re going to do this, I need to make sure it will actually work.”

“Fantastic!” Monty's entire demeanor transformed, his face lighting up with the kind of manic glee usually reserved for lottery winners or people having nervous breakdowns. “Brilliant! Absolutely fucking Brilliant! Mark, you magnificent bastard, you’ve just saved not only this production, but possibly my entire career, my reputation, my third mortgage, and quite possibly my immortal soul!”

He began gesticulating wildly, causing his towel to slip dangerously low. “This is the kind of thinking that separates the visionaries from the corporate drones! The kind of lateral problem-solving that would make Sun Tzu weep with joy! You’ve just turned a catastrophic crisis into a stroke of genius so elegant, so perfect, that I’m genuinely questioning whether you might be some kind of filmmaking savant sent from the gods of cinema themselves!”

Mark blinked, somewhat overwhelmed by the verbal assault of praise.

“I mean it, Mark! This solution is so beautiful, so seamless, so absolutely fucking perfect that I’m getting genuine chills despite being in a sauna for the past hour! You’ve taken an impossible situation and made it not just possible, but potentially legendary!”

He paused, his expression shifting to something more serious. “But let’s be clear about something. This stays between us. If word gets out that Vanessa Vale is using a stunt double, it undermines everything that makes her valuable. Understood?”

Mark nodded, though part of him wondered what exactly he’d just committed to.

“Wonderful. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have a very important appointment with a Swedish massage therapist who charges more per hour than most people make in a month. Don’t call me unless someone’s dying or the film stock catches fire.”

The hologram flickered and vanished, leaving Mark and Vanessa alone in the sterile room.

“Your wife,” Vanessa said after a long moment. “She really looks like me?”

“It’s … unsettling, actually. People mistake her for you all the time.”

Vanessa was quiet for a moment, considering. “I’ll need to meet her. Tonight, if possible. If we’re going to make this work, I need to see for myself.”

Mark pulled out his phone to text Samantha, wondering how exactly he was going to explain this conversation. Some things, he was learning, were harder to prepare for than others.

Even in the film business.




Chapter 7: Seeing Double

Their Prague apartment was modest but comfortable, with tall windows that looked out over the red-tiled rooftops of the old city. Mark had filled Samantha in on what had happened on set, what Montague had proposed, and why Vanessa Vale was now on her way over to examine her as a potential stunt double.

“So, let me get this straight,” Samantha said, sitting on their small couch with her legs tucked under her. “Vanessa hurt her back, can’t do stunts, and now you want me to be her body double because we look alike?”

“That’s the basic idea, yes. Though it has to be kept completely secret because of her reputation for doing her own stunts.”

“And he threatened to destroy her career if she doesn’t agree to use a double?”

“While he was in a towel, dripping wet from a sauna session with Leonardo DiCaprio.” Mark shook his head. “Oh, and apparently he’s positioning this movie for awards season.”

Samantha blinked. “Awards season? Since when?”

“Since about three hours ago, apparently. Monty seems to think Oscars are too important to depend on whether something is actually good.”

Samantha shook her head with a rueful smile. “Only you would land a directing gig that comes with its own soap opera.”

A knock at the door interrupted them.

Mark opened it to find Vanessa standing in the hallway, looking every inch the movie star, even in simple jeans and a sweater. 

“Vanessa,” Mark said, “thanks for coming over.”

“Of course.” She stepped into the apartment, her eyes immediately finding Samantha. For a moment, both women just stared at each other.

“Wow,” Vanessa finally said. “That’s … unsettling.”

“Tell me about it,” Samantha replied, standing up. “I’ve been getting mistaken for you for years.”

“I can see why.” Vanessa moved closer, studying Samantha’s face with professional interest. “The bone structure is nearly identical. Same height, same build …” She paused, considering. “This might actually work.”

Mark felt a strange mix of pride and discomfort watching his wife being evaluated like a piece of equipment. “So you think—”

“Top off,” Vanessa said suddenly.

Mark and Samantha both blinked.

“What?” Samantha asked.

“Your top. Take it off.” Vanessa’s tone was matter-of-fact, clinical. “Some of the stunt sequences involve partial nudity, and I know where men are going to pause the film.”

Samantha looked at Mark, who looked back at her with an expression that suggested he was as confused as she was. “You want me to—”

“It’s purely professional,” Vanessa said, already reaching for the hem of her own sweater. “Trust me; I’ve done enough nude scenes to know that bodies are just bodies when you’re working.”

Mark felt his face flush. “Maybe I should—”

“Stay,” Vanessa said firmly. “You’re the director. You need to see if this will work on camera.”

Samantha shrugged, seeming more amused than embarrassed. “Well, this is definitely the weirdest job interview I’ve ever had.” She pulled her T-shirt over her head then reached back to unhook her bra.

Mark tried to look anywhere else in the room, but found himself growing aroused despite the professional context. Part of his discomfort wasn’t just the awkwardness of the situation. It was his body’s unwelcome response to it. He felt himself stiffen in his pants.

“Interesting,” Vanessa murmured, walking around Samantha like she was examining a sculpture. “Very similar proportions. Skin tone is nearly identical …” She paused, studying more closely. “Areola’s a little bumpier, but that’s not a big deal.”

She removed her own sweater and bra with efficient movements then positioned herself directly next to Samantha. Mark found himself staring at two nearly identical women, both topless, both looking at him expectantly.

“Well?” Vanessa asked. “Can you tell the difference?”

Mark’s mouth felt dry. “I … This is really not appropriate—”

“Mark.” Vanessa’s voice was patient but firm. “You’re going to be directing scenes where my body needs to look like her body. This is work. Can you tell the difference or not?”

He forced himself to look professionally, trying to divorce himself from the fact that one of the women was his wife and the other was a major movie star. “You’re … very similar. Maybe Vanessa is slightly—”

A hologram suddenly flickered to life in the center of their living room.

Montague Sinclair-Beaumont III materialized wearing a black wetsuit, complete with flippers and what appeared to be an expensive diving mask pushed up on his forehead. Water was still dripping from his hair.

“Mark! How’s the audition going? Please tell me we have good news because I just had to cut short a very important underwater treasure hunt with the Sultan of Brunei—” He stopped mid-sentence, his eyes taking in the scene before him. “Oh. Oh! Well, this is thorough.”

“Monty!” Mark spun around, instinctively moving to block the hologram’s view of the two topless women. “What the hell are you doing?”

“Monitoring the situation, obviously. Didn’t I tell you I was going to install cameras and a projector?”

“No,” Mark said firmly.

“Sure I did. Moving along.” The hologram surveiled the room. “Though I have to say, the picture quality isn’t quite what I was hoping for. Mark, could you step aside? I need to see if they actually match.”

“Absolutely not—”

“It’s fine,” Samantha said, apparently finding the whole situation hilarious. “He’s seen everything on the internet, anyway.”

“The lady has a point,” Monty agreed. “Now stop being precious and tell me if they match. The Sultan is waiting for me to finish this cave dive, and he gets cranky when people are late.”

Mark looked helplessly between his wife, Vanessa, and the hologram of his producer. “This is insane.”

“This is Hollywood,” Vanessa corrected. “Mark, just tell us: can you see the difference or not?”

Reluctantly, Mark examined both women with as much professionalism as he could muster. “They’re … very similar. Close enough that I don’t think anyone would notice the difference on camera.” He chuckled despite himself. “I guess making art requires personal sacrifice.”

“Good boy,” both women said simultaneously.

Mark’s face flushed red as he became suddenly, uncomfortably aware of his body’s response to the situation. Two beautiful women, topless, praising him in unison—his arousal was becoming impossible to ignore.

They looked at each other with surprise, then shared a strange look. An awkward silence settled over the room.

“Two of the most beautiful women in the world, topless, giving out ‘good boys,’ and I’m two thousand miles away!” Montague’s voice boomed from the hologram. “Criminal! Absolutely criminal!”

Trying to regain his composure, Mark forced himself to look more carefully at both women, approaching it like a director solving a technical problem. “They’re … yes, they’re very similar. Close enough that I don’t think anyone would notice the difference on camera.”

“Excellent!” The hologram clapped his hands together, sending water droplets flying. “Problem solved, crisis averted, movie saved. Again.”

Vanessa began reaching for her sweater. “Well, I’m convinced. Samantha can handle the stunt work.” She paused, glancing at both of them. “She can do the intimate scenes with Lucas, too, since our bodies match so well.”

The casual way she had said it made Mark’s stomach drop. “Vanessa, those scenes are pretty explicit—”

“I’m moving like a poorly maintained robot right now,” Vanessa interrupted, gesturing to her stiff posture. “You need someone who can pretend that Lucas is fucking her. That’s not me.”

Mark felt a wave of protective panic wash over him. The way she had said it so matter-of-factly, the implications of what she was suggesting …

“Call me back for that conversation!” Monty cackled. “I absolutely do not want to miss those negotiations!”

The hologram flickered and vanished, leaving them in sudden silence.

Vanessa finished putting on her sweater with calm efficiency. “I should go. Early call time tomorrow.”

“Vanessa, wait—” Mark started, his mind racing.

She paused at the door, looking at him with raised eyebrows. “What?”

Mark opened his mouth, then closed it again. What was he going to say? That he didn’t want his wife doing love scenes with Lucas? That sounded possessive and unprofessional. That he was worried about Lucas based on what Monty had told him? That felt like gossip.

“I …” Mark struggled to find the right words. “Nothing. Never mind.”

“Okay.” Vanessa gave him a curious look. “See you tomorrow, Mark. Thanks for this, Samantha.”

The door closed behind her, leaving Mark and Samantha alone in their apartment.

Samantha laughed. “That was fun. This is actually going to be great.” She looked at Mark with a mischievous smile. “That was weirdly arousing, being ordered around and objectified like that.” Then she noticed Mark’s expression. “Mark? You okay? You look like you’ve seen a ghost.”

“I need to—” Mark moved toward the door. “I’ll be right back.”

He yanked open the apartment door and looked down the hallway just in time to see the elevator doors closing. Without thinking, he ran for the stairwell, taking the steps two at a time.

Mark burst through the lobby doors and onto the street, looking frantically in both directions. He spotted Vanessa about half a block away, standing under a streetlight and fumbling in her purse for something.

“Vanessa!” he called, jogging toward her.

She looked up as he approached, a cigarette now between her lips. “Mark? What are you—”

“I didn’t know you smoked,” Mark said, slightly out of breath from the run down six flights of stairs.

She lit the cigarette with a small silver lighter, taking a long drag. “I don’t. Usually. No exercise and no stunts for two months, might as well pick up all my old bad habits.” She shrugged.

“We need to talk. About Lucas. About these intimate scenes.”

“What about them?”

“I need to know if my wife is going to be safe working with him.” Mark felt awkward, but he had to ask. “I know you and Lucas have history.”

“Who told you we had history?”

“Monty mentioned it. Look, I don’t care about your personal life, but if there’s something I should know—”

“Keep your voice down,” Vanessa said, glancing around the quiet street. “Like what? You want to know if he’s dangerous?” She took another drag, studying Mark’s face. “He’s not. Lucas won’t do anything to anyone they won’t let him do. But he’ll do everything to someone who will let him.”

Mark felt his chest tighten. “What does that mean?”

“It means he’s very good at reading what people want and giving it to them. Very good at making them want things they didn’t know they wanted.” Vanessa’s smile was bitter. “He’s not a predator, Mark. He’s something more dangerous than that. He’s irresistible.”

“He cheated on you.”

It wasn’t a question. Vanessa’s laugh was short and sharp. “Yeah. Lots. You’d think, at a certain point, when you’re successful enough, famous enough, you wouldn’t get cheated on anymore. But it happens.” She took a long drag of her cigarette.

Mark didn’t know what to say to that. The vulnerability in her voice was unexpected, raw.

“Look,” Vanessa continued, “maybe it was too soon for me to work with him again. Maybe he got under my skin today, maybe without even meaning to, and that’s why we’re in this situation.” She gestured to her back. “But Lucas isn’t going to force himself on anyone. He doesn’t need to. But if your wife is attracted to him, if she’s curious about what it would be like …” She shrugged. “So long as your wife isn’t into it, he won’t fuck her. But if she is …”

She walked away, still smoking, leaving Mark standing alone under the streetlight, wondering if his wife was most people.

And wondering if he wanted her to be.




Chapter 8: The Switch

The elevator hummed quietly as it carried Mark up to the sixth floor, but his mind was elsewhere, caught in a loop of Vanessa’s words echoing in his head.

“He’ll do everything to someone who will let him.”

“So long as your wife isn’t into it, he won’t fuck her. But if she is …”

Mark’s thoughts drifted back to the set. He pictured the carefully controlled chaos of the closed set. The muted chatter of crew members adjusting lights and cameras, the subtle shift of shadows as the boom mic hovered overhead, the crisp sound of the director’s assistant calling out cues. Samantha lay back on the plush white sheets, her pale skin glowing under the soft amber lights, every curve highlighted by the lens as Lucas moved over her with practiced ease. His strong hands traced slow, deliberate paths along her sides, fingers grazing the swell of her hips before slipping beneath the thin fabric of her shirt. The way their bodies moved together was fluid and sensual, a choreography of touch and tease, the energy between them electric yet professional.

But then the scene shifted in Mark’s mind, blurring the line between imagination and reality. Suddenly, he wasn’t just watching through the lens anymore. He was in their apartment, standing quietly in the doorway, observing Lucas pressing his warm, dark body against Samantha’s bare skin. Her breath hitched as his lips trailed over her collarbone, then lower, leaving a trail of heat across the smooth expanse of her chest. Mark’s pulse quickened at the sight of her arching into him, the soft sounds she made as his hands roamed hungrily over her back and sides. His own erection hardened further as he pictured Lucas’s mouth descending, capturing her nipple with firm, demanding kisses, drawing a low moan from deep within her.

“Jste v pořádku?”

Mark blinked, suddenly aware that someone was speaking to him. An elderly Czech woman stood in front of the open elevator doors, her eyes sharp and concerned as she looked him over. He realized he’d been standing motionless for who knew how long, lost in his own heated fantasies, staring at nothing but the ghost of Samantha’s body pressed against Lucas’s. The lingering warmth of desire still thrummed through his veins, his cock tightening in response to the vivid images that flooded his mind.

“Sorry,” he mumbled, stepping past her and into the hallway. “Sorry.”

The woman shook her head as the elevator doors slid shut behind him, leaving Mark alone with his pounding heart and the slick heat pooling low in his groin from the vividness of his own forbidden fantasy.

He fumbled for his keys, fingers trembling slightly, his mind still swimming with images that both thrilled and unsettled him. What the hell is wrong with me? The thought echoed as the pulse in his groin tightened, the ache between his legs refusing to fade despite the quiet hum of the hallway.

Mark pushed open the apartment door to find Samantha in the kitchen, a bottle of champagne in one hand and two glasses resting on the counter. Her eyes lit up when she saw him, radiant with excitement. “Perfect timing!” she said, the cork popping with a sharp snap. “I know this whole situation is super stressful for you, and I’m sorry about that. But Mark, I’m so excited to be doing this.” She poured the sparkling liquid, the bubbles catching the light and fizzing like tiny stars. “Even if we have to keep quiet about it, the right people will find out. This is going to be incredible for my career, and I’m helping you with your film, and—”

Mark crossed the room in three long strides and crushed her into a fierce, hungry kiss that cut off her words. His hands roamed over her waist, sliding up her back and gripping the curve of her ass firmly as he pressed her hard against the cold kitchen counter. This wasn’t the careful, tender touch he usually reserved for her. He was was urgent, rough, desperate.

“Mark?” Samantha murmured between kisses, a mix of confusion and curiosity flickering in her eyes, but no resistance in her body. “Are you okay?”

“Yeah,” he growled, his fingers already tugging at the waistband of her yoga pants.

Mark didn’t pause; he pulled her toward the living room and the plain IKEA couch. “Brace yourself against it,” he commanded softly, voice low and rough. “Bend over.”

Samantha glanced at him, searching his eyes. This wasn’t the usual gentle Mark. There was something raw and urgent in his expression made her comply. She placed her hands on the cushions, arching her back, offering herself fully. Mark’s breath hitched at the sight.

Mark shed his pants swiftly, his cock already hard from the mingling of fantasy and reality. He positioned himself behind Samantha, one hand steady on her hip, then drove into her in a single, decisive thrust.

Samantha gasped sharply, overwhelmed by the sudden fullness. This was no slow build—Mark’s rhythm was aggressive, demanding, rough. She responded instinctively, pushing back into him, their bodies moving together in heated sync.

“Fuck,” Samantha breathed, pressing back against him, her voice thick with surprise and arousal. “Mark, what—”

Her question dissolved into a moan as he shifted his angle, his fingers tightening on her hips. The new rhythm struck a spot that made her legs tremble involuntarily, waves of pleasure washing through her.

Mark’s breathing grew heavier, wet sounds of their bodies meeting filling the room. Samantha’s pale skin flushed pink under his touch, her body slick with desire.

As he surged closer to climax, a fierce, primal urge took over Mark. He leaned forward, pressing his chest firmly against Samantha’s back, one hand wrapping around her mouth to muffle her gasps while the other gripped her shoulder, anchoring her in place. His thrusts became more urgent, possessive, claiming her in a way he never had before.

Samantha’s muffled whimpers against his palm only fueled his drive. When he finally spilled inside her, a guttural groan tore from deep within his chest, his body trembling as he emptied himself. They stayed pressed together, breaths ragged and mingled, the raw intensity leaving them both breathless.

Mark slowly withdrew, his body still trembling from the release. He collapsed onto the couch beside Samantha, sweat cooling on his skin as the adrenaline ebbed away. Samantha pushed herself upright, her hair tousled and cheeks flushed, a quiet smile playing on her lips. She met his gaze, unbothered by her disheveled state and exposed skin.

“I’m not complaining,” she said, voice still soft and slightly breathless, “but what the hell was that?”

Mark stared up at the ceiling, trying to make sense of his own actions; the fantasy that had hijacked his mind, the roughness of his touch, the possessiveness that felt both alien and thrilling. “I truly do not know.”




Chapter 9: Between the Lines

The soundstage felt different with such a small crew. Mark had deliberately kept the call sheet minimal for this scene: a camera operator who looked like he’d seen everything, a boom operator with the discretion of a priest, and a stunt coordinator whose main qualification seemed to be his ability to keep his mouth shut.

Vanessa sat in a director’s chair slightly apart from the others, her back rigid with the kind of posture that came from trying not to aggravate her injury. She was dressed casually but somehow still looked like a movie star, sunglasses pushed up on her head, a script in her lap that she was actually reading, staying engaged with the material even though she wouldn’t be performing it.

The soundstage door opened, and a figure in an oversized black coat and sunglasses entered, a dark wig completely obscuring her blonde hair. To anyone else, she might have looked like a production assistant or a visitor, but Mark recognized the way she moved immediately.

Samantha made her way across the soundstage, her nervousness evident in the way she kept adjusting the wig. When she reached the group, she pulled off the sunglasses and grinned.

“This feels very cloak and dagger,” she said. “I kind of love it.”

“You look completely different,” Mark said, studying the wig. “That’s … actually perfect.”

“Good perfect or weird perfect?”

Before Mark could answer, Vanessa stood up from her chair. “We should go over the choreography one more time. The camera angles are crucial, we need to make sure your face stays hidden while still capturing the action.”

The stunt coordinator, a weathered man named Pavel who spoke heavily accented English, began walking them through the sequence. “Is simple fight, but must look real. You start here, Lucas enters from stage left, and then—”

“Actually,” Mark interrupted, “before we begin, we should probably talk about why we’re all here at seven in the morning with a crew of five people.”

Adelaide nodded. “Everyone here signed extra NDAs yesterday, but it bears repeating—”

A hologram suddenly flickered to life in the center of the soundstage.

Montague Sinclair-Beaumont III materialized wearing sleek, form-fitting athletic wear that probably cost more than most people’s cars. Earth was visible through a window behind him.

“I’ll be just a minute, Jeff,” he called over his shoulder to someone off-camera then turned to face the crew with his trademark manic grin. “My beautiful, talented, discretion-enabled friends! How are we this magnificent morning?”

Mark stared at the hologram. “Monty, are you in … space?”

“International Space Station, baby! Jeff’s been showing me around. Amazing what money can buy these days.” Monty's enthusiasm was somehow even more intense in zero gravity. “But enough about my weekend plans—I’m here to talk about something infinitely more important: your loyalty.”

He began floating slightly as he spoke, which made his dramatic gestures even more surreal. “Each of you has been handpicked not just for your exceptional skills, but for your understanding that some things in this business are more valuable than oxygen. Discretion, my friends. Silence. The kind of professional integrity that separates the legends from the losers.”

The small crew watched in fascination as Monty continued his speech while somehow managing to do a slow somersault in the background.

“What you’re witnessing today, and what you will never speak of, think about, or even dream about in your sleep, is the kind of creative problem-solving that makes great art possible. You are the guardians of cinematic magic, the protectors of artistic vision, the—” He paused mid-sentence as something floated past his head. “Sorry, that’s Jeff’s sandwich. Where was I?”

“Threats?” Adelaide suggested helpfully.

“Ah, yes! Those of you who honor the sacred trust we’re placing in you today will find yourselves richly rewarded. Future projects, recommendations, the kind of career advancement that legends are made of. But those who betray that trust …” Montague’s smile turned predatory. “Well, let’s just say that I have a very long memory and a very creative accounting department.”

Samantha leaned over to Mark. “Is he always like this?”

“This is actually pretty restrained for him,” Mark whispered back.

“Anyway!” Monty clapped his hands together, sending himself spinning slowly. “Make beautiful art, keep beautiful secrets, and remember, you’re all part of something that’s going to change cinema forever! Now, if you’ll excuse me, Jeff is about to show me how toilets work in space.”

The hologram flickered then vanished, leaving the crew in stunned silence.

While Samantha went to change into her costume, Lucas approached Mark with a careful expression.

“Hey,” Lucas said, his voice low enough that the others couldn’t hear. “I just want to make sure we’re all good with this arrangement. I know it’s … unusual.”

Mark looked at him, trying to read his expression. Lucas seemed genuinely concerned about the professional dynamics, but Mark found himself studying the man’s face, his build, trying to understand what it was that Vanessa had found so irresistible.

“It’s fine,” Mark said, perhaps a bit too quickly. “Samantha’s a professional. We all are.”

“Right, of course.” Lucas nodded. “I just wanted you to know that I’ll make sure everything stays completely professional. I know this could be awkward, working with your wife.”

Mark felt that familiar tightness in his chest. “I appreciate that.”

“She seems great, by the way. Really athletic. Vanessa made a good choice with the double.”

Mark watched as Lucas glanced over at Samantha, who was emerging in her costume, a small black bikini top and dark pants, and felt an unexpected surge of something he couldn’t quite name.

“Yeah,” Mark managed, “she is.”

Pavel walked them through the choreography one more time before Mark called, “Positions!”

The fight sequence unfolded as choreographed. Samantha moved with the kind of fluid athleticism that made it clear why she’d been casted as Vanessa’s double, while Lucas brought his character’s calculated menace to every gesture. They circled each other like predators, trading blows that looked devastating but landed safely.

Samantha threw a punch aimed at Lucas’s face, but he ducked and her hand caught his shirt collar instead. Lucas smoothly slipped out of the garment, leaving them both shirtless as they continued their deadly dance.

For a few moments, Samantha’s character was clearly winning, her movements precise and controlled as she systematically dismantled Lucas’s attempts to overpower her. But then Lucas managed to get behind her, wrapping one arm around her throat and the other around her torso, pulling her back against his chest in a chokehold.

Mark watched from behind the camera as Lucas’s dark skin pressed against Samantha’s pale back, both of them breathing hard from the exertion. The contrast was striking, artistic, even, in a way that Mark couldn’t help but notice. The position was tactical, professional, exactly what the choreography called for. But Mark found himself transfixed by the sight of his wife trapped against Lucas’s body, his arm across her chest, both of them half-naked and glistening with sweat.

It was different from his fantasy in the elevator. More real. More immediate. The sounds of their breathing, the way Samantha struggled against Lucas’s grip, the obvious physical strength it took for him to hold her in place. Mark felt his pulse quicken in a way that had nothing to do with directing and everything to do with watching another man’s hands on his wife.

Samantha broke free with a sharp elbow to Lucas’s ribs, spinning away from him. The moment was over, but Mark realized he was gripping his script tighter than necessary. When she tried to escape toward the exit, Lucas’s character made a desperate grab for her.

His hand missed her body but caught the strap of her bikini top, which gave way with a sharp snap. Samantha spun away and rushed toward the exit, only to find her path blocked by two ninjas who had appeared as if from nowhere.

She turned back to face Lucas. Even with three against one, it was clear she outclassed all of them. But numbers won out. The two ninjas grabbed her arms from behind, holding her in place as Lucas’s character stepped forward with theatrical menace.

He delivered what was meant to be a knockout blow to her head, and Samantha collapsed to the floor with dramatic precision.

“Cut!” Mark called.

Everyone froze in position, waiting for his verdict.

Mark reviewed the take in his mind. The choreography, the camera angles, whether they’d captured everything they needed. “That was good, but let’s do it again. Lucas, when you grab for her, make it more desperate. You’re losing this fight, and you know it. And Sam, when the top comes off, don’t even acknowledge it. You’re a professional killer, wardrobe malfunctions are not your priority.”

Mark’s real reason for the second take had nothing to do with the choreography. He needed to see if she’d bite her lip again.

“Copy that,” Samantha said, adjusting the bikini top back into place with the matter-of-fact efficiency of someone who’d just been given director’s notes.

“Again from the chokehold,” Mark called. “And … action!”

This time when Lucas got Samantha in the chokehold, Mark watched with laser focus. Lucas’s arm wrapped around her throat, pulling her back against his chest, and Mark’s eyes went immediately to her mouth.

There it was again. The subtle bite of her lower lip, that telltale sign he knew so well. She was getting aroused by this. She was turned on by Lucas holding her, by the feeling of his body pressed against hers, by whatever was happening between them that had nothing to do with acting.

Mark felt a surge of something he couldn’t quite categorize. Jealousy, yes, but also something else. Something that made his pulse race and his breathing shallow. He was watching his wife get turned on by another man, and instead of pure anger, he felt … fascinated. Aroused, even.

The moment stretched on longer than it should have, both actors breathing hard, Lucas’s dark skin against Samantha’s pale back, her lip caught between her teeth. Mark realized he should call cut but found himself letting the scene continue, drinking in the sight of them together.

This time when Lucas grabbed for her and caught the bikini strap, Samantha played it with complete indifference to her partial nudity, focused entirely on the two ninjas blocking her path. The take was perfect. It was brutal, ridiculous, and somehow compelling all at once.

As Samantha retrieved her coat, Vanessa moved closer to Mark, standing beside him as they watched the scene wrap up. There was something different in her posture. She was less guarded than usual.

“That was …” Vanessa said quietly, “actually quite good.”

Mark noticed the way Lucas was watching Samantha as she put her coat back on and felt an echo of the previous night’s unexpected possessiveness.

“Thank you,” Samantha said, adjusting the coat. “That felt amazing. When do we film the rest?”

“We’ll let you know,” he said quickly. “You should probably head to makeup. We’ve got the bigger crew coming in for the next setup.”

As Samantha adjusted her wig and headed for the exit, she caught Mark’s eye and grinned. “This is going to be fun.”

After she left, Mark found himself standing next to Vanessa, both of them watching the door close behind his wife.

“She’s good,” Vanessa admitted.

“Yeah,” Mark replied, “she is.”

In the background, Adelaide was already coordinating with Pavel about the next setup, and the camera operator was reviewing the footage. They’d successfully shot the first scene with Samantha as Vanessa’s double, and no one would ever know the difference.

Mark felt a mix of pride and arousal as he watched the crew efficiently breaking down the minimal setup. Everything was going according to plan, but he couldn’t stop thinking about the way Lucas had held Samantha during that chokehold, the contrast of their skin, the way they’d both been breathing hard.

He was fascinated by the idea of his wife with Lucas, and that fascination was becoming harder to ignore.




Chapter 10: Action!

The bedroom set had been constructed with meticulous attention to detail. Egyptian cotton sheets in pristine white, soft lighting that would flatter skin tones, and enough space around the bed for cameras to capture every angle. Mark stood behind the main monitor, watching as the small crew made final adjustments. This was an even smaller group than the stunt sequence: the essential camera operator, the boom operator who’d proven his discretion, and Adelaide handling both her usual AD duties and intimacy coordination.

Adelaide moved around the set with her typical efficiency, but today, her clipboard contained detailed notes about body positioning and intimate choreography alongside the usual call sheet information. Her Southern drawl had taken on an even more matter-of-fact tone as she discussed the technical aspects of filming simulated sex, approaching it with the same professional detachment she brought to coordinating any complex scene.

“The penetration will be implied through positioning and camera work,” Adelaide was explaining to Mark in the same tone she might use to coordinate a car chase sequence. “We’ll use strategic body placement and post-production editing to create the illusion of actual intercourse while maintaining appropriate boundaries for the performers. Y’all have done this kind of thing before, right?”

Mark felt his throat tighten slightly. “I’ve directed intimate scenes before, but nothing quite this … extensive. This is our first really long, intense sequence.”

“Done plenty,” Lucas said with easy confidence from behind his white terry cloth robe. “The key is communication and boundaries. Everyone needs to know exactly what’s happening when.”

Samantha emerged from behind the makeshift changing screen wearing an identical white robe, though Mark could tell from the way she moved that she was wearing little to nothing underneath. She seemed less confident than Lucas, clearly aware that this was uncharted territory for her.

“This is my first time doing anything like this,” she admitted, adjusting the belt of her robe. “I mean, I’ve done stunt work, but intimate scenes are a whole different thing.”

“Well, that’s what we’re here for,” Adelaide said matter-of-factly. “To make sure everyone feels safe and knows exactly what’s expected. Now, let’s go over the choreography one more time before we start rolling.”

She moved to the bed, clipboard in hand, and began walking through the sequence with the clinical precision Mark had come to expect from her. “Lucas, you’ll start positioned over Samantha, supporting your weight on your forearms. The camera will be positioned here,” she gestured to the operator, “to capture the profile angle. Samantha, your left leg will be bent, foot flat on the bed, and your right leg will wrap around Lucas’s waist.”

Mark felt his pulse quicken as Adelaide described the positioning. The technical language should have made it feel clinical, professional; instead, he found himself visualizing every detail she was describing. His wife’s leg wrapped around Lucas’s waist. The actor positioned between her thighs.

“The key is rhythm and believability,” Adelaide continued, completely oblivious to Mark’s internal struggle. “Y’all need to move together like you’re actually having sex. Lucas, you’ll thrust into the mattress, not into Samantha. Samantha, you respond to his rhythm, match his movements. Think of it like a dance where you’re both hearing the same music.”

She paused, studying her notes, then looked directly at Mark. “Mark, the script doesn’t have a doggy style sequence, but David seems like the kind of man who would want that. And Lucas’s arms and pecs would look amazing holding Sam in place from behind. What do you think?”

Mark’s mouth went dry. The casual way Adelaide had said it, describing Lucas holding his wife in place, sent heat rushing through him. He could picture it immediately: Samantha on her hands and knees, Lucas positioned behind her, his dark hands gripping her pale hips. The contrast of their skin, the power dynamic, the way Lucas would look completely in control.

“Yeah,” Mark managed, his voice rougher than he’d intended. “Let’s … let’s do that.”

Vanessa shifted slightly in her chair, and Mark became acutely aware of her presence. She was watching the rehearsal with professional interest, occasionally nodding at Adelaide’s directions, but Mark couldn’t shake the feeling that she was also watching him. Not the scene. She was watching him specifically.

“All right then,” Adelaide said, making a note on her clipboard. “We’ll start with the missionary position, then transition to doggy style for the more intense portion. Lucas, remember to keep your weight on your arms and knees. Samantha, don’t be afraid to really sell the pleasure. This character is supposed to be completely overwhelmed by this experience.”

Lucas nodded professionally. “Should I vocalize at all, or keep it silent?”

“Some breathing, maybe a few low sounds,” Adelaide replied. “Nothing too porny, but David’s not a silent lover. Actually, be as loud as you want. There’s a chance we’ll have music over this, there’s a chance we’ll bring someone in for more audio effects and sounds. Make it sound real.” She looked at Samantha. “Same for you, honey. Let yourself react naturally to what he’s doing, even if he’s not actually doing it.”

Mark watched his wife nod and again noticed that subtle bite of her lower lip when she was thinking about something that aroused her. The sight of it sent a jolt through him. She was already getting turned on just thinking about this scene.

“Positions, everyone,” Adelaide called. “Let’s get those robes off and start with a rehearsal run-through before we roll camera.”

Lucas dropped his robe with casual confidence, revealing the flesh-toned privacy sheath that left little to the imagination. His athletic build was even more impressive without the concealing terry cloth, broad shoulders, defined chest, the kind of physique that made it clear why he’d been cast as an action hero.

Samantha hesitated for just a moment before letting her own robe fall. The tiny flesh-toned bikini she wore underneath was so minimal that, from Mark’s position behind the monitor, she looked completely naked. The barely-there material clung to her curves, and Mark felt his breathing become more shallow as he watched her move toward the bed.

They positioned themselves according to Adelaide’s directions. Lucas was supporting himself above Samantha, her leg bent exactly as choreographed. Even in rehearsal, without the camera rolling, there was an undeniable chemistry between them. Lucas’s dark skin against Samantha’s pale complexion created a striking visual contrast that Mark found himself unable to look away from.

“Good,” Adelaide said, walking around them and checking angles. “Lucas, bring your hand up to cup her breast; we want to see possession, ownership. This character takes what he wants.”

Lucas’s large hand settled over Samantha’s breast, and Mark saw her sharp intake of breath. It was supposed to be professional, clinical, but there was nothing clinical about the way her body responded to his touch.

Adelaide studied the positioning critically then looked over at Mark. “Mark, do you think we should have him spread his fingers so we can see her nipple? She’s got nice nipples.”

The casual, matter-of-fact way Adelaide said it—commenting on his wife’s body like she was discussing camera equipment—sent Mark’s brain into overdrive. Another person talking about Samantha’s nipples, evaluating them, appreciating them.

“Yeah,” he heard himself saying, his voice hoarse. “And squeeze the nipple a little bit between your fingers, she likes that.”

The words hung in the air like a gunshot. The boom operator looked up sharply. The camera operator paused his adjustments. Lucas’s hand stilled on Samantha’s breast. Even Adelaide, who seemed unflappable, blinked in surprise.

Mark felt his face flush hot with embarrassment. “I’m sorry … that was inappropriate. Just making a joke to lighten the awkward situation.”

But the damage was done. He’d just told another man exactly how to touch his wife’s body, using knowledge that came from their most intimate moments together. And worse, part of him had meant it.

The silence stretched for another beat before Mark cleared his throat and forced himself back into director mode. “What are you all looking at? We got a movie to make, right?”

The crew snapped back to attention. Adelaide nodded and made a note on her clipboard as if nothing had happened. The camera operator resumed his position checks. Lucas adjusted his hand positioning with professional focus, spreading his fingers slightly so Samantha’s nipple was visible between them.

“All right,” Mark said, his voice steadier now. “Let’s roll camera. Everyone ready?”

The camera operator gave him a thumbs-up. Adelaide checked her watch and nodded. Lucas and Samantha were in position on the bed, both breathing slightly harder than they had been during the rehearsal, both looking like they were ready for something more intense than mere acting.

“Rolling,” the camera operator called.

“And … action,” Mark said.

The transformation was immediate. Lucas’s entire demeanor shifted from professional actor to predatory lover, his movements becoming more fluid and intense. Samantha responded instinctively, her back arching slightly as Lucas began the choreographed rhythm above her.

Mark watched through the monitor as Lucas’s dark hand cupped Samantha’s breast exactly as they’d discussed, his fingers spread to frame her nipple. The contrast of their skin was even more striking on camera. It was artistic, erotic, impossible to look away from. Samantha’s breathing became deeper, more ragged, and Mark realized with a jolt that she wasn’t acting anymore.

“Oh,” Samantha gasped, her voice breathy and real. “Oh, God.”

Lucas responded with a low groan, his hips moving in the steady rhythm Adelaide had choreographed. But there was something in his movements that went beyond mere acting. A hunger that made Mark’s pulse race with equal parts arousal and possessiveness.

“Perfect,” Adelaide murmured quietly, watching the monitor. “The chemistry is incredible.”

Mark’s hands gripped the sides of the monitor as he watched his wife lose herself to the scene. Her leg wrapped around Lucas’s waist exactly as rehearsed, but the way she pulled him closer, the way her fingers dug into his shoulders; that wasn’t choreography. That was desire.

“Time to transition,” Adelaide whispered. “Lucas, move into the doggy style position.”

Neither of them responded. Lucas continued his rhythm, his breathing growing heavier, while Samantha’s soft moans filled the soundstage. They were completely lost in the moment, the line between performance and reality dissolving entirely.

“Lucas,” Adelaide said more firmly. “Samantha. Time to transition to the next position.”

Still nothing. Samantha’s back arched higher, her breathing becoming more desperate, and Lucas responded by pressing closer against her. Mark realized with a mix of fascination and alarm that they couldn’t hear anything beyond each other.

“Lucas! Samantha!” Adelaide’s voice cut through the soundstage like a whip crack. “Position change: now.”

Both actors jolted slightly, suddenly aware they were being filmed again, that there were other people in the room. Lucas pulled back with visible effort, his chest heaving, while Samantha blinked up at him with dazed eyes.

“Cut,” Mark called out, his voice cutting through the tension. He didn’t sound angry, just firmly in control. “Good first take.”

Both actors separated reluctantly, Lucas rolling to the side while Samantha sat up, her hair disheveled and her face flushed. They looked like they’d been caught doing something they shouldn’t have been doing, which, Mark realized, wasn’t entirely inaccurate.

“Let’s do another,” Mark continued, his tone light but authoritative. “But both of you need to listen for Adelaide’s cues, or we’ll get the hose out.”

A few nervous chuckles rippled through the small crew. Lucas grinned sheepishly while Samantha covered her face with her hands, partly embarrassed but still clearly aroused.

“Positions,” Adelaide called, back to business. “And this time, when I say transition, you transition. We need to get the full sequence.”

They reset quickly. Lucas positioned himself above Samantha again, but this time there was an added intensity. Both of them knew what they were capable of together, what had just happened between them. The air felt charged with sexual energy that went far beyond mere performance.

“Rolling,” the camera operator called.

“Action,” Mark said.

This time when Adelaide called for the transition, both actors heard her immediately. Lucas helped Samantha turn over, positioning her on her hands and knees while he moved behind her. Mark’s breath caught as he watched Lucas’s dark hands grip his wife’s pale hips, pulling her back against him.

The visual was everything Mark had imagined when Adelaide had first suggested the position, but more intense. Lucas’s muscular frame dominated Samantha’s smaller form, his hands controlling her movements as he began the rhythmic thrusting motion. Samantha’s head dropped forward, her blonde hair cascading around her face as soft moans escaped her lips.

Mark gripped the monitor so tightly his knuckles went white. This was his wife being taken by another man, even if it was just acting. But watching Lucas’s powerful form moving behind her, hearing the sounds she was making. Sounds he recognized from their most intimate moments. Mark felt his arousal building to an almost unbearable level.

Suddenly, a hand gripped his arm. Vanessa’s fingers dug into his bicep, jolting him out of his trance. He turned to meet her eyes and, for a moment, they stared at each other in silence. There was something knowing in her gaze, something that suggested she understood exactly what he was feeling.

“Cut!” Mark called out, his voice sharper than he’d intended.

Lucas and Samantha separated immediately, both breathing hard. Samantha remained on her hands and knees for a moment, catching her breath, while Lucas sat back on his heels.

“That was great,” Mark said, forcing enthusiasm into his voice. “Everything we wanted. One take and we got it! That’s amazing.” He cleared his throat, trying to regain his professional composure. “Adelaide, set up for the next shot. Sam, let’s talk for a minute in the makeup room about your motivation.”

Samantha looked up at him with flushed cheeks and slightly confused eyes, still coming down from whatever she’d been feeling during the scene. “Okay,” she said breathlessly.

***

The makeup room was small and cramped, with a single chair in front of a mirror surrounded by harsh fluorescent bulbs. Mark closed the door behind them and immediately moved toward Samantha, his hands finding her waist and pulling her against him. The energy from watching her with Lucas had built to a fever pitch inside him, and he needed to touch her, to claim her, to remind himself that she was his.

“Mark,” Samantha breathed as his lips found her neck, his hands roaming over her body with desperate urgency. She responded, her body still warm and pliant from the scene they’d just filmed, her breathing still elevated.

His hands moved to the ties of her robe, fingers working frantically to get to the skin underneath. Samantha’s head tilted back as he kissed along her collarbone, her pulse racing beneath his lips.

For thirty seconds, maybe forty, she let him take what he needed, understanding on some level that he was working through something intense. But then her hands came up to his chest, pushing him back gently but firmly.

“Stop,” she said, her voice breathless but determined. “Mark, stop.”

Mark pulled back, his chest heaving, looking at her with wild eyes. “Sam, I just need—”

“Mark.” Her voice was firm but not unkind. “A couple nights ago, you came home and fucked me like a completely different person. Rougher, more possessive. Not that I’m complaining—it was incredible. But we didn’t really talk about what had gotten into you.” She studied his face carefully. “And now you’re doing it again. This intensity, this need to … I don’t know, claim me or something. What’s driving this change?” She crossed her arms with the posture of someone who wasn’t going to let him deflect or distract her. “I know you, Mark. This isn’t just you being turned on by directing a sex scene. This is something else, and I want to understand what it is.”

Mark ran his hands through his hair, pacing the small space like a caged animal. The words were right there, but saying them out loud felt impossible. How could he explain what he barely understood himself?

“I …” He stopped, started again. “God, Sam, I don’t even know how to say this without sounding completely fucked up.”

“Try me,” she said quietly, her expression softening slightly. “We’ve been together five years. You can tell me anything.”

Mark leaned against the makeup counter, avoiding her eyes in the mirror. “Watching you with Lucas … it’s doing something to me. Something I didn’t expect.” He took a shaky breath. “The fantasy of you with him, it’s consuming me. It’s more intense than anything I’ve ever felt.”

He finally met her eyes in the reflection. “And it makes me want to claim you. To remind you that you’re mine. But not because I’m angry or jealous. Because watching you with him turns me on in ways I can’t even explain.”

The silence stretched between them, heavy with the weight of his confession. The only sound was the hum of the fluorescent lights overhead and the distant murmur of crew voices from the soundstage.

Samantha stared at him in the mirror, processing what he’d just admitted. Mark could see her mind working, trying to understand this new dynamic between them.

Mark’s phone buzzed. He glanced at it reluctantly, seeing Adelaide’s name on the screen.

Ready for the next scene when y’all are. Take your time, though.

He showed Samantha the text, and she nodded slowly, still quiet, still thinking.

“We should …” Mark started.

“Yeah,” Samantha said softly. “We should get back.”

But neither of them moved immediately, the weight of what had just been said hanging in the air between them.

“Mark,” Samantha finally said, her voice gentle. “This isn’t as weird as you think it is.”

He looked at her with surprise and cautious hope.

“When I was having coffee with Maddie the other day, she mentioned knowing couples who … experiment. She joked about knowing husbands who actually like watching.” Samantha’s cheeks flushed slightly. “I thought she was just being provocative, but maybe she was onto something.”

Mark felt something loosen in his chest. “You’re not freaked out?”

“Confused, maybe. Surprised, definitely.” She turned to face him directly instead of speaking to his reflection. “But not freaked out. We’re both adults, Mark. And we’re both discovering things about ourselves we didn’t know were there.” She paused, studying his face. “The question is … what do we do with this?”

“We film the next scene,” Mark said, forcing himself back into director mode. “You’re topless on an elliptical machine.”

Samantha raised an eyebrow. “There’s a lot of topless scenes here. Why did you add so many?”

Mark ran a hand through his hair, looking slightly embarrassed. “I don’t know. I didn’t expect it would be my wife’s tits on giant screens all over the world.”

“Are you sure this is going to win an Oscar?” Samantha asked with a wry smile.

“Monty said it doesn’t matter if it’s good,” Mark replied, and they both started laughing despite everything.

The tension between them shifted, not disappearing entirely but becoming something they could carry together. They had more to figure out, more to discuss. For now, though, they had a movie to finish.

“Come on,” Samantha said, reaching for the door handle. “Let’s go make some art.”

They headed back toward the soundstage, walking a little closer together than before, both of them carrying the weight of new understanding and new possibilities.




Chapter 11: What’s in a name?

“Oh, so you’re a cuck?” Maddie said over a bowl of knedlíčky.

“That doesn’t sound right,” Mark responded, shifting uncomfortably in the wooden chair of the traditional Czech restaurant.

“Or are you a stag? Or just someone with hotwife fantasies?” Maddie followed up, trying to make sense of the nomenclature while casually spearing another dumpling with her fork.

The restaurant was warm and dimly lit, filled with the rich aromas of roasted meat and fresh bread. They’d chosen a corner table away from the other diners, though Maddie’s matter-of-fact tone made it clear she wasn’t particularly concerned about being overheard discussing sexual dynamics over traditional Czech cuisine.

“You see, it changes, what people call their fetishes,” Maddie continued, gesturing with her fork as if she were giving a lecture. “And some people really care about using the exactly correct phrasing to describe what they want to do or watch or read. There’s this whole taxonomy of terms that people get very particular about.”

Samantha picked at her goulash, listening with fascination as Maddie launched into what was clearly a well-rehearsed explanation.

“Cuckolding traditionally involves humiliation: the husband being made to feel inadequate while watching his wife with someone else. The other man is typically more dominant, more sexually capable. There’s often an element of denial or submission involved for the husband.”

Mark felt his face flush slightly. “That’s … not what this is.”

“Right, which is why you might be more of a stag,” Maddie said, pointing her fork at him. “Stags get off on watching their wives, the ’vixens,’ but it’s about pride, not humiliation. They’re proud of their partner’s sexuality, proud that other men desire her. It’s exhibitionist rather than submissive.”

She took a sip of her beer before continuing. “Then you’ve got hotwife scenarios, which can overlap with both but focus more on the wife’s sexual freedom and exploration. The husband encourages her to be with other men because he finds her pleasure arousing.”

Mark glanced at Samantha, who was listening intently, occasionally nodding as if pieces were clicking into place.

“And then there are all the subcategories,” Maddie went on, clearly enjoying herself. “Soft swap versus full swap, same room versus separate room, emotional involvement versus purely physical. Some couples have rules about protection, about who the third party can be, about what acts are allowed.”

“Jesus,” Mark muttered. “I had no idea there was so much … structure to it.”

“Oh, honey, people have been doing this for centuries. The internet just gave everyone a vocabulary for it.” Maddie grinned. “Plus forums to argue endlessly about which term applies to which scenario.”

Mark eventually interrupted, setting down his fork with a slight clatter. “At a certain point, does it matter exactly what we call it?”

Maddie paused mid-chew then smiled approvingly. “No. You’re right. How can I help you both?”

The question hung in the air between them, loaded with possibility and uncertainty. Mark looked at Samantha, who looked back at him with an expression that suggested she was just as curious about the answer as he was.

“Oh, wait,” Maddie immediately followed up, her eyes gleaming with mischief. “Are you interested in being put in chastity and taking your wife’s strap-on dildo?”

Mark’s fork stopped halfway to his mouth. Samantha nearly choked on her beer.

A moment passed before Maddie burst out laughing. “I’m joking! I know that’s not what you’re here for right now.”

“Doesn’t sound so bad actually,” Samantha said casually, taking another sip of beer. “Let’s circle back to that later.”

Mark stared at his wife in shock, his mouth slightly open. The woman who’d been nervous about doing her first intimate scene was now casually discussing pegging him over Czech dumplings.

Samantha caught his expression and grinned. “What? You’ve opened a door here, Mark. Don’t be surprised if I want to walk through it.”

“Yeah,” Mark said slowly, still processing. “One thing at a time.”

Maddie wiped tears from her eyes, still chuckling. “Okay, okay. Back to the matter at hand.” She leaned forward, her expression becoming more serious. “But first, I need to ask some basic questions. Samantha, how do you feel about being watched?”

Samantha considered this, twirling a piece of hair around her finger. “I … liked it more than I expected. There was something about performing for Mark, knowing he was watching me with Lucas, that was incredibly arousing.”

“Good. And how do you feel about Lucas?”

Samantha’s cheeks flushed slightly. “I find him very attractive. I mean, he’s Lucas Reid.”

Maddie’s fork clattered to her plate. “Lucas Reid? You didn’t tell me that!” Her voice rose enough that a few other diners glanced over. “Oh my God, of course you want him to nail you. And Mark”—she gave an exaggerated chef’s kiss—“good choice. If you’re gonna get cucked, then you’ve chosen the right bull.”

“I’m not getting cucked,” Mark said, trying to quiet her down with frantic hand gestures. “And … bull?”

“That’s what Lucas will be if he nails your wife in front of you,” Maddie said matter-of-factly, picking up her fork again as if she hadn’t just announced their business to half the restaurant.

Maddie paused, studying Mark’s face more carefully. “Wait … Mark, does it matter that he’s Black?”

Mark shifted uncomfortably. “I don’t think so.”

“Are you sure?”

Mark considered this, his brow furrowing. “I think the color contrast is pretty cool … and how I can’t even imagine that it’s me doing stuff to her since his skin is a different color. It makes it more … distinct, I guess?”

“But it isn’t like a slavery reparations thing? Or a feeling that he’ll be better in bed because he’s Black?”

“No!” Mark said quickly then leaned forward and whispered, “Is that a thing people are into? The socio-political commentary?”

“Oh yeah,” Maddie said with a casual shrug. “Some people get really into the racial power dynamics, the historical implications, all that. But not everyone cares about that aspect.”

Samantha had been listening to this exchange with growing fascination. “I had no idea there were so many … layers to this.”

“Honey, people can fetishize anything,” Maddie replied. “The important thing is knowing what you’re actually responding to versus what you think you should be responding to.”

Maddie set down her fork and leaned back in her chair, assuming what was clearly her “expert mode” posture. “Okay, listen up you two. Doctor Maddie is ready with her diagnosis.”

She pointed at Mark first. “You love that you have a sexy wife. You’re like, totally obsessed with her, and that other men could also want to fuck her validates your love. And watching another man with her then puts you in the position of reclaiming her, and that act reminds you that you are actually the one who ‘owns’ her.”

Mark opened his mouth to protest the ownership comment, but Maddie was already turning to Samantha.

“And you, Sam, you, like all women, all people really, get off on being desired. You clearly like pleasing your husband … and kind of just love getting fucked. I mean, you were a big ol’ slut in college, so that’s hardly a surprise. Also, that Mark turns into some possessive alpha Dom is like the missing piece of your sexuality.”

Mark blinked, looking between the two women. “You were complaining about me not being dominating enough?”

“Keep up, darling,” Maddie said with a wave of her hand. “That was like three sexual awakenings ago.”

“Yeah,” Samantha said, nodding slowly. “I think that’s it. That’s exactly it.”

Maddie smiled triumphantly, but then her expression shifted to something more practical. “So, how does Lucas feel about all this?”

Mark and Samantha looked at each other, and in perfect unison said, “Oh shit.”

They’d completely forgotten that Lucas mattered, too.

***

Twenty-four hours later, at the same restaurant, Lucas sat across from Maddie, Sam, and Mark, looking completely at ease despite the surreal nature of the conversation.

“Oh hell yeah, I know what a bull is,” Lucas said with a grin, cutting into his schnitzel.

Maddie, who had been the picture of confidence the day before, was now completely tongue-tied in front of Lucas. She kept trying to eat her knedlíčky in what she clearly thought was a seductive manner, which was functionally impossible given that they were essentially bread dumplings.

“Have you … done this before?” Mark asked, trying to keep his voice casual.

“Been in similar arrangements,” Lucas said with a shrug. “Or just partied with couples in Hollywood. It’s not uncommon.”

Maddie finally found her voice, leaning forward with what she probably thought was sultry confidence. “Is it a race thing for you? Like you’re taking something back from the white man?”

Lucas paused mid-chew, his expression becoming more thoughtful. “No … I mean … I don’t think so.” He seemed genuinely reflective, like he’d never considered the question before. “I never really thought about it that way.”

“I guess what I’m asking,” Maddie continued, now twirling her hair around her finger, “is if you’re into any particular kind of woman. Blonde? Japanese? Half-Jewish, half-Italian from Brooklyn?”

Samantha interrupted before Lucas could answer. “So, Lucas … we’re adults here. Is this the kind of thing you might be interested in with us?”

Lucas leaned back in his chair, considering. “Well, the way I see it,” he said, pointing his fork at Mark, “you’re an alpha-cuck.”

“I still don’t like that word,” Mark muttered.

“You get off on being in control of the situation. Like, you’re watching your wife, but you’re in complete control of what’s going on. You are a director, after all.”

“You know, it’s interesting because he’s not really a control freak in other areas of his life,” Samantha observed. “He’s not even that dominant in bed until we stumbled on this situation.”

“That’s interesting,” Lucas said thoughtfully.

Mark’s eyes cast downward, realizing that he’d let this genie out of the bottle and now his sexuality was being dissected in a public space. He looked around nervously, wondering how many people in Czechia spoke English. He missed a few beats of the conversation as his mind wandered.

“So you’d be all right with Mark directing everything we do?” Samantha was asking.

“Yeah, I could do that,” Lucas replied easily. “I’m an actor. I like being watched, anyway.”

Mark tuned back in. “And … what are you getting out of this? I mean, it feels like you’re just doing wish fulfillment for us.”

Lucas laughed, a rich sound that made several nearby diners glance over. “Mark, buddy … I get to fuck your wife.”

Mark felt a jolt of arousal despite himself.

“But not tonight,” Lucas continued, checking his watch. “We’ve got early filming tomorrow.”

Maddie suddenly perked up. “You know … I’d be willing to let Mark direct you on fucking me if that’s what you like.”

Lucas smiled, that easy charismatic grin that had made him famous. “One thing at a time.” He winked.

Mark stared around the table. He looked at his wife who was calmly considering sharing herself with another man, at Lucas who had just casually agreed to sleep with her, at Maddie who was now apparently volunteering herself as some kind of practice round. He had absolutely no idea what he’d unleashed.




Chapter 12: Final Act

The Prague National Museum’s grand ballroom was closed to the public for the day, transformed into a film set. The vast dance floor was interrupted by glass exhibition cases containing artifacts from throughout history: medieval weapons, ancient pottery, Renaissance sculptures. A Viking battle axe gleamed under the dramatic lighting the crew had set up, positioned strategically near where the action sequence would unfold.

Mark stood behind the monitors, watching as Adelaide walked Lucas and Samantha through the choreography one last time. Vanessa sat in her usual director’s chair off to the side, already wearing the torn evening gown she’d need for the dialogue sequence later. She occasionally checked her phone but mostly watched the preparations with professional interest.

“Remember, this is supposed to be the emotional climax of the film,” Adelaide was saying, her voice echoing off the marble floors. “David and Elena have been enemies, they’ve been lovers, and now they’re finally partners. This dance is their moment of connection before all hell breaks loose.”

Samantha looked stunning in the intact version of Vanessa’s character costume. She wore a flowing evening gown that clung to her curves and moved like liquid when she walked. Her hair was styled in an elegant updo that made her neck look impossibly long and graceful. Lucas wore a perfectly tailored tuxedo that emphasized his broad shoulders and confident bearing.

Mark felt that familiar tightness in his chest as he watched Lucas adjust the delicate chain around Samantha’s neck, ostensibly checking that it would catch the light properly. Their hands lingered for a moment longer than necessary, and Samantha didn’t flinch away from his touch. If anything, she seemed to lean into it slightly.

“Positions,” Adelaide called. “Let’s start with the ballroom sequence.”

Mark took his place behind the monitors, trying to push down the familiar anxiety that came with directing intimate scenes involving his wife.

“Rolling,” the camera operator announced.

“And … action,” Mark called.

The camera began rolling, and Mark watched through the monitor as Lucas took Samantha into his arms. They moved together with fluid grace, Lucas leading her through an elegant waltz that looked natural and unrehearsed. The way he held her—one hand on her lower back, fingers spread possessively—made Mark’s pulse quicken.

Through the headphones, Mark could hear their quiet conversation as they danced, staying in character but with an intimacy that felt increasingly real.

“You look beautiful tonight,” Lucas murmured, his voice low enough that only the boom mic caught it.

“Careful, David,” Samantha replied, staying in character as Elena. “A girl could get used to compliments like that.”

Mark watched them dance for several minutes, the camera capturing their movements from different angles. There was something hypnotic about watching his wife in another man’s arms, the way she moved with Lucas, the easy chemistry between them that went beyond mere acting.

“Cut,” Mark called after they’d captured enough footage. “Perfect. Let’s reset for the action sequence.”

The minimal crew immediately shifted into motion, just the essential camera operator, boom operator, and Adelaide coordinating. The three stunt performers who’d been brought in for the ninja roles took their positions behind various exhibition cases, all having signed the same NDAs that had protected the secret this far. They would have to move quickly between takes to create the illusion of a dozen different attackers.

“Remember,” Mark called quietly to the small group, “you’re interrupting an intimate moment. Make it sudden, make it chaotic.”

“Rolling,” the camera operator announced.

Mark called “Action,” and Lucas and Samantha resumed their dance position, looking into each other’s eyes with the same intimate energy they’d had before.

Suddenly, the first ninja appeared from behind a Renaissance sculpture display, moving silently toward the dancing couple. Lucas’s character sensed the movement and spun Samantha away from danger just as the attacker lunged. Within seconds, the ballroom erupted into chaos as the other two performers appeared from different angles, creating the illusion of multiple attackers.

Lucas grabbed the Viking battle axe from beside the medieval display, using it to dispatch the first two ninjas with brutal efficiency. But when more appeared, the same performers in different masks, creating the illusion of endless enemies, he found himself surrounded.

“Elena!” he shouted and threw the axe across the ballroom to Samantha, who caught it one-handed without missing a beat.

Samantha wielded the axe with deadly precision, her movements fluid and brutal as she cut through the remaining attackers. She spun between the exhibition cases, using the displays as both cover and weapons. They were shattering glass, sending pottery flying, turning the elegant museum space into a battlefield.

One ninja lunged at her from behind a marble column. She ducked low, sweeping his legs with the axe handle before bringing the blade up in a finishing move. Another approached from her left, and she pivoted gracefully, her evening gown flowing around her as she moved.

It was during this pivot that disaster struck: her dress caught on the sharp edge of a broken pottery shard that had fallen during the earlier chaos. The delicate fabric tore with a dramatic ripping sound, the top of her gown falling away and leaving her fighting topless among the marble columns.

Without missing a beat, Samantha continued her deadly dance, now moving with even more lethal grace. The contrast between her exposed vulnerability and her deadly skill created striking visuals as she dispatched the final attackers. The three stunt performers, switching between different masks and approaching from various angles, had created the convincing illusion of a dozen different ninjas falling to her blade.

When the last ninja dropped and only Lucas and Samantha remained standing, both breathing hard from the exertion, Mark called “Cut!”

He announced to the crew. “Fantastic. Let’s reset for Vanessa’s dialogue sequence.”

The crew quickly shifted into reset mode while Samantha grabbed a robe to cover herself. Vanessa stood up from her director’s chair, already in the identical torn dress, and moved to take Samantha’s position among the scattered ninja props. The switch was seamless. To anyone watching the final film, it would appear to be the same person throughout.

“Rolling,” the camera operator announced after the brief reset.

Mark called “Action.”

Lucas and Vanessa stood among the aftermath of the battle, both breathing heavily as if they’d just finished the fight themselves.

“That’s one way to wrap things up,” Lucas said, looking at Vanessa with the same intensity he’d shown Samantha during their earlier scenes.

“All that’s left is the unwrapping,” Vanessa replied, and she let the remnants of her torn dress fall to the museum floor, revealing her body in the same state of undress that Samantha had been in moments before.

Lucas moved toward her, and they kissed with the passion their characters demanded. But something felt different to Mark as he watched through the monitor. The chemistry was there, professional and convincing, but it lacked the electricity he’d witnessed between Lucas and Samantha. This was acting, skilled, committed acting, but it was still just performance.

“Cut!” Mark called. “Perfect. That’s a wrap on the museum sequence.”

As the crew began breaking down equipment, Mark found himself thinking about the difference between what he’d just watched and what he’d seen earlier. Vanessa and Lucas were consummate professionals, but when Lucas had been with Samantha, something real had been happening beneath the surface of their performance.

***

Six hours later, Mark sat in a director’s chair at the foot of their bed, a glass of wine in his hand. He was still in his work clothes—button-down shirt, dark jeans—but he’d loosened his tie and rolled up his sleeves. The apartment felt different tonight, charged with anticipation and possibility.

Samantha emerged from the bathroom wearing a silk robe, her hair down and makeup refreshed. She moved around the room lighting candles, creating an atmosphere that was both intimate and ceremonial. There was something deliberate about her movements, a recognition that what was about to happen would change everything between them.

A soft knock came at the door.

Samantha looked at Mark, who nodded. She walked to the door and opened it to find Lucas standing in the hallway, holding a small bouquet of flowers. He’d changed from his filming clothes into dark slacks and a simple button-down shirt, looking relaxed but respectful.

“These are for you,” Lucas said, offering the flowers with an easy smile.

Samantha accepted them with a warm smile of her own, leaning forward to kiss his cheek in greeting. “Thank you. They’re beautiful.” She looked back at Mark, who was watching from his chair with an expression of nervous anticipation.

“Come in,” she said, stepping aside to let Lucas enter.

Lucas crossed the threshold, taking in the scene—the candles, Mark in his director’s chair, the obvious intentionality of the evening. He removed his jacket and hung it on the back of a chair, moving with the same easy confidence he brought to everything else.

Lucas looked at Mark then at Samantha. “Are we sure about this?”

“I am,” Samantha said simply, her fingers moving to the belt of her silk robe. “We both are.”

She looked at Mark with an expression that was both vulnerable and excited. “I wanna make you proud.”

Mark felt a surge of arousal at her words, at the way she was looking at him. “Then start making our guest feel welcome.”

Samantha smiled and let the robe fall to the floor.

She stood before them both, beautiful and unashamed, her body illuminated by the flickering candlelight. Mark felt his breathing become shallow as he watched Lucas’s eyes take her in, appreciating every curve, every line of her form.

Samantha moved toward Lucas with the same confident grace she’d shown during filming, but this time there were no cameras, no crew, no script to follow. She reached for his shirt, her fingers working the buttons with deliberate slowness while maintaining eye contact with him.

Lucas stood still, letting her undress him, but Mark could see the barely contained desire in his expression. When Samantha’s hands moved to his belt, Lucas’s breathing became audibly deeper.

“Look at me while she does that,” Mark said, his voice rougher than he’d intended.

Lucas’s eyes met his over Samantha’s head, and something passed between them—an understanding, an acknowledgment of the dynamic they were creating together. Mark was directing this scene just as he’d directed the ones on set, but this time the stakes were infinitely more personal.

Samantha pushed Lucas’s shirt off his shoulders, her hands exploring the muscled contours of his chest and arms. Mark watched, transfixed, as his wife touched another man with obvious desire and appreciation.

Samantha lowered herself to her knees in front of Lucas, her palms trailing down his chest, her breath warm against his skin. She reached for the waistband of his pants, fingers working slowly, deliberately, tugging the button free and drawing down the zipper. As she eased his pants and briefs over his hips, his cock sprang free—already hard, dark, and heavy, bobbing toward her face with the tension of anticipation. She paused for just a second, eyes flicking up to meet Mark’s, as if asking permission.

Mark gave the faintest nod.

Samantha leaned forward and pressed a soft, reverent kiss to the base of Lucas’s shaft. Her hands cradled him, fingers spreading over his hips and thighs as she moved up, letting her lips trace the length of him with unhurried devotion. She paused at the tip, letting her tongue flick across the crown, teasing, tasting. Lucas let out a low exhale, his eyes briefly fluttering closed as she finally took him into her mouth, inch by inch, her lips stretching, her breath controlled, her hands guiding and anchoring him. The sight of her like that—her lips wrapped around another man’s cock while looking up at Mark—sent a pulse of heat through Mark’s entire body.

Samantha worked him deeper, her lips forming a tight seal as she bobbed steadily, her pace unhurried but purposeful. Mark couldn’t tear his eyes away. The soft golden glow of candlelight painted the scene like a tableau—his pale wife kneeling, her pink lips stretched around Lucas’s deep brown cock, her delicate fingers wrapped around the base in counterpoint to the smooth, dark shaft disappearing between them. The contrast was stark, almost painterly—the juxtaposition of tones heightening the eroticism, turning something primal into something perversely beautiful.

Lucas reached down and gently stroked Samantha’s hair, brushing it back from her cheek so he could see more of her face. She responded with a deeper pull, her throat flexing subtly as she took him further. Her moan vibrated through him, making Lucas hiss between his teeth and brace himself against the edge of the nearby dresser. Mark’s cock throbbed inside his pants, aching with the need to be involved, to touch, to own. But he didn’t move. Not yet. He needed to see this, all of it, to burn it into memory.

Lucas’s fingers tightened slightly in Samantha’s hair, not to guide her, but to steady himself. Her lips glistened with spit as she pulled back just enough to let her tongue swirl around the head, teasing him, before sliding down again.

Mark’s voice broke the silence—low, rough, filled with heat. “She can take it all,” he said, almost to himself. Then he said louder, “You’ll do that for me, right, Sam? Take his whole cock.”

Samantha looked up at him, eyes shining with arousal and mischief. She nodded slightly, lips still wrapped around Lucas. Then, without breaking eye contact, she inhaled deep and took Lucas to the root, her nose pressing against his pelvis, her throat relaxing with practiced control.

Lucas let out a groan, one hand gripping the edge of the dresser behind him, the other still in her hair. “Fuck …” he breathed, watching her hold him there, her throat flexing around him.

Mark’s breath caught. Seeing her like this—obedient, eager, powerful in her submission—was almost more than he could handle.

After another long, slow suck, Samantha pulled back, saliva glistening on her lips. Then, without a word, she dipped lower, letting her mouth trail along the underside of his shaft, her tongue dragging slowly down until it reached his balls. She nuzzled them, licked them, then let her mouth roam even lower.

From Mark’s angle, all he could see now was her hand working Lucas’s cock and the cascade of her blonde hair disappearing into the curve of his muscular thighs. Her face was hidden, buried between his legs, and the only sound was the wet flick of her tongue and Lucas’s soft, involuntary moans.

The sight—his wife worshiping another man with such focused, joyful attention—nearly undid him.

Lucas let out a low groan, one hand resting on Samantha’s shoulder, the other threading gently into her hair. “Goddamn, baby … that tongue …” he murmured, voice thick with pleasure.

Mark watched, mesmerized, his grip tightening around the arms of his chair. He could see the flex of Lucas’s thighs as Samantha’s tongue danced lower still, her lips brushing that sensitive spot just behind his balls. She was taking her time, lavishing attention on every inch of him, as if she were memorizing him with her mouth.

Lucas’s abs tensed, and his breathing grew ragged. “You’re gonna make me blow if you keep that up.”

Samantha didn’t stop. She let her fingers slide up, curling around the base of his shaft to hold him steady as she sucked one of his balls into her mouth, rolling it gently with her tongue while stroking him with the kind of practiced, affectionate rhythm only a deeply attentive lover could offer.

Mark’s heart pounded in his chest, a mix of awe, arousal, and disbelief flooding him. His wife was between another man’s legs, utterly immersed in pleasuring him—and she was loving it. He could see it in every motion, every sensual curve of her body as she moved.

But before Lucas could say anything more, Mark’s voice cut through the room—low, controlled, commanding.

“That’s enough.”

Samantha froze, still bent over Lucas’s thighs, her hand gently stroking his slick, hard cock. She looked back at her husband, lips parted, a question in her eyes.

Mark sat forward in the director’s chair, his knuckles white around the arms. His voice was rough with restraint. “Stop. I want to see you get fucked.”

Samantha’s pupils dilated. Lucas inhaled through his nose, visibly holding himself back.

“Get on the bed,” Mark said, his eyes locked on his wife’s. “I want to see you take every inch of him.”

She rose slowly, her cheeks flushed, lips glistening. She kissed Lucas once on the chest as she passed, then climbed onto the bed and laid back, parting her legs deliberately, waiting.

Mark didn’t blink.

“Go on,” he said to Lucas. “She can take it all. You’ll do that for me, right Sam? Take his whole cock?”

She gave the smallest nod, then smiled. “Of course.”

Then she looked up at Lucas and added, “Let’s make him proud.”

Lucas moved over her, his body poised between her legs. He braced himself on one arm and guided his thick shaft with the other, lining up slowly, deliberately, as if savoring the anticipation. Samantha lay on her back beneath him, thighs parted, her breath catching in her throat as she felt the broad tip press against her.

Mark moved closer, circling the bed, drawn like gravity toward the moment of penetration.

Lucas pushed in, just the head at first, making Samantha gasp as her body stretched to accommodate him. He gave her a moment, then eased in deeper, inch by inch, until he was fully inside her. She let out a long, low sound, part moan and part exhale, as her hands gripped the sheets.

Mark stood by the side of the bed, watching his wife be filled.

“Fuck, Sam …” he whispered. “You look so beautiful like this.”

Lucas began to move. He started with slow, deep thrusts that rocked her body in gentle waves. Samantha’s hands slid up her own torso, cupping her breasts, pinching her nipples as her hips tilted up to meet his rhythm. Her moans were breathy, increasingly urgent.

Mark reached out, took her hand in his, and knelt beside the bed. “That’s it,” he murmured. “Let me see how much you can take.”

Lucas’s thrusts deepened, building gradually in speed and intensity. The wet sound of their bodies meeting filled the room, punctuated by Samantha’s rising cries of pleasure. Her free hand grasped at the sheets, her body writhing beneath Lucas as the tension in her core began to coil tighter.

Mark leaned in, his voice a breath in her ear. “You’re doing so fucking good, baby. Just like that … You’re taking his cock like you were made for it.”

Samantha whimpered, her hips pushing up into Lucas’s strokes. “Oh my god … it’s so deep …”

Lucas shifted slightly, angling himself to grind against her in just the right way, his thrusts now harder, faster, precise. Samantha’s legs lifted, wrapping around his back, drawing him deeper.

Mark brought her hand to his lips and kissed her knuckles, his eyes locked on her flushed, beautiful face.

“I’m close,” she gasped, her voice breaking. “Mark … can I come?”

Mark’s chest was heaving. He brought his lips to her ear and said, “Yes. Let go. I want to watch you come for him.”

That was all she needed.

Her body tensed beneath Lucas, thighs trembling, back arching. She cried out as the orgasm rolled through her, loud and raw and unrestrained, her grip on Mark’s hand like a vice. Lucas kept fucking her through it, his own breathing sharp and uneven, riding the waves of her release.

Mark couldn’t look away.

As the tremors of Samantha’s orgasm faded, Lucas slowed his movements, giving her a moment to breathe. Her chest rose and fell with each deep gasp, her skin glistening, her body pliant and glowing. Mark brushed a hand over her cheek, kissed her temple, and whispered, “Samantha. Turn over. I want to see you take him from behind.”

She nodded, dazed but eager. Lucas pulled out slowly, and she shifted onto her hands and knees, arching her back with practiced elegance. Her ass lifted high, her thighs parting just enough to give Mark the perfect view of her glistening, used pussy.

Lucas positioned himself behind her, hands gripping her hips firmly as he guided himself back in with one smooth thrust. Samantha let out a startled moan, the new angle hitting deeper, rougher. Her fingers clenched the sheets.

“Fuck …” Mark breathed, his arousal pulsing as he watched his wife rocked forward with each thrust.

He moved to the front of the bed, crouching down so their faces were level. Her eyes fluttered open, meeting his gaze through the haze of sensation. Mark leaned in and kissed her deeply and possessively, while Lucas fucked her from behind, each stroke pushing her mouth harder against his.

The rhythm quickened. Lucas’s hips slapped against her ass, her body jolting forward into Mark’s mouth with every thrust. The contrast of their skin—Lucas’s deep brown hands gripping Samantha’s pale waist—was as beautiful as it was filthy.

Mark pulled back from the kiss, his hand caressing her jaw. “You’re so fucking sexy like this. Letting him use you. Letting me watch.”

Samantha whimpered, her eyes fluttering shut, her breath stuttering as Lucas’s thrusts grew harder, deeper, more erratic.

“God …” Lucas groaned. “I’m gonna come …”

He pulled out abruptly, grabbing his shaft as the first hot spurt landed across Samantha’s lower back. Another followed, then another—thick streaks across her ass, glistening on her flushed skin.

Samantha gasped at the sudden warmth, her body still trembling, her breath catching as she felt the full weight of it. His cum, their gaze, everything.

Mark stared, pulse pounding, nearly overwhelmed. The image was seared into his mind: his wife, marked, used, radiant.

Lucas was still panting, his chest rising and falling as he tried to catch his breath. He stepped back, one hand on the edge of the bed to steady himself. Mark stayed silent, eyes locked on Samantha, on the way she looked lying there, flushed and panting, the curves of her ass streaked with another man’s cum.

She didn’t move. She just looked up at him, still on her knees, her body trembling with aftershocks, her lips parted, waiting.

Lucas finally said, “I’m gonna hit the bathroom.”

Mark gave a small nod, not taking his eyes off his wife. He stepped closer as Lucas disappeared down the hallway.

His fingers went to his belt.

“I need to remind you that you’re mine.”




Chapter 13: Director’s Cut

Mark stepped closer to her, silent at first, just looking. Samantha was still on her hands and knees, her back slick with Lucas’s release, her breathing uneven. Mark knelt behind her and ran both hands up her thighs, over her hips, then to her breasts, cupping them roughly.

“You’re soaked,” he murmured, voice low, gravel-thick. His fingers slid between her legs, gathering the slick evidence of her arousal and the remnants of Lucas’s cum. “You liked that … being filled by someone else.”

Samantha shivered, but didn’t move. Her breath caught when his fingers slipped inside her, two at once, and he curved them just right, curling into her with purpose. “You’re dripping for me now,” he whispered. “And you’re going to show me exactly what you did for him.”

She turned her head slightly, her hair sticking to her cheek. “Mark …”

He didn’t stop. “On your knees. I want to see it.”

Samantha obeyed, slowly shifting her body and sitting back on her heels before rising to her knees. Her eyes met his. Not pleading, not apologetic. Waiting.

Mark stood in front of her and undid his pants, pulling them down just enough to free his cock: hard and already leaking. “Do it like you did for him,” he said. “Let me see what I missed.”

Samantha leaned forward and took him into her mouth, slow and deliberate. Her lips wrapped around the head first, tongue flicking against the sensitive underside as she gradually slid deeper. Mark’s hand came to rest on the back of her head, just holding. Her pace was unhurried, worshipful, her eyes locked on his.

He grunted softly as her mouth moved over him, her cheeks hollowing on the pullback, her tongue tracing along every vein and ridge. “Fuck … yeah,” he muttered, hips twitching forward. “That’s it. Just like that.”

She moaned around him, the vibrations shooting up his spine, and he let her keep going, letting her decide how much to give, how far to take him in. When her eyes began to water slightly, he gently pulled back.

“Get on the bed,” he said, voice tight with need. “Head over the side. I want to be all the way inside you.”

Without hesitation, Samantha turned and climbed onto the mattress, positioning herself so her head hung off the edge, throat exposed, mouth open and waiting. Mark stepped around, lining himself up. He slid his cock between her lips and into her throat in a single, smooth thrust.

Her hands clutched the sheets, muffled noises escaping her as he held her there. He reached forward, grabbing her breasts and squeezing them, thumbs brushing her stiff nipples. “God, you feel perfect,” he groaned. “Every inch of you.”

Her throat flexed again and again as he moved in her mouth, savoring the depth, the angle, the control. The sight of her—bent backward, hair spilling onto the floor, lips stretched wide around him—made his hips stutter.

Samantha climbed onto all fours, still catching her breath, her face flushed and slick with tears and spit. Her mascara had run in streaks down her cheeks, and her lips were swollen from the stretch of him. Mark took a moment just to look at her. He took in the curve of her back, the way her thighs parted naturally, how ready she still was for more.

He moved behind her, running one hand down her spine and over her ass before slipping two fingers between her legs. She was soaked—a hot, slick mess—and he groaned softly at the feel of her.

“God, Sam,” he said, sliding his fingers deeper. “Still dripping … You loved every second of it, didn’t you?”

She moaned in response, pressing her hips back against his hand. “Yes,” she breathed. “I loved it.”

Mark pulled his fingers free and gripped her hips, positioning himself. He guided the head of his cock to her entrance and pushed in slowly, savoring the way she opened up around him. She gasped, her body arching in response.

“Jesus,” he hissed, bottoming out. “So tight … so fucking good.”

From the bathroom, the faint sound of running water drifted through the apartment. Mark smiled to himself, the absurdity and arousal of the moment colliding in his chest.

The man was just inside my wife, he thought. Using my shower isn’t that big a leap.

He began to move, long, deep strokes that filled her completely each time. Samantha moaned louder now, her voice raw and open, pushing back to meet every thrust.

He began to move, long, deep strokes that filled her completely each time. Samantha moaned louder now, her voice raw and open, pushing back to meet every thrust.

Mark gripped her hips tighter, watching the way her back arched with every impact, the soft give of her ass meeting his thighs again and again. Her skin was flushed, marked slightly from where Lucas had held her earlier. That only spurred him on.

“Look at you,” he muttered, not sure if he was talking to her or himself. “Getting fucked all day and still this hungry for it.”

Samantha moaned in response, the sound nearly a purr. She dropped to her elbows, ass still high, letting him get deeper. He adjusted his angle, and she gasped, sharp and loud, when he hit the spot that made her clench tight around him.

“That’s it,” Mark said, one hand sliding up her back, over her shoulder, tangling in her hair. He gave it a light tug, just enough to arch her neck back and keep her open.

“Mark …” she breathed, voice trembling. “Harder …”

He didn’t need to be told twice. His rhythm deepened, his thrusts quickening, the wet slap of skin on skin filling the apartment. Samantha braced herself harder against the mattress, meeting every movement with her own.

She was his again, completely, utterly his, and he wanted to remind her of it with every stroke.

Mark slowed his thrusts, then pulled out, chest heaving. “Turn over,” he said, voice low and urgent.

Samantha looked up at him, eyes hazy and lips parted, and nodded. She lay back on the bed, hair splayed across the pillow, legs already falling open to welcome him. He crawled over her, positioning himself between her thighs, lining himself up again. Her hands rose to his shoulders as he entered her, both of them exhaling at the same moment.

This position was different. It was raw and intimate—face to face, skin to skin. Their eyes locked as he began to move inside her, slow and deep.

Samantha moaned, lifting her hips to meet him, her thighs tightening around his waist. “Mark,” she whispered, fingers digging into his back. “This … this is you.”

He kissed her. Not just a kiss of lust, but something deeper, a reclaiming—his mouth slanting over hers, swallowing her moans as he drove into her with rising urgency.

“You’re mine,” he said against her lips. “No matter who touches you. No matter what we do. You’re mine.”

“Yes,” she breathed. “Always.”

Their rhythm built together, breath hitching, bodies moving as one. Mark reached down and circled her clit with his thumb, never breaking eye contact. Samantha cried out, her body shuddering beneath him. He didn’t stop. Grinding deeper, harder until her climax tore through her, legs shaking, nails raking down his back.

Her pleasure triggered his own. With a groan, he buried himself in her one final time, holding her tight as he came, pulse after pulse flooding into her, forehead pressed to hers.

For a long moment, they stayed like that—panting, tangled, and spent.

Mark collapsed beside her, one arm wrapping around her waist as they caught their breath together. Samantha turned toward him, resting her head on his chest, her hand tracing idle circles across his ribs.

The room was quiet now, save for the low hum of the bathroom fan and the occasional drip of water. Lucas was still there, somewhere beyond the door. But for this moment, it didn’t matter.

Samantha let out a soft, satisfied sigh. “Well,” she said, her voice slightly hoarse but teasing, “that was … intense.”

Mark kissed her forehead, still tasting her sweat and his own on her skin. “Yeah,” he murmured. “That was everything.”

Neither of them said more. They didn’t need to. Wrapped around each other, the heat still lingering on their skin, they lay in silence, letting the weight of the night settle around them like a second blanket.




Chapter 14: That’s a Wrap

The final day of filming had arrived with the kind of crisp Prague morning that made everything feel cinematic. The museum was once again closed to the public, but this time the crew was wrapping up the last few pickup shots and closeups that would complete Ebony Protocol.

Mark stood behind the monitors, watching Vanessa deliver her final lines to camera. Despite everything that had happened over the past weeks, she looked every inch the movie star: professional, committed, hitting her marks with the precision that had made her famous. Her back injury seemed completely healed, though Mark noticed she moved with slightly more caution than before.

“David’s gone,” Vanessa said to the camera, her voice carrying the perfect note of loss and determination. “But Elena Volkov doesn’t quit. She finishes what she starts.”

Lucas stood just out of frame, having completed his final scene an hour earlier. The last shot between David and Elena had been a simple dialogue exchange—no stunts, no intimacy, just two characters saying goodbye. Professional. Clean. Nothing like the electricity that had crackled between Lucas and Samantha during their scenes.

“Cut!” Mark called. “And that’s a wrap on Vanessa Vale!”

The small crew erupted in applause. Vanessa broke character immediately, grinning as she accepted hugs and congratulations from the camera operator, the boom operator, and the few other essential crew members who’d been part of this complicated production.

“Ladies and gentlemen,” Mark announced, his voice carrying across the museum’s marble floors, “Ebony Protocol is officially in the can!”

More applause. Adelaide looked up from her clipboard with visible relief, the exhaustion of managing such an unusual shoot finally showing on her face. She’d been the keeper of secrets, the coordinator of impossible logistics, and somehow she’d made it all work.

Samantha stood slightly apart from the main group, having watched most of the final day’s filming from the sidelines. She’d been present for every day of shooting, but today felt different, like she was observing the end of something that had changed her life in ways she was still processing.

As the crew began breaking down equipment for the final time, Lucas approached Mark. They stood together for a moment, watching the organized chaos of a film wrap.

“Nice job,” Lucas said quietly. “On and off the set.”

Mark felt a strange mix of gratitude and uncertainty. “Thanks. You, too.”

“I’ll never forget this film,” Lucas continued then paused. “Call me when you two are back in L.A.”

The invitation hung in the air between them, casual enough to be dismissed, serious enough to be real. Mark nodded, not trusting himself to say more.

Across the set, Vanessa was accepting final congratulations from Adelaide and the camera crew. When she caught sight of Mark, she walked over with the kind of purposeful stride that suggested she had something specific to say.

“I don’t know how hard Monty has to squeeze people,” she said, “but I feel like I might even deserve an Oscar for this. I’d share it with Sam if I could.”

Mark looked at her with surprise. Throughout the shoot, Vanessa had been professional but distant, focused on her own performance. This acknowledgment of Samantha’s contribution felt unexpectedly generous.

“This has been one of the most intense shoots of my life,” Mark replied honestly.

Samantha joined them, having finished saying goodbye to some of the crew members. “Everything okay over here?”

“I was just telling Mark that I’m glad we did this without hating each other,” Vanessa said, turning to Samantha.

Samantha laughed. “That would have been the more obvious result, right?”

“Definitely,” Vanessa agreed. “Women sharing things without getting jealous and possessive? Revolutionary concept.”

"Dodged a bullet there!" Samantha said with faux-intensity.

“Oh,” Vanessa said with a mischievous grin, “so I can sleep with Mark?”

The question caught both Mark and Vanessa off guard. Vanessa raised an eyebrow, studying Samantha’s face for signs of seriousness.

“Only if I get to direct the scene,” Samantha added with a wink.

All three of them burst out laughing, but then the laughter faded into an awkward silence as they looked at each other. The joke had hit a little too close to something real, and none of them were entirely sure how serious the others were being.

“Well,” Vanessa said finally, “that’s certainly one way to cap off an unusual production.”

“Speaking of unusual,” Mark said, grateful for the change of subject, “has anyone heard from Monty lately? He’s been suspiciously quiet.”

“Radio silence since the space station,” Vanessa confirmed. “Which probably means he’s planning something spectacular for the wrap party.”

“There’s a wrap party?” Samantha asked.

“There’s always a wrap party,” Adelaide called out from across the set, not looking up from her final equipment checklist. “Question is whether it’ll be underwater, underground, or in some other ridiculous location.”

As if summoned by their conversation, Mark’s phone buzzed with a text. He read it and shook his head with a mixture of amusement and exasperation.

“Speak of the devil,” he announced. “Monty wants everyone at the Astronomical Clock in Old Town Square at sunset. He’s apparently arranged for ‘a celebration worthy of our artistic triumph.’” Mark looked up from his phone. “He also says to dress warm.”

“Dress warm for a celebration at sunset?” Mark asked. “In July?”

“With Monty, that could mean anything,” Lucas said. “Remember, this is the man who conducted a business meeting from the International Space Station.”

The crew finished packing up their equipment as the afternoon sunlight streamed through the museum’s tall windows. There was something bittersweet about watching the organized dismantling of a film set. All that careful preparation and intense work was reduced to equipment cases and rolled-up cables.

“You know,” Vanessa said to Mark as they walked toward the museum’s exit, “whatever Monty’s planning for tonight, I have a feeling this movie is going to be remembered for more than just the action sequences.”

Mark glanced back at Samantha, who was saying final goodbyes to the boom operator and camera crew. “Yeah,” he said. “I think you’re right.”

As they stepped out into the Prague afternoon, Mark felt the weight of what they’d accomplished and what they’d discovered about themselves in the process. Ebony Protocol was finished, but whatever had begun during its production was just getting started.

“See you at sunset,” Vanessa said, heading toward her car.

“See you at sunset,” Mark replied, taking Samantha’s hand as they walked toward their own car.

The filming was over, but somehow, Mark knew this wasn’t really an ending at all.

Epilogue: The Oscars

Eight months later, Mark sat in the Dolby Theatre holding his Oscar for Best Director, his arm wrapped around Samantha as they watched the ceremony unfold. The golden statue felt heavier than he’d expected, both physically and emotionally. After years of struggling to get projects off the ground, he was now an Academy Award winning for what Montague Sinclair Beaumont III had described as “the most marvelous and transcendental masterpiece ever committed to film.”

Samantha looked stunning in a midnight blue gown that made her look like she belonged among Hollywood’s elite. Which, Mark reflected, she now did in her own way.

The ceremony had followed its typical rhythm. The technical awards early, major categories building toward the end. Mark had won Best Director a few minutes ago, delivering a speech that thanked his cast, crew, and “my wife, who taught me that the best performances come from the heart.” The cameras had cut to Samantha wiping tears from her eyes.

Now they were approaching the final awards of the evening. Best Actress was traditionally announced just before Best Picture, and everyone in the industry knew Vanessa Vale was the presumptive winner for her tour de force performance in Ebony Protocol.

“And the Oscar goes to …” Emma Stone paused dramatically, opening the envelope. “Vanessa Vale, Ebony Protocol!”

The theatre erupted in applause as Vanessa rose from her seat three rows ahead of Mark and Samantha. She looked radiant in a silver gown that caught the stage lights perfectly, every inch the movie star she’d always been. As she made her way to the stage, Mark felt Samantha squeeze his hand.

“She deserves it,” Samantha whispered.

Vanessa accepted the golden statue with practiced grace, kissing Emma Stone on both cheeks before approaching the microphone. The applause gradually died down as she prepared to speak.

“Thank you so much,” Vanessa began, her voice carrying clearly through the theatre. “This is truly an honor. I want to thank the Academy, my fellow nominees, and everyone who worked on Ebony Protocol. Mark Waters, our brilliant director, who saw something in this project that the rest of us didn’t even know was there.”

The camera cut to Mark, who nodded appreciatively from his seat.

“I also want to thank my amazing co-star Lucas Reid,who brought such depth and humanity to David Thorne.” Viewers at home could see Lucas smiling ear-to-ear in his seat, on his right was an enthusiastic half-Italian, half-Jewish woman from Brooklyn. “And our incredible producer, Montague Sinclair-Beaumont, who … well, who is unlike anyone else in this business.”

Laughter rippled through the audience. Everyone in Hollywood had heard stories about Montague’s eccentric methods.

Vanessa paused, looking down at her Oscar, then back up at the audience. Something in her expression shifted, becoming more serious, more personal.

“I know that I get billed as a woman who does all of her own stunts, and that has always been true … until Ebony Protocol. I injured my back on the first day of filming, and for the first time in my life, a stunt performer filled in for me on some shots.”

Mark felt Samantha’s grip on his hand tighten. This wasn’t part of any rehearsed speech.

“I want everyone in the world to know that Samantha Waters is an amazing stunt performer and a good friend. You’d be lucky to have her on your crew. And, honestly” Vanessa looked directly into the camera, her smile self-deprecating, “I’m not twenty-one anymore, and I’ve got a lot less to prove.” Vanessa glanced down at her Oscar. “I’ll be having Sam as my double in the future, if she’s into it.”

The camera found Mark and Samantha in the audience. A single tear crawled down Samantha’s cheek as Mark’s arm tightened around her shoulders. His Best Director Oscar gleamed in his lap as he leaned over to kiss her temple.

“Thank you again,” Vanessa concluded. “This has been the most transformative experience of my career.”

More thunderous applause as Vanessa exited the stage, clutching her Oscar.

Ryan Gosling and Margot Robbie took the stage to present the final award of the evening. “Best Picture,” Margot announced, “goes to one of these five outstanding films.”

The nominees flashed on screen: The Last Symphony, Midnight in Morocco, Revolution Road, The Quantum Garden, and Ebony Protocol.

“And the Oscar for Best Picture goes to …” Ryan opened the envelope with theatrical suspense. “Ebony Protocol!”

The Dolby Theatre exploded in applause and cheers. Mark felt like he was floating as he and Samantha stood with the rest of the audience. But instead of a producer or cast member taking the stage, a massive hologram flickered to life above the stage, towering over the presenters and audience alike. The figure of Montague Sinclair-Beaumont III materialized, wearing what appeared to be a silver thermal suit and standing in what looked like a crystalline cavern.

“Ladies and gentlemen,” Monty's amplified voice boomed through the theatre, “I’m afraid I can’t be with you in person tonight!”

A sleek humanoid robot walked onto the stage and took the Best Picture statue from Margot Robbie. She and Ryan Gosling stood there confused as the robot kissed both of their cheeks.

“I’m currently broadcasting from the Earth’s core,” Monty continued with manic enthusiasm, “on a very important geological expedition with Jeff and Richard! We’re studying the planet’s magnetic field for my next project: a romantic comedy set entirely in molten rock!”

The audience laughed, though many seemed genuinely confused about whether he was serious.

“But I couldn’t miss this moment!” Monty's hologram gestured grandly. “Ebony Protocol represents everything beautiful about our industry: artistic vision, creative risk-taking, and the kind of collaborative magic that happens when talented people push boundaries together!”

Mark noticed that several audience members were pulling out their phones to record this surreal moment.

“I’m particularly thrilled that our brilliant Vanessa acknowledged her stunt double tonight. This is a perfect example of what Hollywood is all about: integrity and transparency! We succeed together, or we don’t succeed at all!”

The robot on stage raised the Oscar in perfect sync with Montague’s raised fist.

“This film pushed all of us beyond our comfort zones, and the result speaks for itself. Art requires courage, my friends! Art requires truth! And sometimes art requires a very good insurance policy and several NDAs!”

More laughter from the audience, though the jokes were hitting a little too close to reality for Mark’s comfort.

“In closing,” his voice rose to its characteristic crescendo, “I want to announce that we’re already in pre-production on the sequel! Get ready for Ebony Protocol II: You Can’t Take It Black! Marky boy” the hologram pointed directly at Mark in the audience, “don’t disappoint me!”

The hologram flickered and vanished, leaving the robot standing alone on stage holding the Oscar. After a moment of stunned silence, the orchestra began playing the exit music.

As the credits rolled and the audience began filing out, Mark and Samantha returned to their seats, processing everything that had just happened.

“So,” Samantha said finally, “we’re doing a sequel?”

Mark looked at his Best Director Oscar, then at his wife’s radiant face. “Apparently, we are.”

“Think Vanessa was serious about the backup stunt work?”

“With Vanessa? Probably.” Mark grinned. “Think Lucas will be available for the sequel?”

Samantha’s smile was answer enough.

Outside the Dolby Theatre, as photographers captured their exit, Mark reflected on how much their lives had changed since that first day in Prague. He was an Oscar-winning director, Samantha was apparently Hollywood’s newest sought-after stunt performer, and they had discovered depths to their relationship they had never known existed.

“What are you thinking about?” Samantha asked as their car pulled away from the curb.

Mark looked at the Oscar in his lap then at the woman who had made all of this possible in ways she probably didn’t even realize.

“I’m thinking,” he said, “that Monty was right about one thing. Sometimes art does require courage.”

“And truth,” Samantha added, settling into his arms.

“And truth,” Mark agreed.

As their car disappeared into the Los Angeles night, the last thing visible through the rear window was the gleam of Oscar gold catching the streetlights and two people who had learned that sometimes the most important discoveries happen when you’re brave enough to stop acting and start living.

THE END

Sharing Sarah

From the Author

We all outgrow ourselves. The question is whether we leave room to grow back.

Sharing Sarah started with a character study: a woman who was once brilliant, ambitious, headed somewhere. Now she's a homemaker married to a professor, living the life she chose instead of the life she might have had.

Sarah was twenty-one when she met Tom. He was her professor. Not for her classes, but close enough to matter. She followed him to his tenure-track position, set aside her own academic ambitions, and built a life as "Professor Harper's wife." It was enough. For years, it was enough.

Then James Whitfield arrives. A visiting scholar from Oxford with sharp intellect and magnetic presence. Someone who sees Sarah not as a professor's wife but as an equal. Someone who engages with her mind before anything else.

This story is about intellectual seduction. The particular heat that comes from being seen as brilliant by someone brilliant. Sarah's desire isn't just physical. It's about reclaiming a version of herself she surrendered years ago.

The university setting matters. Fundraisers and faculty politics and the particular loneliness of being adjacent to academic life without being part of it. Sarah gave up her own scholarly path. James reminds her what that path might have felt like.

As always, we've compressed what would take longer. Real identity shifts don't happen over a few encounters. But the question felt urgent: What happens when the woman who gave up everything discovers she still wants?

Take what resonates. Leave what doesn't.

Thanks for reading.
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Chapter 1

Sarah knelt in the rich soil, pressing her thumbs into the earth around the basil plants. The late afternoon sun warmed her shoulders through the thin fabric of her faded Amherst College T-shirt. Beads of sweat gathered at her hairline, and she brushed them away with the back of her wrist, leaving a smudge of dirt across her forehead.

The raised garden beds had been Tom’s idea three summers ago—a birthday present, something to occupy her time. Now they overflowed with life—Roma tomatoes heavy on their vines, cucumber tendrils reaching for the trellis, basil and thyme releasing their fragrance whenever she disturbed them.

Sarah sat back on her heels, wincing at the stiffness in her lower back. At thirty-nine, her body reminded her of its limits in new ways each year. She flexed her soil-stained fingers and surveyed her domain—six cedar-framed beds arranged in tidy rows along the back fence. The garden was her refuge, the one place where creation still felt effortless.

She reached for her pruning shears and turned her attention to the cherry tomatoes, which had grown wild and unruly in the late summer heat. They needed discipline, boundaries. Sarah smiled to herself as she snipped away errant branches. Her mother would appreciate the metaphor—Elaine had always insisted that the most beautiful gardens were the most controlled ones.

A burst of laughter drew her attention to the house next-door. The rental property cycled through tenants each academic year. This September’s crop: four senior boys who had arrived with a ping-pong table, neon beer signs, and a conviction that their music taste should be shared with the neighborhood.

Three of them were sprawled across mismatched furniture on the porch, red cups in hand. One had his shirt off, lean torso golden in the late summer light. They were laughing at something on a phone screen, unselfconscious, unburdened. Sarah watched them longer than she meant to, scissors paused midair between tomato plants.

It wasn’t desire she felt. Not exactly. Something else—something about their easy physicality, their presentness in their bodies. They inhabited a different world than the one she shared with Tom: a world of impulse rather than consideration, of wanting and immediately reaching.

The youngest-looking one caught her eye and lifted his cup in greeting. Sarah smiled politely then turned back to her plants with practiced efficiency.

She remembered being that age: twenty-one and luminous with certainty, her future a bright, uncomplicated path stretching before her. She’d been in her final year at Amherst, writing her honors thesis on female desire in Victorian literature, convinced she would go on to graduate school. Tom had been her professor then, though not for any of her English courses. They’d met at a faculty mixer where she had been working as a server. She’d spilled wine on his shirt—a clumsy accident that had somehow charmed him. He’d called her the next day, propriety be damned.

Sarah reached for her garden trowel, loosening the soil around the base of a basil plant that had begun to flower. She pinched off the blossoms; a necessary sacrifice to keep the leaves coming. She wondered sometimes what her life would have been if she’d insisted on grad school, if she hadn’t followed Tom to his tenure-track position at this small but prestigious university. Would she be Professor Harper now, with her own office hours and syllabi?

But that was an unfair thought, a disloyal one. Tom had never asked her to give up her plans. She’d made that choice herself, convinced that love was worth the sacrifice. And it had been, hadn’t it? They’d built a good life together—comfortable, secure. If it lacked a certain fire these days, well … that was the natural course of things, wasn’t it?

By the time she heard the car in the driveway, she had filled a colander with cherry tomatoes, three perfect cucumbers, and a fistful of basil. She brushed the soil from her knees and turned as Tom emerged from his Volvo, leather satchel slung over one shoulder.

“You’re early,” she called, smiling.

Tom checked his watch—a silver Longines she’d given him for their tenth anniversary—and smiled back. “Faculty meeting ended mercifully ahead of schedule.” He looked professorial in his tweed blazer, despite the warm September day, his salt-and-pepper hair neatly combed, glasses perched halfway down his nose.

At forty-five, Tom Harper had settled into his appearance with the same quiet confidence he brought to his lectures. The silver threading through his dark hair lent him gravitas. His students respected him; his colleagues consulted him. He carried himself with the subtle assurance of a man who knew his place in the world.

As he approached, Sarah caught the familiar scent of his cologne mixed with paper dust and coffee. He leaned down to kiss her cheek, careful not to touch her dirt-smudged hands or clothes.

“How’s the garden?” he asked, nodding at her harvest.

“Productive. I’m thinking caprese salad with dinner.” She lifted the colander. “And the lecture?”

“Promising. A few students actually stayed awake during my discourse on Tudor economic policy.” Tom’s eyes crinkled at the corners when he smiled. “One even asked about primary sources.”

“A miracle indeed,” Sarah said, falling into their comfortable rhythm as they moved toward the house together. “Just let me wash up before I start dinner.”

Their house was a craftsman bungalow, built in 1926—modest by faculty standards but charming, with original hardwood floors and built-in bookshelves. They’d bought it twelve years ago, when the market had still been reasonable and Tom had just received tenure. The neighborhood had been mostly faculty families back then. Now, as senior professors retired or moved on, their homes were increasingly carved into student rentals.

In the bathroom, Sarah studied herself in the mirror as she scrubbed dirt from beneath her fingernails. At thirty-nine, her face had softened around the edges, fine lines framing her eyes and mouth. Her chestnut hair, pulled into a messy ponytail, showed strands of silver she hadn’t bothered to color. She splashed water on her face, erasing the smudge of dirt.

There had been a time when Tom couldn’t keep his hands off her—early morning lovemaking before lectures, urgent kisses in his office after hours. When had that changed? She couldn’t pinpoint a moment, just a gradual settling, like dust after a windstorm.

She examined her reflection more critically. She was still attractive; her body softer now but still strong from gardening and the yoga classes she took twice a week at the community center. Did Tom still look at her and want? Or had she become like the furniture—familiar, comfortable, unremarkable?

Sarah changed into clean linen pants and a sleeveless blouse the color of ripe peaches. She brushed her hair and twisted it into a loose knot at the nape of her neck. No makeup—she rarely bothered anymore—but she dabbed perfume at her wrists and throat, a habit from their early days.

When she emerged, Tom had changed into khakis and a navy pullover, his blazer hanging neatly in the closet. He stood at the kitchen island, reading through a stack of papers.

“Department drama?” she asked, reaching past him for the olive oil.

“Fall semester committee assignments.” He removed his glasses, rubbing the bridge of his nose. “Dean wants me to chair the visiting scholars program this year.”

“That sounds time-consuming,” Sarah said, washing the tomatoes. Her knife made a satisfying thunk against the cutting board as she quartered them.

“It is. But it means selecting who gets invited.” Tom replaced his glasses. “Could be interesting.”

He hadn’t asked if she minded—the extra hours, the inevitable evening events she would be expected to attend as “Professor Harper’s wife.” She wondered if he remembered that she’d once had academic ambitions of her own. Probably not. It had been years since they’d talked about anything but the immediate future—dinner plans, garden supplies, which Netflix series to start next.

Sarah nodded, focusing on the rhythmic motion of her knife.

“Wine?”

“Please.”

Tom selected a bottle from the small wine fridge tucked under the counter—a Chardonnay from a vineyard they’d visited on their honeymoon. That had been a beautiful trip: two weeks driving through Napa and Sonoma, staying at bed and breakfasts, making love with the windows open to catch the evening breeze. Sarah remembered how they’d talked for hours over dinner each night, plotting their future together with the heady confidence of the newly married. They would both teach at the same university, publish brilliant papers, maybe adopt a child or two once they were established. They would grow old together, reading aloud to each other from their favorite books.

They moved around each other in the kitchen with the choreographed efficiency of two people who had shared the same space for sixteen years. Sarah grilled salmon while Tom set the table. She plated the food; he poured the wine. They sat across from each other at the small dining table, as they did most evenings.

Sarah had made an effort tonight—linen napkins instead of paper, the good plates, a small vase of zinnias from her garden. Not for any special occasion, just … because. Sometimes she did things like this, small gestures to remind herself that beauty mattered, that attention to detail was its own reward.

“The neighbors seem to be settling in,” Tom remarked, nodding toward the window where music drifted in from next door.

“They’re loud.” Sarah took a sip of her Chardonnay. “But harmless. Just boys.”

The wine was crisp and cool on her tongue, with notes of green apple and vanilla. She savored it, letting the complexity reveal itself slowly. Tom was an excellent curator of wine—it was one of the things she still genuinely appreciated about him.

“Were we ever that young?” Tom asked, smiling slightly.

“You weren’t,” Sarah teased. “You were born middle-aged.”

It was an old joke between them, comfortable as a well-worn sweater. Tom had been thirty when they’d met—established, serious, already dressing like someone’s idea of a professor. Sarah had been drawn to his stability, his quiet intelligence. So different from the boys her age with their loud music and louder opinions.

Tom chuckled, spearing a piece of broccoli. “And you were born knowing exactly what you wanted.”

There was something wistful in his tone that caught Sarah’s attention. She looked up from her plate, studying him. His eyes were on his food, but a slight furrow had appeared between his brows. Was he remembering the passionate girl she’d been, the one who would argue literature and politics long into the night? The one who had once told him she wanted to change the world with her writing?

Sarah’s smile flickered. She looked down at her plate, arranging a tomato slice beside her salmon. “Was I?”

Before Tom could respond, his phone vibrated on the table. He glanced at it then back at Sarah. “It’s Charles. About the committee.”

“Go ahead,” she said, taking another sip of wine.

Tom picked up the phone, reading the text. “He says we should consider an exchange with Oxford this year.” He tapped out a reply.

Sarah watched him, noting the slight furrow between his brows as he concentrated, the practiced efficiency of his thumbs on the screen. She wondered when they had become this: two people sharing space and food, but not their thoughts. Not their desires.

It wasn’t that she was unhappy. Their marriage was good by any objective measure—financially secure, emotionally stable, free from the drama that plagued some of their friends’ relationships. Tom was kind, intelligent, and responsible. He remembered her birthday and their anniversary. He handled the taxes and took the car for oil changes. He rarely raised his voice and never, ever made her feel small.

But sometimes, in quiet moments like this, Sarah felt a nameless ache. A sense that there was a conversation they’d started years ago and never finished. A chapter of herself that remained unwritten.

They finished dinner with small talk about the department, the garden, a book Tom was reading. Sarah declined a second glass of wine. Tom helped clear the table, stacking plates with careful precision.

“I have some papers to grade,” he said, touching her shoulder briefly. “You need anything?”

Sarah shook her head. “I’ll just finish up here.”

His touch lingered a moment longer than usual. Sarah glanced up, wondering if he might suggest something else—a walk perhaps, or a movie. But his eyes were already elsewhere, mentally returning to his students’ papers.

“Don’t stay up too late,” she said then immediately regretted the wifely banality of it.

“I won’t.” He smiled, a quick upturn of his lips that didn’t quite reach his eyes. Then he was gone, disappearing into the study that had once been intended as a nursery, back when they had still talked about children.

After he disappeared, Sarah stood at the sink, hands immersed in warm, soapy water. Outside the window, darkness had fallen. The neighbors’ porch light cast a yellow glow across the narrow strip of lawn between their houses.

One of the boys emerged from their back door, a towel wrapped around his waist. Probably heading to their outdoor shower—a makeshift affair attached to the garden hose. He walked with the unconscious confidence of someone who hadn’t yet learned to question his right to take up space in the world.

Sarah turned off the faucet and dried her hands on a dish towel. She stood at the window for a long moment, watching the darkness gather between the houses, listening to the music and laughter from next door.

She didn’t envy the boys their youth, not exactly—she wouldn’t go back to that uncertainty for anything. But she envied their conviction that the most interesting parts of their lives were still ahead. When had she stopped believing that about her own life?

She moved to the bookshelf in the living room, running her fingers along the spines of the books she’d collected over the years. Her undergraduate thesis was there somewhere, bound in black leather with gold lettering. She hadn’t opened it in years. What would her twenty-one-year-old self think of her life now? Would she recognize the woman she had become?

Sarah selected a novel instead—something new, a book club recommendation she hadn’t gotten around to. She curled up on the couch and opened to the first page, but the words refused to form meaning. Her mind kept drifting to the half-finished Etsy orders waiting in her craft room, the library volunteer schedule she needed to arrange, the winter vegetables she should start planning.

From Tom’s study came the soft, rhythmic sound of his typing. She imagined him at his desk, glasses perched on his nose, a cup of tea at his elbow, fully absorbed in his students’ works. He would stay there for hours, emerging just before midnight to find her already in bed, pretending to be asleep.

Something tightened in her chest—not quite longing, not quite regret. She couldn’t name it. But as she set the book aside and moved through the quiet house toward her craft room, she felt it—the weight of all the things they never said to each other, growing heavier with each passing year.

In her craft room, Sarah switched on the lamp and sat at her work table. Her latest project lay waiting—vintage linen napkins she was hand-embroidering with delicate botanical designs. The work was precise, meditative.

Her Etsy shop had started as a hobby but had gradually become a modest source of income. Not that they needed it, with Tom’s professor’s salary, but it was hers—something she had built entirely on her own.

She selected a needle and thread, settled the fabric in her lap, and began to stitch. Outside, the music from the neighbors’ house had quieted. The house around her was still, save for the distant clicking of Tom’s keyboard and the soft sound of her own breathing.

Sarah worked until her eyes grew tired, creating beauty one careful stitch at a time. It wasn’t the life she had imagined for herself at twenty-one. But it was a life. A good one, even. And yet—

“Ow!” She’d pricked her right forefinger as she mindlessly continued her embroidery. A small bead of blood developed on her finger.

She watched it grow until it stopped.


Chapter 2

The night settled around Sarah like a soft blanket, and as she drifted to sleep, a familiar warmth enveloped her. It was a dream, simple and tender, one she hadn’t had in a while.

She was back on their honeymoon, in a small villa by the ocean. The golden hues of sunset poured through the windows, casting long shadows across the room. The air smelled like saltwater and flowers, and the sound of the waves gently crashed against the shore.

Tom was beside her, his hand resting lightly on her waist as they lay in bed, tangled in the cool sheets. She felt the easy comfort of being near him, the way everything in the world seemed perfect when they were together.

He kissed her gently, his lips soft, the kiss sweet and slow, filled with that initial warmth of discovery. He trailed his hand along her side, and she could feel the familiar press of his body against hers. Everything was light, effortless, like the world was there just for them.

In the dream, Sarah felt herself responding with an immediacy that had characterized those early days—her body arching toward his touch without hesitation or thought. Tom’s hands moved with confidence, mapping her body as if committing every curve to memory. He traced the line of her collarbone before dipping lower, cupping her breast with a reverence that made her gasp.

“I’ve wanted you all day,” Dream-Tom whispered against her neck, his voice rough with desire. “Watching you on the beach, knowing you’re my wife …”

Sarah felt herself smile in the dream, remembering how that word—wife—had felt new and thrilling then, not yet weighted with years of expectation and routine. She moved her hands over the planes of his chest, feeling the rapid beat of his heart beneath her palm.

Their bodies were pressed together, skin against skin, nothing between them but heat and want. The dream had the hazy, golden quality of memory, but the sensations were vivid and precise—Tom’s mouth on her breast, his tongue circling her nipple until she moaned his name. The way his fingers slid between her thighs, finding her already wet, ready for him in that effortless way that had defined their early lovemaking.

“Please,” she heard herself say, a word that was both a demand and a surrender.

Tom moved his head down her body, planting deep kisses on her abdomen, then her hips, then her waist. His lips and tongue moved with intent, exploring her body as if savoring each curve. He found his way to her inner thighs, gently kissing and caressing, teasing her just enough to leave her breathless with want.

The tension in Sarah’s body began to unwind as his fingers and mouth worked together, bringing her closer to the edge. With every careful stroke of his tongue, she felt herself slipping, trembling under his touch. She gripped the sheets as she gasped, her body tightening in anticipation, unable to hold back. When his tongue finally circled the sensitive spot at the center of her desire, she felt it—the first wave of pleasure crashing over her, sudden and consuming. She cried out his name, the warmth of release flooding through her as she shuddered beneath him.

Only when she’d caught her breath did Tom slowly, deliberately move to slide inside her. The intensity of the moment was heightened by the lingering satisfaction of her orgasm, her body still vibrating with the aftermath as he pushed into her, filling her with a slow, steady thrust. She gasped again, her body tightening around him, as if everything that had built up between them had led to this moment—this joining, this connection.

They moved together with the rhythm of long-time lovers who knew exactly how to ignite each other, their bodies locked in perfect harmony. Tom gripped her hips, lifting her slightly to deepen his thrusts. She wrapped her legs around him, pulling him closer, wanting more of that exquisite friction.

“Look at me,” Tom commanded softly, and she did, their gazes locking as he drove into her with increasing urgency. This was what she’d forgotten—how they’d stayed connected even in the most primal moments, how they’d watched each other come undone.

The pleasure built within her, sharp and sweet, tightening like a coil at her center. Tom’s movements grew more intense, more deliberate, his fingers finding the sensitive bundle of nerves between them, circling with perfect pressure until Sarah felt herself shattering, crying out his name as waves of pleasure washed through her.

Tom followed moments later, his body tensing as he found his own release, her name a benediction on his lips. Then they collapsed together, limbs entwined, hearts racing in unison. In the afterglow, he brushed damp hair from her forehead, his touch impossibly tender.

“I’ll never get enough of you,” he promised, his voice raw with emotion. “Not if we live a hundred years.”

And she’d believed him then, believed in the forever they were building, in the passion that seemed too powerful to ever fade …

Sarah woke suddenly, her body flushed and heart racing, the ghost of that long-ago pleasure still pulsing through her. She turned to look at Tom, sleeping soundly beside her, his face softened in repose. The man she’d married was still there, still beside her after all these years.

But something had changed between them—not just the inevitable shifts of time and familiarity, but something deeper. That raw, unguarded need they’d once had for each other had been carefully packed away, like the souvenirs from that honeymoon trip, preserved but no longer part of daily life.

Sarah drew a shaky breath, unsettled by the vivid memory. It wasn’t just sex she missed, though the dream had reminded her body of pleasures long forgotten. It was that sense of being truly seen, truly wanted. Of being the center of someone’s world, not just a comfortable fixture within it.

As she lay in the darkness, listening to Tom’s steady breathing, Sarah wondered if she’d ever feel that way again.


Chapter 3

Another night of Tom working late. The house had grown quiet. Tom’s study door remained closed, the thin strip of light beneath it the only sign he was still working.

In the bedroom, Sarah changed into her nightclothes—cotton shorts and a soft, faded T-shirt from a bookstore they’d visited on their tenth anniversary trip to Maine. She settled on her side of the bed with a book, but the words swam before her eyes.

Through the half-open window, she could hear the distant bass of music from the neighbors’ house. Not loud enough to complain about, just present enough to remind her of the parallel lives being lived just steps away from her own. Young lives, unfolding in real time, while hers felt … paused. Or perhaps not paused, but slowed to such a deliberate pace that movement was nearly imperceptible.

Sarah ran her thumb over the small bandage on her finger from the night before. The sting had subsided, leaving only a dull throb. The embroidery needle had gone deeper than she’d expected, drawing a perfect bead of blood that had stained the corner of the vintage napkin. She had to soak it overnight.

She tried again to focus on her book—a novel about a woman who abandoned her comfortable suburban life to hike the Pacific Crest Trail alone. Sarah had picked it up at the library last week, drawn to the premise of reinvention, of walking away from the known and into a mystery. But tonight, the protagonist’s restlessness felt too close, too familiar.

The grandfather clock in the hallway chimed eleven. Sarah closed her book and placed it on the nightstand, resigned to another night of Tom working until she’d fallen asleep.

She was just about to switch off the lamp when she heard his study door open—a small sound, but unfamiliar this early. Tom never emerged before midnight. Not unless something was on his mind.

Tom appeared in the doorway, looking tired but present. He’d removed his glasses, and without them, his face seemed softer, more vulnerable.

“Done already?” Sarah asked, unable to keep the surprise from her voice.

Tom smiled faintly. “The papers will still be there tomorrow.” He disappeared into the bathroom.

Sarah listened to the familiar sounds—water running, the electric buzz of his toothbrush, the medicine cabinet opening and closing. Such ordinary rhythms, repeated countless times over their years together. Yet tonight, something felt different. A subtle shift in their choreography.

She picked up her phone from the nightstand, scrolling through her Etsy messages without really seeing them. Two new orders had come in today—a set of cocktail napkins and a custom tablecloth for a client in San Francisco. Small successes that once would have delighted her but now registered as merely items on tomorrow’s to-do list.

Tom emerged wearing the pajama pants she’d given him last Christmas and a plain white T-shirt. He placed his watch and wedding ring on the dresser, arranged as always in perfect alignment. Sarah noticed how he lined them up with meticulous care—the small ritual that marked the transition from Professor Harper to simply Tom.

“How’s your finger?” he asked, surprising her.

Sarah glanced at the bandage. “It’s fine. Just a prick.”

“From your embroidery?”

She nodded, touched that he’d noticed. “The linen was stiffer than I expected.”

“Does it hurt?” Tom sat on his side of the bed, back against the headboard. Instead of reaching for his own book or checking his phone one last time, as he usually did, he turned toward her.

“Not really.” Sarah flexed her finger. “I’ve had worse garden injuries.”

“You were working on napkins, right? For the shop?”

“Yes. Botanical designs. Herbs and wildflowers.” She held up her hands, turning them palm up then palm down. “My calluses have calluses now.”

Tom reached over and took her right hand. The gesture was so unexpected that Sarah almost pulled away. He examined her fingers with the same careful attention he might give a rare manuscript.

“You still have beautiful hands,” he said quietly.

Sarah felt a strange flutter in her stomach. “They’re gardener’s hands now. Not exactly delicate.”

“No,” Tom agreed, still holding her hand. “But strong. Capable.” He brushed his thumb over her knuckles. “You used to write with these hands.”

The observation hung between them, simple but laden with meaning. It had been years since Tom had mentioned her writing—the poems and essays she’d once produced with such passion.

“I did,” Sarah said, her voice slightly unsteady.

“What happened to that?” Tom asked. There was no accusation in his tone, only genuine curiosity.

Sarah shrugged, uncomfortable with the directness of his gaze. “Life, I suppose. Other priorities.”

“My career.” It wasn’t a question.

“That’s not fair,” Sarah said, though they both knew there was truth in it. “It was a choice I made—we made.”

Tom released her hand, but he didn’t move away. “Do you regret it?”

The question held such naked vulnerability that Sarah found herself answering honestly before she could consider a more diplomatic response.

“Sometimes,” she admitted. “Not the life we’ve built. But sometimes I miss the version of myself who believed she had important things to say.”

Tom nodded, his gaze drifting to the window. Outside, the neighbors’ house was dark for once, the college boys either out or, miraculously, asleep.

“I saw you watching them today,” he said after a moment. “The boys next door.”

Sarah felt her cheeks warm. “They’re very … present. Alive in a way that feels foreign now.” She paused then asked, “Does that bother you?”

Tom considered this. “No,” he finally said. “But it made me wonder what you see when you look at them. What you might be missing.”

The conversation had taken an unexpected turn, and Sarah felt suddenly exposed. “They’re just kids, Tom.”

“I know that.” He smiled, a small, self-deprecating quirk of his lips. “I’m not jealous of college boys.”

“Then what?”

Tom ran a hand through his salt-and-pepper hair, a gesture Sarah recognized from their early days—something he did when gathering courage to say something difficult.

“I wonder sometimes if I’ve become … invisible to you.” He spoke quietly, looking down at the bedspread rather than at her. “If you still see me as a man, not just a husband. Not just Professor Harper.”

The confession landed in the space between them like something precious and fragile. Sarah felt a lump form in her throat. When was the last time either of them had risked such honesty?

“Of course I see you,” she said, though even as the words left her mouth, she questioned their truth. Did she really see him anymore? Or had he become—like so much in their shared life—part of the background, familiar to the point of invisibility?

“Sarah”—Tom’s voice was gentle but insistent—“when was the last time you looked at me and wanted me? Not out of habit or affection, but with real desire?”

The question hung in the air between them, impossible to evade or dismiss. Sarah felt a mix of emotions rise within her—defensiveness, yes, but also a strange, unexpected relief that he had finally named the elephant that had been living in their bedroom for years.

She thought back to their last few intimate encounters—polite, efficient, familiar. The kind of lovemaking that occurred out of routine rather than passion. When had that shift happened? She couldn’t pinpoint a moment, just a gradual cooling, like bathwater left too long.

“I could ask you the same question,” she finally said.

“You could,” Tom agreed. “And the answer would shame me.”

Sarah blinked, surprised by his candor. “What do you mean?”

Tom took a deep breath. “I mean that I’ve let us drift into this … comfortable distance. That I’ve stopped trying to bridge it. That I’ve convinced myself that what we have—security, respect, companionship—is enough.” He looked at her directly now. “But it’s not enough, is it?”

Sarah felt something crack open inside her—a door long shut, suddenly ajar. “No,” she whispered, “it’s not.”

The admission should have been painful, yet it felt like the first honest breath she’d taken in months. Years, maybe.

Tom moved his hand across the bedspread until his fingers rested near hers—not quite touching, but close enough that she could feel the warmth of his skin.

“I miss us,” he said simply.

Sarah looked at her husband—really looked at him—for what felt like the first time in a long while. The lines around his eyes had deepened, and the silver in his hair had spread, but underneath the changes wrought by time, he was still Tom. Still the man who had once read her poetry by candlelight, who had made love to her with such focused attention that she’d felt simultaneously seen and consumed.

“I miss us, too,” she said.

A memory surfaced—Tom and Sarah in Florence, standing before Botticelli’s Birth of Venus. Tom had whispered in her ear, “She reminds me of you.” Sarah had laughed it off as flattery then, but the intensity in his eyes had been real. He had seen her as something extraordinary, something rare and precious. When had that gaze become distracted, dutiful, perfunctory?

Tom inched his fingers closer, barely brushing against hers. “Maybe someone should flirt with you for a change,” he said, his tone light but eyes serious. “Remind you that you’re not just someone’s wife.”

The comment caught Sarah off guard. She felt herself flush. She wasn’t sure why.

“What do you mean?”

Tom shrugged, a small, almost shy gesture. “Just that … maybe we both need to remember that you’re more than my wife. That you’re a woman other men desire.”

Sarah felt a flutter of something unfamiliar—not quite discomfort, not quite excitement. “Is that what you want? Other men to desire me?”

The question was bolder than she’d intended, and for a moment, she thought she’d pushed too far. But Tom didn’t withdraw. Instead, he seemed to be considering her words with the same careful attention he gave to everything.

“I want you to remember who you are,” he said. “All the parts of yourself. Not just the ones that fit neatly into our life together.”

Sarah studied his face, searching for any sign of what he might really be saying. But Tom’s expression remained open, his eyes steady on hers.

“And what about you?” she asked. “Who are you, beyond Professor Harper?”

A small smile flickered across his face. “I’m not entirely sure anymore. But I’d like to find out.” He paused then added quietly, “With you, if you’re willing.”

Sarah remembered the early days of their relationship—the hunger in Tom’s eyes when he looked at her across a crowded faculty party, the way his hands had trembled the first time he had undressed her in his small campus apartment. He had been so present then, so attuned to every shift in her breathing, every small movement of her body. Where had that man gone?

“The department fundraiser is next weekend,” Tom said, the apparent non sequitur pulling Sarah from her thoughts.

“Yes, I remember. The one for the new research center.”

“Charles mentioned there will be some visiting scholars there. From Cambridge.” Tom’s eyes held hers. “You should come. Wear that blue dress.”

Sarah knew the one he meant—a silk sheath she’d bought years ago for a conference dinner but had only worn twice since. It hung in her closet, a relic of a more public, professional life she’d set aside.

“Why that dress?”

Tom’s gaze dropped momentarily to her neck, her shoulders. “Because you look beautiful in it. Because, when you wear it, people notice.”

There was something in his tone that made Sarah’s skin prickle. Not with discomfort, but with a strange, dormant awareness. As if a light had been switched on in a room long dark.

“You want people to notice me?”

“I want you to remember what it feels like to be noticed,” Tom said. “Not as my wife, not as the department head’s plus-one. As yourself.”

Sarah thought of the fundraiser—the usual crowd of faculty, donors, alumni. But also those visiting scholars, strangers who knew nothing of her beyond what they could see. The idea made her nervous, but also … curious.

“What if I embarrass you?” she asked, only half-joking. “I haven’t been to an academic function in ages. I’ll have nothing to talk about.”

Tom smiled, a genuine one that reached his eyes. “You were always better at these things than I was. You could talk to anyone about anything. Remember that donor from Hong Kong? He was going to give to the engineering department until you spent ten minutes talking to him about Tang Dynasty poetry.”

Sarah laughed softly. “I’d forgotten about that.”

“I haven’t.” Tom’s expression grew more serious. “I miss watching you in those moments—when you’re fully engaged, fully alive. You used to light up rooms, Sarah.”

The compliment warmed her, yet it also made her sad. Had she dimmed so much? Become so faded?

“What’s really going on, Tom?” she asked. “This isn’t just about a fundraiser or a blue dress.”

Tom was quiet for a long moment, his fingers still resting near hers on the bedspread. When he spoke, his voice was low, almost hesitant.

“I think we’ve lost something. Not our love, but … our hunger for each other. Our curiosity.” He looked up, meeting her eyes. “I want that back.”

The grandfather clock chimed midnight, the sound echoing through the quiet house. Sarah became aware of every detail of the moment—the soft cotton of the sheets beneath her hands, the faint scent of Tom’s soap, the steady rhythm of their breathing gradually synchronizing.

“I’m willing,” she said.

Tom nodded, and something in his expression eased, as if a weight had been lifted. He leaned over and pressed a soft kiss to her forehead—not the perfunctory peck they’d grown accustomed to, but something more deliberate. His lips lingered for a moment, warm against her skin.

“Goodnight, Sarah,” he whispered.

“Goodnight.”

Tom turned off his bedside lamp and settled onto his pillow. Sarah reached for her own light switch, plunging the room into darkness. They lay side by side, not touching except where the mattress dipped slightly between them, creating a gentle gravity that drew them toward each other.

Outside, a car door slammed, followed by muffled laughter—the college boys returning from whatever adventure had occupied their evening. Sarah listened to their voices fade as they entered their house. Such a thin wall between their lives and hers, and yet such a vast distance.

In the dark, neither of them spoke, but Sarah stayed awake long after Tom’s breathing slowed, the echo of his words keeping her company. Maybe someone should flirt with you for a change. Maybe we both need to remember that you’re more than my wife.

What exactly had he meant? The question turned over and over in her mind, like a stone being polished by water. And beneath it, a deeper question, one she hardly dared examine: What would it be like to be desired again—not out of habit or history, but with fresh eyes? To be seen not as Tom Harper’s wife, but simply as herself?

Sarah thought about the blue dress hanging in her closet, about the way it hugged her curves and left her shoulders bare. She thought about the visiting scholars from Cambridge, with their accents and their different perspectives. She thought about Tom watching her across a crowded room, seeing her through the eyes of others.

A strange excitement stirred in her, unfamiliar after so long. Not quite desire, not yet, but its precursor—possibility. As if a door had opened just a crack, letting in a sliver of light from a room she’d forgotten existed.

Sarah closed her eyes, conscious of the slight throb in her pricked finger—a small pain, but sharp enough to remind her that she was still alive, still capable of feeling. Still capable of wanting. And perhaps, of being wanted in return.

In the morning, she decided, she would take the blue dress to the dry cleaners. She would find her good earrings, the silver ones that caught the light when she moved her head. She would prepare for the fundraiser not as Professor Harper’s wife fulfilling an obligation, but as Sarah—a woman stepping back into a world she had retreated from for too long.

Beside her, Tom shifted in his sleep, his arm extending slightly toward her side of the bed. Sarah watched him in the dim light filtering through the curtains—this man she had known for sixteen years and yet, in some ways, hardly knew at all. What desires lay dormant in him? What needs had gone unspoken? For the first time in years, she found herself genuinely curious to find out.

Sarah reached out, her bandaged finger lightly tracing the outline of Tom’s shoulder through his T-shirt. He didn’t wake, but his breathing changed slightly, as if some part of him registered her touch, even in sleep.

She didn’t know exactly what she wanted. Only that something had stirred, and once stirred, could not be put back to sleep.

“Okay,” she whispered to the darkness. “Let’s see where this goes.”


Chapter 4

Sarah stood before the full-length mirror in their bedroom, studying her reflection with a critical eye she hadn’t applied to herself in years. The blue silk dress still fit—perhaps a touch more snugly around her hips, but the effect was flattering rather than concerning. The color brought out the blue-green of her eyes, and the cut showcased her shoulders and collarbone, areas that hadn’t surrendered to time the way other parts had.

She smoothed her hands down the fabric, feeling its cool glide beneath her palms. Sixteen hundred threads per inch, the saleswoman had told her when she’d bought it. An indulgence she’d justified by promising herself she’d wear it to department functions, conferences, faculty dinners—all the social obligations of an academic spouse. But those occasions had grown fewer over the years, or perhaps she’d simply stopped attending them, retreating to the garden and her embroidery hoop.

Sarah reached for her silver earrings—delicate hoops with small moonstones that caught the light as she fastened them. Her fingers trembled slightly. She told herself it was the unfamiliarity of dressing up, nothing more.

Behind her, Tom appeared in the doorway. He had already dressed in his charcoal suit and burgundy tie, the one she’d chosen for him last Christmas. He leaned against the doorframe, watching her.

“You look beautiful,” he said, his voice quiet.

Sarah met his eyes in the mirror. “It still fits.”

“Did you think it wouldn’t?”

She shrugged, a small lift of one bare shoulder. “It’s been years since I’ve worn it.”

“Three years, two months.” Tom smiled at her raised eyebrow. “The Andrews retirement dinner. You wore your hair up.”

Sarah was surprised he remembered. She’d felt invisible that night, trailing behind Tom as he navigated department politics, introducing herself as “Tom’s wife” to people who’d met her multiple times before.

Tonight, she left her hair down, the chestnut waves brushing her shoulders. A few strands of silver caught the light, but she’d decided against coloring them. Let them see her age, these academics with their leather elbow patches and reading glasses. Let them see her as she was.

“Almost ready?” Tom asked.

Sarah nodded, reaching for her perfume—a scent she rarely wore anymore, with notes of jasmine and cedar. She applied it to her wrists, the hollow of her throat, behind her ears. The ritual felt foreign, almost theatrical.

Tom crossed the room and stood behind her, close enough that she could feel the warmth of him but not quite touching. In the mirror, they made a handsome couple—polished, mature, put-together. But there was something else in their reflection, something charged in the small space between their bodies.

“What are we doing, Tom?” Sarah asked, her voice barely above a whisper.

Tom’s eyes met hers in the mirror. “Going to a fundraiser.”

“You know what I mean.”

He was quiet for a moment, his expression thoughtful. “I’m not entirely sure,” he admitted. “But I think we’re trying to find our way back to each other.”

“By having me dress up for strangers?”

“By remembering who we are beyond these walls.” He gestured at the bedroom around them. “By seeing each other through fresh eyes.”

Sarah turned to face him directly, searching his expression for any hint of uncertainty. But Tom’s gaze was steady, his eyes warm with a mixture of affection and something else—anticipation, perhaps. Or curiosity.

“You’re not worried?” she asked.

“About what might happen?” Tom smiled, a small quirk of his lips that didn’t quite reach his eyes. “I’m terrified,” he said simply. “But also … interested.”

The grandfather clock in the hallway chimed seven. Sarah reached for her clutch and checked its contents. Lipstick, phone, house key.

“We should go,” she said. “You hate to be late.”

Tom nodded, but before he turned away, he reached out and tucked a strand of hair behind her ear, his fingers brushing her cheek. The touch was so gentle, so deliberate, that Sarah felt her breath catch.

“Ready?” he asked.

She wasn’t, not really. But she nodded, anyway. “Ready."

***

The university’s new arts center gleamed under the early evening sky, its glass and steel façade reflecting the sunset in shades of amber and rose. Sarah had watched its construction from a distance, driving past the site on her way to the grocery store or the garden center. Now, stepping into its soaring atrium, she felt a pang of something like regret—that this beautiful space existed in her town, on her husband’s campus, and yet felt so separate from her daily life.

The fundraiser was already in full swing. Faculty members in dark suits and cocktail dresses clustered around high tables, balancing wine glasses and small plates. Donors circulated among them, identifiable by their slightly more expensive attire and the way the university president hovered nearby, ready to make introductions.

“Professor Harper!” A thin man with wire-rimmed glasses approached them, hand extended. “So glad you could make it.”

“Charles,” Tom greeted him warmly. “You remember my wife, Sarah?”

Charles blinked, as if registering her presence for the first time. “Of course, of course. Lovely to see you again, Mrs. Harper.”

“Sarah, please,” she corrected gently. “And it’s nice to see you, too. The new building is spectacular.”

“Isn’t it just?” Charles beamed. “And the acoustics in the recital hall are world-class. We’ve already booked the Boston Symphony for next fall.”

Sarah nodded, smiling politely as Charles launched into details about the building’s design. She’d forgotten this part of academic gatherings—the careful dance of personalities, the currency of accomplishments and connections.

Tom’s hand rested lightly on the small of her back, a steady presence as they moved through the room. He guided her toward the bar, nodding to colleagues as they passed.

“White wine?” he asked, and she nodded.

As Tom ordered their drinks, Sarah took a moment to survey the room. Most of the faces were familiar, if not intimately known—faculty members she’d met at holiday parties, spouses she’d chatted with at department picnics. But there were new faces, too, younger professors who had joined the university after she’d begun her gradual retreat from campus life.

“Chardonnay,” Tom said, handing her a glass. “And courage,” he added in a lower voice, his eyes warm with conspiracy.

“Professor Harper.” A woman in her fifties approached, elegant in a black pantsuit. “I’ve been hoping to speak with you about the Oxford exchange program.”

Tom smiled politely. “Dean Foster, good evening. Have you met my wife, Sarah?”

The dean nodded in Sarah’s direction but quickly returned her attention to Tom. “The Cambridge contingent is here. I thought you might like to meet them, given your committee role.”

“Of course.” Tom turned to Sarah, a question in his eyes.

“Go ahead,” she said. “I’ll mingle.”

Tom hesitated then leaned in close. “The blue dress was the right choice,” he murmured, his breath warm against her ear. And then he was gone, following the dean toward a group gathered near the grand staircase.

***

Near the far wall, beside a gleaming sculpture no one quite knew how to interpret, a woman stood with a glass of champagne in one hand and the kind of posture that said she didn’t give a damn what anyone thought.

Sarah recognized her before she realized she had.


The waves of dark hair, the boots, the half-visible tattoo curling out from the edge of a low neckline. She looked more composed now, maybe—but not softer.


Maddie.


God. Maddie from Amherst.


They hadn’t spoken in years. A women’s lit seminar, a protest or two, and a few too many late-night arguments about everything from porn to marriage.


Sarah hadn’t expected to see her here. And she certainly hadn’t expected her to look… like that.


Maddie turned—and for a second, her eyes passed right over her. Then she paused, smiled slow and wide.


“Sarah Ellis. No fucking way.”


Sarah let out a breath. “Hi.”


Maddie crossed the room in three casual steps, holding her champagne like a cigarette.


“You look like someone’s very polished dream wife,” she said, not unkindly. “But you always did wear satin like it had opinions.”


“And you look like you might start a revolution between courses,” Sarah said, smiling in spite of herself.


Maddie laughed. “God, I missed that mouth.”


They hugged—brief, one-armed, cautious.


“What are you doing here?” Sarah asked.


“Alumni invite. They like to sprinkle a little chaos in with the capital.”


“Still making art?”


“Still making trouble.” Maddie’s eyes scanned her, not in judgment but curiosity. “And you? Still writing?”


Sarah hesitated. “No. Not really.”


Maddie tilted her head. “Pity. You had teeth when you wrote.”


A pause.


“But you look good,” she added, more gently. “Not like a mask. Like… maybe you’re on the verge of remembering something.”


Sarah looked away. “That’s a poetic way to say I look tired.”


“No. Tired looks like giving up. You look like you’re starting to itch under the skin.”


That hit deeper than Sarah expected.


“Drink with me?” Maddie offered.


“I can’t. I’m here with—”


“Of course,” Maddie said, already stepping back, no offense taken. “Next time.”


She winked. “If there’s one thing I’ve learned? Some questions don’t go away just because we stop asking them.”


Then she was gone, vanishing into the crowd like a woman who only appeared when the timing was right.


***

“Excuse me.”

The voice came from behind her, accented in a way that instantly marked its owner as not from New England. Sarah turned to find herself facing a man she didn’t recognize—tall, with dark hair swept back from a strong-featured face. He wore a navy suit that fit him impeccably, suggesting European tailoring rather than American department store.

“I believe I’ve taken your spot,” he said, gesturing to the high table where Sarah had set her wine glass.

“Oh, not at all,” she replied. “I was just … standing.”

The man smiled, revealing a slight dimple in his left cheek. “Standing with purpose, I’m sure.” He extended his hand. “James Whitfield. Visiting from Oxford.”

“Sarah Harper,” she said, taking his hand. His grip was firm but not aggressive, his palm warm against hers.

“Harper,” he repeated. “Any relation to the esteemed Professor Thomas Harper of the history department?”

“My husband,” Sarah confirmed.

“Ah.” Something flickered in James’s eyes—interest, perhaps, or recalibration. “His work on early modern economic systems is quite brilliant. I assigned his book last term.”

Sarah smiled. “I’ll let him know you said so. He’s speaking with the dean at the moment.”

“Then I’m fortunate to have found you first.” James leaned against the table, his posture relaxed but attentive. “What’s your field, Mrs. Harper?”

The question caught her off guard. Most of Tom’s colleagues assumed she was a housewife, or asked polite questions about her gardening or volunteering. Few inquired about her intellectual life.

“Sarah, please,” she corrected automatically. “And I don’t have a field, not officially. I studied English literature as an undergraduate, but that was … a while ago.”

“Literature.” James nodded, as if she’d confirmed something he’d suspected. “Let me guess—Victorian? No, earlier. Romantic period?”

Sarah felt a small thrill of surprise. “How did you know?”

James’s smile deepened, the dimple more pronounced. “Just a hunch. You have the look of someone who appreciates passion tempered by form. Wordsworth over Dickens, perhaps?”

“Keats, actually,” Sarah admitted. “Though I wrote my thesis on Mary Wollstonecraft.”

“Ah, A Vindication of the Rights of Woman. ‘I do not wish women to have power over men; but over themselves,’” James quoted, his eyes never leaving hers.

Sarah felt a flush of pleasure at the recognition, at being seen in this way—as someone with intellectual substance, with a history of ideas.

“I teach the Romantic period at Oxford,” James said. “Though my specialty is Byron. The mad, bad, and dangerous to know.”

“The perfect subject for a young professor,” Sarah observed, allowing herself a small smile.

“Young?” James raised an eyebrow, clearly pleased. “I’m thirty-four.”

“As I said,” Sarah replied, surprising herself with the easy banter, “young.”

James laughed, a warm sound that seemed to create a small bubble of intimacy around them amidst the fundraiser’s ambient noise. “And what do you do now, Sarah? Besides being married to a brilliant historian?” The question could have been condescending, but his tone was genuinely curious.

“I volunteer at the library twice a week. I garden. I run a small Etsy shop selling hand-embroidered textiles.” She paused then added, “And I read—constantly.”

“What are you reading now?” James asked, and again, Sarah was struck by his focus, his apparent interest in her answer.

“A mix of things. I just finished Ottessa Moshfegh’s latest. Before that, a history of English gardens.”

“Moshfegh is brilliant,” James said. “Uncomfortable, but brilliant.”

“Yes, exactly.” Sarah felt a spark of connection. “Her characters are so—”

“Undone,” James finished. “Falling apart in ways they can’t articulate.”

“Yes,” Sarah said softly. “That’s it exactly.”

They looked at each other for a moment, a beat of recognition passing between them. It wasn’t just intellectual connection, Sarah realized with a small shock. There was something else in James’s gaze—an appreciation, an awareness of her as a woman, not just a conversation partner.

“And what brings you to our little corner of New England, Professor Whitfield?” she asked, deliberately steering the conversation back to safer ground.

“James, please,” he corrected, mirroring her earlier request. “I’m here as part of an exchange program. One term at your university, then hosting one of your professors at Oxford next year.”

“How long will you be here?”

“Four months. I arrived last week.” James leaned in slightly, as if sharing a confidence. “To be honest, I was beginning to worry that American academic life would be all committee meetings and no stimulating conversation. You’ve rather rescued my impression of the place.”

Sarah felt the compliment land with unexpected weight. When was the last time someone had found her stimulating?

“Well,” she said, aiming for lightness, “one conversation at a fundraiser might not be a representative sample.”

“Then we’ll have to continue it elsewhere,” James said. “You said you volunteer at the library; perhaps I could visit. I need to familiarize myself with the local collections, anyway.”

They talked some more, about everything and nothing , and then Sarah felt a familiar presence at her side.

“There you are,” Tom said, placing his hand at the small of her back. His touch felt different now—more deliberate, more possessive.

“Tom,” Sarah said, aware of a sudden tension in her shoulders. “This is Professor James Whitfield, from Oxford. He’s part of the exchange program.”

“Professor Harper”—James extended his hand—“an honor to meet you. I was just telling your wife how much I admire your work on Tudor economic policy.”

Tom shook his hand, his expression cordial but assessing. “Thank you. And please, it’s Tom.”

“James,” the younger man offered in return. “Your wife has been kind enough to keep me company. We’ve been discussing literature and Ottessa Moshfegh.”

Tom’s eyebrows rose slightly. “Sarah’s always been the literary one in our partnership. I’m afraid my reading tends toward the historical.”

“A perfect balance,” James observed. “The past and the emotional present.”

Sarah felt caught in an unexpected current, a subtle shift in the atmosphere as the two men evaluated each other. Tom’s hand remained on her back, a warm, steady pressure.

“I should let you enjoy the evening,” James said, straightening. “But it was a genuine pleasure, Sarah. Perhaps I’ll see you at the library sometime.”

“Thursday afternoons,” Sarah heard herself say. “I’m usually in the rare books room.”

James smiled, that dimple appearing again. “Thursday, then. Good evening, Tom. Sarah.” He nodded to each of them then moved away, stopping to speak with a group near the grand piano.

Tom turned to Sarah, his expression curious rather than upset. “You made an impression.”

“He was just being polite,” Sarah said, though she wasn’t entirely convinced. “Shop talk about books.”

“Mmm.” Tom’s gaze followed James across the room. “He doesn’t look at you like it was just shop talk.”

Sarah felt her cheeks warm. “Tom.”

“It’s not a criticism,” Tom said, his voice low. “It’s an observation.” He studied her face, his eyes thoughtful. “How does it feel? To be seen that way again?”

Sarah hesitated, unsure how to answer. The truth was complicated. She had felt flattered, yes. Intellectually engaged. But also something more—a flutter of awareness, a recognition of possibility that both thrilled and unsettled her.

“Strange,” she admitted. “Like putting on clothes I’d forgotten were in my closet. They still fit, but I’m not sure if they’re still … me.”

Tom nodded, as if her answer confirmed something he’d suspected. “Do you want to stay longer? The president is about to give his fundraising speech, but we could slip out.”

“Let’s go,” Sarah said, suddenly eager to be away from the crowd, to process what had happened in the quiet of their car, their home.

Tom guided her through the atrium and toward the exit, his hand still resting on her back. As they passed the grand staircase, Sarah caught James’s eye across the room. He raised his glass slightly in farewell, a small, private gesture. She nodded once in acknowledgment then turned away, following Tom into the cool evening air.

***

The drive home was quiet, the car filled with a charged silence that wasn’t entirely uncomfortable. Sarah watched the familiar streets pass by, aware of Tom beside her, his profile illuminated by passing streetlights. His hands rested on the steering wheel at the precise positions they taught in driver’s education—ten and two. Always proper, always controlled.

But tonight, there was a subtle tension in his shoulders, a tightness around his mouth that suggested emotions running deeper than his calm exterior revealed.

“You’re quiet,” Sarah observed as they turned onto their street.

“Just thinking,” Tom replied.

“About?”

He slowed the car, approaching their driveway with careful precision. “About the way he looked at you. The way you responded.”

Sarah felt a flutter of defensiveness. “I was just being polite.”

“No,” Tom said, putting the car in park and turning off the engine. He turned to face her in the dimness of the garage. “You were being seen. There’s a difference.”

The observation silenced her. He wasn’t wrong. James had seen her—not as Professor Harper’s wife, not as a faculty spouse to be politely acknowledged then ignored, but as a woman with her own mind, her own history, her own presence.

“What do you want from this, Tom?” she asked, her voice barely above a whisper. “Really?”

In the darkness of the car, his face was half in shadow, making it difficult to read his expression. But his voice, when he spoke, was clear and surprisingly vulnerable.

“I want us back,” he said simply. “Not the polite, distant version we’ve become. The real us—the ones who wanted each other so much we couldn’t wait to be alone. The ones who talked until dawn about ideas and dreams.” He paused then added softly, “I think we need to break something to fix it.”

Sarah felt her heart beating against her ribs, a steady, insistent rhythm. “That’s dangerous.”

“Yes,” Tom agreed. “But so is this slow fade we’ve been living through.”

Sarah thought of James Whitfield, of his intelligent eyes and focused attention. Of the way he’d quoted Wollstonecraft and discussed Moshfegh. Of his casual invitation to continue their conversation at the library.

“I don’t know what happens next,” she admitted.

Tom reached across the console and took her hand, his fingers warm against hers. “Neither do I,” he said. “But I think that’s the point.”

They sat in silence for a moment longer, the weight of possibility hanging between them. Then Tom squeezed her hand gently and released it.

“Come on,” he said. “Let’s go inside.”

As they walked from the garage to the house, Sarah was acutely aware of the silk dress against her skin, of the lingering scent of her perfume, of the night air cool on her bare shoulders. She felt awake in a way she hadn’t in years—alert to sensations, to possibilities, to the subtle shift that had occurred between her and Tom, between her and the world.

Something had begun tonight. Something unexpected and potentially transformative. A game, perhaps, with rules they were still discovering. Sarah wasn’t sure how she felt about it—excited, nervous, apprehensive? But beneath all those emotions was one she recognized with clarity: she felt alive. Present in her body, in her mind, in the moment.

And for now, that was enough.


Chapter 5

The front door closed behind them with a soft click, sealing them inside the familiar sanctuary of their home. Sarah stood in the entryway for a moment, letting her eyes adjust to the dim light. Tom moved past her to switch on the small lamp beside the couch, casting the living room in a warm, amber glow that made the ordinary space seem suddenly charged with possibility.

“Would you like a drink?” Tom asked, loosening his tie.

Sarah nodded, watching the careful movement of his fingers. “Just water. I’ve had enough wine.”

Tom disappeared into the kitchen, leaving Sarah alone with the echo of the evening.

She slipped off her heels, feeling the cool hardwood beneath her feet. Standing barefoot in her blue silk dress, she felt strangely displaced—neither the polished faculty wife from the fundraiser nor the comfortable gardener in worn jeans. Someone in-between, someone emerging.

She ran her hands down the silk of her dress, remembering the moment James had first approached her at the high table. The precise way he’d held her gaze as they spoke about Wollstonecraft. The slight lean of his body toward hers, creating that small bubble of intimacy amid the noise of the fundraiser.

“You’ve rather rescued my impression of the place,” he’d said, and the compliment had landed somewhere deep inside her, in a place long untouched.

“Here.” Tom’s voice pulled her back to the present. He handed her a glass of water, the outside already beading with condensation. His fingers brushed against hers in the exchange, a touch so brief it might have gone unnoticed on any other night. But tonight, Sarah felt it like a small electric current.

“Thank you.” She took a sip, watching him over the rim of the glass.

Tom had discarded his jacket and tie, and the top button of his shirt was undone. He looked less like the distinguished Professor Harper and more like the Tom she remembered from their early days—slightly rumpled, more accessible. He poured himself a small measure of whiskey from the bottle they kept for special occasions.

“So,” he said, swirling the amber liquid in his glass, “James Whitfield.”

Sarah felt a flutter in her stomach at the name. “What about him?”

“Oxford. Byron scholar. Dimple in his left cheek.” Tom took a deliberate sip of his whiskey. “He seemed quite taken with you.”

“He was just being polite,” Sarah said, though the excuse sounded hollow to her own ears.

“Polite,” Tom repeated, a slight edge to his voice that wasn’t quite sarcasm but wasn’t quite acceptance either. “Is that why he’s planning to visit you at the library on Thursday?”

Sarah felt her cheeks warm. “He mentioned needing to familiarize himself with the collections.”

“I’m sure he does,” Tom said, his tone carefully neutral. He moved to the couch and sat down, patting the space beside him. “Come. Sit with me.”

Sarah hesitated before joining him, setting her water glass on the coffee table. She was acutely aware of the silk dress rustling as she moved, of the faint scent of her perfume still lingering on her skin. The cushion dipped slightly under their combined weight, creating a natural gravity that pulled them closer together.

“Did you enjoy the evening?” Tom asked, studying her face with an intensity that made her feel transparent.

“I did, actually.” Sarah settled back against the cushions, allowing herself to relax slightly. “More than I expected to.”

“Because of the conversation with our visiting scholar?”

There it was—the slight emphasis on “our,” the subtle claim of ownership.

Sarah looked at Tom, trying to read his expression in the soft lamplight. His face was a complex map of emotions: curiosity, tension, and something else she couldn’t quite name.

“Partly,” she admitted, deciding on honesty. “It was … refreshing. To be seen as something other than ‘Professor Harper’s wife.’”

Tom winced slightly, almost imperceptibly. “Is that how you feel? Like an appendage?”

“Sometimes,” Sarah said, the truth slipping out before she could soften it. “Not because of anything you’ve done. It’s just … what happens.”

Tom was quiet for a moment, turning his whiskey glass in his hands. “What did you talk about? You and James?”

“Literature, mostly.” Sarah recalled the moment her thesis topic had come up, the surprised pleasure she’d felt when he recognized it. “He guessed that I studied the Romantic period. And he quoted Wollstonecraft.”

“Impressive,” Tom said, with a small smile that didn’t reach his eyes. “He did his homework.”

“What do you mean?”

“I mean that a visiting scholar who knows he’s coming to a fundraiser at my university might have researched the department head’s wife.” Tom’s voice was carefully controlled, but Sarah could hear the slight strain beneath it. “Especially if he’s the ambitious type.”

Sarah felt a flicker of disappointment, followed quickly by indignation. “So, you think he was just what? Networking through me?”

“I don’t know what he was doing,” Tom said, setting his glass down with a bit more force than necessary. “I’m just saying that academic gatherings have their own politics. People make connections where they’re useful.”

“And I couldn’t possibly be interesting enough on my own merits?” The words came out sharper than she’d intended, edged with years of unnamed frustration.

Tom looked genuinely startled. “That’s not what I meant.”

“Isn’t it?”

The question hung between them, charged with a tension that went beyond this evening, beyond James Whitfield and his charming accent. It reached back into the structure of their marriage, into the choices made and unmade over sixteen years.

Sarah closed her eyes briefly, trying to gather her thoughts. When she opened them, Tom was watching her with a mixture of concern and something that looked almost like fear.

“I’m sorry,” he said quietly. “I’m not handling this well.”

“Handling what?”

Tom ran a hand through his hair, a gesture of frustration she recognized from their early days together. “This … whatever it is we’re doing. This experiment.”

Sarah suddenly felt vulnerable in her silk dress, barefoot in their familiar living room.

“Is that what this is to you? An experiment?”

“No,” Tom said firmly. “It’s more than that. It’s …” He trailed off, searching for words. “I want to fix us, Sarah. I want to find our way back to each other.”

“By pushing me toward another man?” The question was blunt, but Sarah needed clarity.

Tom flinched slightly. “That’s not—” He stopped then started again. “I don’t want to lose you. But I can see we’re drifting. I can feel it every day. And tonight, watching you with him, seeing you come alive in a way I haven’t seen in years …”

“What did you see?” Sarah asked, genuinely curious.

Tom’s eyes met hers, surprisingly vulnerable. “I saw the Sarah I fell in love with. The one who could talk about literature and ideas with such passion that the whole room wanted to listen. The one who didn’t second-guess herself or shrink into the background.”

The description caught her off guard. Was that how Tom saw her now—as someone who had shrunk? Had she?

“I’ve missed that Sarah,” Tom continued quietly. “And I think you have, too.”

A memory surfaced—James leaning in slightly as he spoke to her, his eyes intent on her face. “Just a hunch. You have the look of someone who appreciates passion tempered by form.” The casual confidence of his assessment, the way he’d seen something in her that felt long dormant.

“I felt awake tonight,” Sarah admitted. “Like I’d been half-asleep for … I don’t know how long.”

Tom nodded, a small, sad smile playing at the corners of his mouth. “I know. I could see it happening.”

“And that’s why you suggested I wear this dress? Why you wanted me to go to the fundraiser?”

“I wanted to remind you—remind us both—of who you are beyond these walls.” Tom gestured around their living room, the comfortable space that had somehow become a kind of confinement. “I didn’t specifically plan for a charming British literature professor to sweep in, but …” He shrugged, a wry smile flickering across his face.

“He didn’t sweep in,” Sarah protested, but she found herself smiling, too, the tension between them easing slightly.

“No?” Tom raised an eyebrow. “From where I was standing, it looked pretty sweep-like. The way he leaned in when you were talking. The way he looked at you.”

Sarah felt a flush of heat rise from her chest to her cheeks. “How did he look at me?”

Tom’s expression changed, growing more serious, more intent. “Like you were the most interesting person in the room. Like he was memorizing your face.”

The description sent a small shiver through Sarah. “And that didn’t bother you?”

“I didn’t say that.” Tom’s voice was low, with an edge she wasn’t accustomed to hearing. “It bothered me. It also …” He hesitated.

“Also what?”

Tom looked at her directly, his gaze steady. “It also reminded me that I’m not the only one who can see how remarkable you are. That I can’t take you for granted.”

The words hung in the air between them, weightier than any they’d exchanged in months, perhaps years. Sarah felt something shift inside her chest—a loosening of a knot she hadn’t realized was there.

“Tom,” she said, her voice barely above a whisper, “what’s happening to us?”

He reached out, gently brushing a strand of hair from her face, his fingers lingering against her cheek. “I think we’re waking up.”

Sarah leaned into his touch, her eyes closing briefly. When was the last time they had touched like this—deliberately, with full attention? Not the casual brush of bodies sharing space, but a conscious reaching out?

“I’m afraid,” she admitted, opening her eyes to find his gaze still on her, steady and intense.

“Of what?”

“Of change. Of wanting more than … this.” She gestured vaguely at the space between them, at their comfortable home, their orderly life.

“This isn’t enough anymore, is it?” Tom asked, and there was no accusation in his voice, only a quiet recognition.

Sarah shook her head slowly. “I don’t think it has been for a while. For either of us.”

Tom moved his hand from her cheek to the nape of her neck, his touch warm and firm. “What do you want, Sarah? Not what you think you should want, or what would keep the peace. What do you actually want?”

The question was both simple and impossible. Sarah felt it land somewhere deep inside her, in a place she hadn’t examined closely in years. What did she want? The Sarah who had written her thesis on Wollstonecraft had known. The Sarah who watched the college boys next door with a sense of disconnect—she had hints, glimpses. But this Sarah, sitting in her blue silk dress beside her husband of sixteen years?

“I want to feel alive,” she said finally. “I want to remember what it’s like to want something so much it hurts. I want …” She paused, the truth rising to her lips. “I want to be seen. Really seen.”

“By James?” Tom’s question was soft, not accusatory, but Sarah could hear the vulnerability beneath it.

“By anyone,” she said honestly. “By you. By myself.”

Tom nodded slowly, his hand still resting against the nape of her neck. “I want that, too. I want us to really see each other again. Not just the comfortable habits we’ve fallen into.”

“And tonight,” Sarah asked carefully, “seeing me talking with James; did that help you see me differently?”

A complicated expression crossed Tom’s face, something between pain and recognition. “Yes,” he admitted, “it did. It made me remember what it was like when we first met. How I couldn’t take my eyes off you, even when I knew I should.”

Sarah remembered that time—the ethical boundaries they’d navigated, the electricity of forbidden attraction.

“We were reckless then,” she said, a small smile playing at her lips.

“We were alive,” Tom countered, gently threading his fingers through her hair. “Everything was heightened. Every touch, every conversation.”

“And now?”

“Now we’re safe,” Tom said, the word carrying a weight of ambivalence. “We’re secure. But I think we’ve lost something in the process.”

Sarah nodded, feeling the truth of his words resonate inside her. They had built a good life—stable, comfortable, kind. But somewhere along the way, they had stopped risking, stopped reaching for each other with that desperate hunger that had marked their early days.

“So, what do we do?” she asked.

Tom held her eyes, steady and serious. “We take risks. We break patterns. We find our way back to that edge where everything feels real and immediate.”

Sarah thought of James Whitfield, of his invitation to visit her at the library. Of the way his eyes had lingered on her face as they discussed literature. The prospect of seeing him again sent a small thrill through her—not just the flutter of attraction, but the excitement of possibility, of the unknown.

“And if that means …?” she began then stopped, uncertain how to frame the question.

“If that means exploring what sparked between you and James?” Tom finished for her, his voice steady despite the charged nature of the question. “I don’t know. I honestly don’t know how I’ll feel. But I know that watching you come alive tonight, even if it was partly because of his attention … it awoke something in me, too.”

Sarah studied his face, searching for signs of resentment or fear. But all she saw was openness, vulnerability, and a quiet determination.

“You’re serious,” she said, not quite a question.

“I’m serious about us,” Tom replied. “About finding our way back to each other, even if the path isn’t straightforward. Even if it requires”—he hesitated—“ more than just the two of us closed up in this house, retreating further and further into our separate corners.”

The grandfather clock in the hallway chimed softly, marking the hour. The sound brought Sarah back to the present moment—to the blue silk against her skin, to Tom’s hand warm against her neck, to the charged space between them.

“Come here,” she said softly, reaching for him.

Tom moved closer, angling his body toward hers on the couch. Their faces were inches apart now, close enough that Sarah could smell the faint whiskey on his breath, could see the flecks of gray in his dark eyes.

“I’ve missed you,” she whispered, the words carrying layers of meaning that went beyond physical distance.

“I’m right here,” Tom said, closing the gap between them.

His lips met hers, gentle at first, then with growing intensity. Sarah felt herself respond, her body remembering rhythms and desires that had lain dormant. This wasn’t the perfunctory affection they’d fallen into—the quick pecks goodbye, the absentminded touches. This was deliberate, present, alive.

Tom moved his hand from her neck to her shoulder, his fingers tracing the bare skin revealed by the dress. Sarah leaned into his touch, suddenly greedy for the connection, for the feeling of being wanted.

“I’d forgotten,” she murmured against his mouth.

“What?” Tom asked, drawing back slightly, his eyes dark with desire.

“How this feels. To really want someone. To be wanted.”

Something flickered in Tom’s expression—satisfaction, relief, and perhaps a touch of that same jealousy she’d glimpsed earlier. He pulled her closer, hand splayed against her back, the warmth of his palm penetrating the thin silk.

“I’ve always wanted you,” he said, his voice low and rough. “Even when I was too distracted or too comfortable to show it properly.”

Sarah believed him. Despite the recent distance between them, despite the ways they had grown apart, that fundamental attraction had never truly disappeared. It had simply been buried under years of routine, of unchallenged assumptions, of paths not taken.

“The guest room,” James had said at the fundraiser, a casual reference to his temporary housing on campus. “Perfectly adequate, though rather impersonal. Like living in a hotel room decorated by a committee.”

The memory surfaced unexpectedly, cutting through the warmth of the moment. Sarah pushed it away, focusing on Tom—on the solid presence of him, on the familiar contours of his body now charged with new awareness.

“Upstairs,” she suggested, her voice slightly breathless. “This couch isn’t kind to your back.”

Tom smiled, a flash of the boyish charm that had first attracted her all those years ago. “Always practical,” he teased, but he stood, offering his hand to help her up.

Sarah rose, the silk dress falling around her in soft folds. Standing face-to-face with Tom in their living room, she felt a curious blend of familiarity and strangeness, as if she were seeing him with new eyes, or perhaps with old ones rediscovered.

“What are you thinking?” Tom asked, watching her face.

“That I don’t know what happens next,” Sarah admitted. “For us. After tonight.”

Tom took her hand, tracing small circles on her palm with his thumb. “Neither do I, but I think that’s part of the point. We’ve been living like we know exactly what tomorrow will bring. Like we’ve figured it all out.”

“And now?”

“Now we’re going upstairs,” Tom said simply. “And after that … we’ll see.”

As they climbed the stairs together, Sarah was aware of a new kind of tension between them—not the comfortable silence of long marriage, but something more charged, more uncertain. Tom’s hand rested lightly on the small of her back, guiding her in a way that felt both protective and possessive.

In their bedroom, the moonlight spilled through the half-open curtains, casting silver patterns across the familiar furniture. Sarah stood in the center of the room, suddenly shy in a way she hadn’t been with Tom in years.

He approached her slowly, his eyes never leaving hers. When he reached her, he didn’t immediately touch her. Instead, he simply looked—really looked—at her, as if memorizing her anew.

“I see you, Sarah,” he said quietly.

The words were simple, but they landed with the weight of a vow. Sarah felt her throat tighten with unexpected emotion.

“I want to see you, too,” she replied. “The real you, not just Professor Harper.”

Tom nodded, understanding the distinction. He reached for her then, finding the zipper at the back of her dress. Slowly, deliberately, he lowered it, the sound loud in the quiet room.

The silk parted, cool air meeting Sarah’s warmed skin. Tom traced the line of her spine, a whisper-soft touch that made her shiver.

“You’re beautiful,” he said, his voice low. “You’ve always been beautiful to me.”

The dress slipped from her shoulders, pooling at her feet in a puddle of blue silk. Standing in her underwear, Sarah felt not exposed but revealed, as if a layer of pretense had fallen away, along with the fabric.

Tom stepped back, removing his own clothes with less ceremony but equal deliberation. When he stood before her, equally vulnerable, Sarah reached for him, closing the distance between them.

Their bodies met with a familiar rightness, like coming home after a long journey. Yet there was something new in the way they touched each other—a heightened awareness, a presence that had been missing for too long.

Tom slid his fingers beneath the waistband of her lace underwear. Sarah inhaled sharply at the feel of his warm touch, the soft pressure sending a spark of heat straight to her core. She moved into him, pulling him closer, feeling the hard heat of his body press against her. His breath hitched as he kissed her, this kiss deeper than the previous ones, urgent and full of hunger. She felt him, tasted the whiskey on his lips, and then she couldn’t help herself—her hands roamed across his chest, feeling the hard muscles flex beneath her touch.

She kissed him back fiercely, hands traveling to the waistband of his pants, eager to free him from his clothing. Tom pulled away, however, his eyes dark with desire, his lips swollen from their kiss. He took her hand, guiding her to the bed as he worked at the buttons of his shirt with his other hand, pulling it off in one smooth motion.

Tom’s eyes never left hers, studying her as she sat on the edge of the bed, her breath quickening with anticipation. She was no longer the unsure woman who had stepped into this house just hours ago. She was alive—alive in a way she hadn’t felt in years.

She watched him finish undressing, his strong frame revealed to her. She felt her breath catch, her pulse speeding up at the sight of him—so familiar yet somehow new, stripped down to raw need.

He moved his hands to her body again, caressing the silk of her dress, now loosened around her waist. With a flick of his wrist, the zipper came undone, and the cool air hit her skin, making her shiver. He didn’t waste time skimming his fingers over her bare skin, his touch burning where it lingered.

He lowered her down onto the bed, trailing his lips down her neck as he nipped and kissed her, each touch sending a jolt of heat straight to her center. Sarah arched into him, her legs parting instinctively as her body called out for more.

She let her hands explore him in return, tracing the strong planes of his chest, the tautness of his abdomen, feeling his heat and hardness beneath her palms. She wanted him. Every inch of her body longed for him, felt like it had been craving this moment for so long.

His cock pressed against her, and she shifted, feeling the hot, solid length of him, and the heat in her body burned even more fiercely.

“Tom,” she whispered, feeling herself getting lost in him again. She’d forgotten what it was like to feel this much need, this much desire for him.

He responded with a low, hungry murmur, settling between her legs. He slid his hands over her thighs, gripping them firmly before moving to her waist. He kissed her again—slowly this time, deeply, with an intensity that took her breath away. His cock pressed against her, and she could feel the heat and hardness of him, everything inside her wanting to just feel him fill her.

With a steadying breath, Tom positioned himself between her legs. He moved slowly, easing his cock inside her, stretching her with a delicious burn. Sarah gasped, her body clenching around him, every inch of her flesh reacting to the sensation of him. She felt alive. Felt every sensation—his deep, deliberate thrusts, the way his body moved against hers, the rhythm they created together.

She reached up to grip his shoulders, pulling him closer, urging him deeper. The way his body slid against hers felt so familiar yet electrifying in this new space. The connection was undeniable—two bodies moving in tandem, the heat of their shared moment growing hotter by the second.

She felt Tom’s steady presence over her, his body holding her against the bed, but at the same time, he made her feel like she was floating, like she was the only one in the room, like nothing else existed except for them. And yet, a part of her knew it was more than just this physical act. It was the deep connection between them, a quiet intimacy that was becoming something more.

He deepened his thrusts, each movement sending jolts of pleasure through her, making her toes curl. Her body arched against his, desperate for more, she gripped at his back, feeling the muscles move beneath her fingers.

“God, Tom,” she whispered, her voice thick with lust and longing. She was so close, the pleasure building inside her, coiling tighter with every push of his hips.

The tension in her body was unbearable now, and she could feel the familiar pull of release, her core tightening in anticipation. She dug her nails into his back as she gave in to the pressure, letting it wash over her. Her orgasm hit like a wave, rolling through her body with an intensity that left her breathless. She cried out his name, her hips moving to meet his thrusts as she felt her body tremble in the aftershocks.

Tom’s movements grew more frantic, his breath coming in short, urgent bursts. She could feel his cock throbbing inside her, and then, with a final deep thrust, he came—his body jerking against hers as he groaned, his release flooding her. She felt him shudder, his hips pressed firmly against hers as they both gasped for breath, bodies still connected.

For a long moment, they lay together, tangled in each other’s arms, the weight of their bodies mixing with the heaviness of their shared release. Then Tom collapsed beside her, pulling her close, his chest rising and falling in time with her own.

Sarah felt his heart pounding against hers, the intimacy of the moment almost overwhelming. She breathed in the scent of him, the warmth of his skin, the faint traces of whiskey still on his breath. It was more than just sex—it was a rediscovery, a return to each other in a way that felt both deeply familiar and wonderfully new.

“I’ve missed you,” he said softly, his voice rough with exhaustion.

Sarah’s lips curled into a smile as she turned to face him. “I’ve missed you, too.” She traced the line of his jaw, the soft, familiar shape of his face. “More than I realized.”

Tom’s eyes softened as he looked at her. Reaching up, he gently cupped her cheek. “So, what now?” he asked, his voice barely more than a whisper.

“I don’t know,” Sarah admitted, the truth settling heavy in her chest. “But I think we’re on the right path.”

Tom nodded, brushing his thumb across her lips. “I think so, too.”

Outside, the world continued—the college boys next door with their loud music and boundless energy, the academic world with its politics and hierarchies, the visiting scholar from Oxford with his dimple, and his Byron, and his upcoming visit to the library.

But here, in this room, in this moment, there was only Tom and Sarah finding their way back to each other through touch, and whispers, and the ancient language of desire.

They lay facing each other in the darkness, their breathing gradually slowing. Tom’s hand rested on the curve of Sarah’s waist, a light touch that anchored her to the present.

“What are you thinking?” he asked, his voice soft in the darkness.

Sarah considered the question, aware of the layers of emotion settling inside her. “That I feel more like myself than I have in a long time,” she answered honestly. “And also … that I’m not entirely sure who that self is anymore.”

Tom was quiet for a moment, tracing small circles against her skin. “I think that’s how growth happens,” he eventually said. “You recognize yourself, but also realize you’re changing.”

Sarah nodded, knowing he could feel the movement even if he couldn’t see it clearly in the dim light. “Are you afraid?” she asked. “Of where this might lead us?”

Tom’s hand stilled. “Yes,” he admitted. “But I’m more afraid of staying frozen. Of watching us fade further and further from each other until we’re just two people sharing an address.”

The honesty in his voice moved her. Sarah reached out, her fingers finding his face in the darkness, tracing the familiar contours.

“Thursday,” she said quietly. “He said he’d come to the library on Thursday.”

Tom tensed slightly under her touch, but he didn’t pull away. “I know.”

“What do you want me to do?”

The question hung between them, weighted with possibility. Sarah held her breath, waiting for his answer.

“I want you to be honest,” Tom said finally. “With him. With me. With yourself.”

“That’s all?”

Tom moved his hand from her waist to her face, mirroring her touch. “For now, yes. We take this one step at a time. We see where it leads.”

Sarah nodded, a mixture of relief and apprehension washing through her. One step at a time. Into uncharted territory, into the unknown. But together, somehow, even if the path wasn’t clear.

“Okay,” she whispered. “One step at a time.”

Tom leaned forward, pressing a soft kiss to her forehead—a gesture of tenderness, of connection that went beyond desire.

“Sleep,” he said gently. “Whatever comes next can wait until morning.”

Sarah closed her eyes, letting her body relax into the familiar contours of their bed. But as sleep began to claim her, a single image persisted: James Whitfield raising his glass in farewell from across the crowded fundraiser, his eyes finding hers with unerring precision, his smile holding a promise of conversations yet to come.

Thursday was three days away. Three days to prepare, to reflect, to decide. Three days to consider what she wanted—not just from a chance encounter with an intriguing stranger, but from her life, her marriage, herself.

As she drifted into sleep, Sarah felt Tom’s steady breathing beside her, the weight of his arm across her waist. Familiar comforts, made new by the night’s revelations. Whatever came next, they had taken a first step toward something different, something alive.




Chapter 6

Morning light filtered through the kitchen windows, casting long rectangles of sunshine across the hardwood floor. Sarah stood at the counter, waiting for the coffee to finish brewing, her mind still foggy with sleep and the lingering impressions of the previous night. She wore her usual morning attire—soft cotton pants and an oversized sweater—but she felt different within them, as if her body had somehow changed overnight.

The coffee maker gurgled its final notes, and then she poured two mugs, adding a splash of cream to Tom’s. The familiar rhythm of their morning routine felt both comforting and suddenly precarious, as if she were walking across ice that might crack at any moment.

Tom appeared in the doorway, already dressed for campus in dark slacks and a button-down shirt, his hair still damp from the shower. He paused for a moment, watching her, and Sarah felt the weight of his gaze like a physical touch.

“Morning,” he said, his voice carefully neutral.

“Morning.” She handed him his coffee. “There’s toast if you want it.”

“Thanks.” Tom took the mug, their fingers brushing in the exchange. “Did you sleep well?”

The question hung in the air between them, weighted with unspoken meaning. Did she sleep well after they’d made love for the first time in months? After conversations about James Whitfield and seeing each other anew?

“Yes,” Sarah said then amended, “Eventually.”

Tom nodded, taking a sip of his coffee. “Me, too.”

They moved to the small breakfast table by the window, sitting across from each other as they had countless mornings before. The neighbors’ house was quiet for once, the college boys likely still asleep after whatever adventures had occupied their night.

“I don’t have office hours until eleven,” Tom said, breaking the silence. “I thought maybe we could talk.”

Sarah felt a flutter of nervousness in her stomach. “About last night?”

“About everything.” Tom set his mug down carefully. “About the fundraiser. About James.”

“There’s not much to say about James,” Sarah said, wrapping her hands around her own mug, seeking its warmth. “We had a conversation; that’s all.”

Tom’s expression tightened almost imperceptibly. “A conversation that led to him asking to see you at the library.”

“He’ll likely want to use the rare books collection,” Sarah said. Though, even to her own ears, the explanation sounded hollow. “That’s where I volunteer.”

“Sarah.” Tom’s voice carried a note of strained patience. “Let’s not pretend this is just about academics.”

Sarah felt a flicker of defensiveness. “I’m not pretending anything.”

“You’re still thinking about him,” Tom said. It wasn’t a question.

Sarah looked out the window, considering how to respond. The truth was complicated. Yes, James Whitfield lingered in her thoughts—his attentiveness, the way he’d seen past her carefully constructed façade, the intellectual spark she’d felt in their conversation. But it wasn’t just about him as a person. It was about what he represented—a reminder of the woman she used to be, the life she might have led.

“I’m thinking about a lot of things,” she said, turning back to Tom. “About last night. About us.”

“And James?”

Sarah sighed, setting her coffee down. “Yes, Tom, I’m thinking about James, too. About our conversation. About how it felt to be seen as something other than just your wife.”

The words landed harder than she’d intended, and she saw Tom flinch slightly.

“I’ve never seen you as ‘just my wife,’” he said, his voice low.

“Maybe not consciously,” Sarah conceded. “But somewhere along the way, that’s what happened. I became an extension of you, of your life. I lost something of myself in the process.”

Tom was quiet for a moment, staring into his coffee as if it might contain answers. When he looked up, his expression had softened from defensiveness to something more vulnerable.

“I’m afraid,” he admitted.

“Of what?”

“That I’ve already lost you.” Tom’s voice was barely above a whisper. “That we’ve been drifting apart for years, and I’ve been too comfortable, too absorbed in my own world to notice. And now …”

“Now?” Sarah prompted when he didn’t continue.

“Now you’ve met someone who reminds you of everything I don’t give you anymore. Someone who makes you feel alive again.” Tom tightened his grip around his mug. “And I’m terrified that it’s too late to fix things between us.”

The raw honesty in his voice caught Sarah off guard. This wasn’t the measured, controlled Professor Harper who carefully weighed his words. This was Tom—the man who had once read her poetry by candlelight, who had looked at her with such naked hunger that it made her breath catch.

“It’s not too late,” she said softly. “But I don’t think we can just go back to how things were.”

“No,” Tom agreed. “I don’t think that would be enough anymore. For either of us.”

Sarah took a deep breath, gathering courage for her own honesty. “I’ve been unhappy, Tom. Not all the time, not in every moment. But there’s been this … emptiness growing inside me. This sense that I’ve become a shadow of the person I was meant to be.”

Tom nodded, his expression pained but attentive. “When did it start?”

“I don’t know exactly. It was gradual.” Sarah tried to trace the evolution of her discontent. “Maybe when I gave up on graduate school to follow you here. Maybe when we decided not to have children, and I threw myself into making our home perfect instead. Or maybe it was just the slow accumulation of days where we moved around each other like well-choreographed strangers.”

“I didn’t know,” Tom said. “Or maybe I didn’t want to know.”

“I didn’t really let myself know either,” Sarah admitted. “It was easier to focus on the garden, on my Etsy shop, on the library. To fill my days with small tasks so I wouldn’t have to confront the bigger questions.”

“And now?”

“Now I can’t stop thinking about those questions.” Sarah met his gaze directly. “About who I am beyond being your wife. About what I want from the rest of my life.”

Tom was quiet for a long moment, his eyes never leaving hers. “And James? What role does he play in these questions?”

The directness of the question made Sarah pause. She owed Tom honesty, but she was still sorting through her own feelings.

“He reminded me of something I’d forgotten,” she said carefully. “That I can be interesting to someone. That my thoughts and ideas matter. That I’m still …” She hesitated. “That I’m still desirable.”

A flash of pain crossed Tom’s face. “I’ve failed you.”

“No,” Sarah said quickly. “That’s not what I’m saying. We’ve both let things slide. We got comfortable. Safe.”

“But not happy,” Tom added, his voice flat.

Sarah reached across the table and took his hand. “Not fully alive,” she corrected. “There’s a difference.”

Tom’s fingers tightened around hers. “So, what now? Is this about James? Do you want to …?”

He couldn’t finish the sentence, and Sarah felt a surge of tenderness mixed with her own confusion.

“I don’t know what I want,” she said honestly. “I just know that I don’t want to lose you. But I also don’t want to go back to that half-life we’ve been living.”

Tom was quiet for a moment, tracing small circles on the back of her hand. “Last night, when we were together,” he said finally, “that felt real. That felt like us finding our way back to each other.”

“It did,” Sarah agreed. The memory of their lovemaking—tender yet urgent, familiar yet somehow new—flickered through her mind.

“But it’s not enough by itself, is it?” Tom asked, his perceptiveness surprising her.

Sarah shook her head slowly. “No. It’s a start, but … there’s more to figure out.”

Tom released her hand and stood up, moving to the window. He stood with his back to her for a moment, looking out at their garden, at the raised beds she tended so carefully. When he turned around, his expression was complicated—a mixture of pain, resignation, and something that might have been determination.

“He’s going to come see you tomorrow,” Tom said. “At the library.”

“Yes.”

“And you want to see him.”

It wasn’t a question, but Sarah answered, anyway. “I’m curious,” she admitted. “About what a conversation with him would be like without the fundraiser, without you nearby.”

Tom nodded slowly. “I understand.”

“You do?”

“I think so.” Tom ran a hand through his hair, a gesture of frustration or perhaps surrender. “I want you to be happy, Sarah. I want you to feel alive. And if talking to James Whitfield helps you find your way back to yourself, then”—he took a deep breath—“I have to accept that.”

Sarah stood and crossed to him, moved by his vulnerability. “It’s not about replacing you,” she said, needing him to understand. “It’s about finding the parts of myself I’ve lost. I don’t know where that leads, but I know I need to follow it.”

Tom searched her eyes. “And if it leads to more than conversation?”

The question hung between them, fraught with possibilities neither of them had fully articulated. Sarah felt her heart beating against her ribs, a rapid, uncertain rhythm.

“I don’t know,” she said truthfully. “I’m not looking for an affair, Tom. That’s not what this is about.”

“But you’re attracted to him,” Tom pressed, his voice surprisingly steady.

Sarah considered denying it, but the honesty between them felt too precious to compromise. “Yes,” she admitted. “But attraction isn’t the same as intention.”

Tom nodded, absorbing this. “I want to set some boundaries,” he said after a moment. “Not because I don’t trust you, but because I think we both need clarity right now.”

“What kind of boundaries?”

“Honesty,” Tom said immediately. “Whatever happens—whether it’s just conversation or something more—I want to know. No secrets.”

Sarah nodded, feeling both relief and apprehension at the directness of his request. “Okay. No secrets.”

“And time,” Tom continued. “I want us to have time together, real time, not just passing each other in the kitchen or sitting on the couch with our separate books. I want us to talk, to reconnect.”

“I want that, too,” Sarah said, meaning it.

Tom took a deep breath, as if gathering courage for his next words. “And if … if things do develop with James, I want to know that our marriage comes first. That whatever exploration you need to do, it doesn’t mean leaving us behind.”

Sarah felt a lump form in her throat. The fact that Tom was even considering the possibility, that he was trying to make space for her needs while protecting their relationship, it moved her deeply.

“Our marriage comes first,” she agreed, reaching for his hand. “Always.”

Tom interlaced his fingers with hers, warm and familiar. “I’m trying to understand this,” he said, his voice low. “It goes against everything I was raised to believe about marriage, about fidelity. But I also know that what we’ve been doing isn’t working. And I’d rather find an unconventional solution than lose you entirely.”

Sarah felt tears prick at the corners of her eyes. “Thank you,” she whispered. “For trying to understand. For not just shutting this down.”

Tom pulled her into an embrace, wrapping his arms around her with a fierceness that spoke of both love and fear. Sarah pressed her face against his shoulder, breathing in the familiar scent of his cologne, feeling the solid warmth of him.

“I love you,” Tom said against her hair. “That hasn’t changed. Through all of this, through whatever comes next, that’s the constant.”

“I love you, too,” Sarah replied, and she meant it with her whole heart, even as she stood on the edge of unknown territory.

They held each other for a long moment, the morning sunlight warming their entwined figures. Outside, a car door slammed as one of the neighbor boys left for class, a reminder of the world continuing around them, oblivious to the quiet revolution taking place in their kitchen.

When they finally drew apart, Tom’s eyes were damp but clear. “I should get to campus,” he said, glancing at the clock. “Department meeting before my office hours.”

Sarah nodded, reluctant to break the moment but aware of the practical demands of the day. “Will you be home for dinner?”

“Yes,” Tom said firmly. “No late work tonight. I want to be here, with you.”

The deliberateness of his statement wasn’t lost on Sarah. This was part of their new beginning—making conscious choices to be present with each other, not just assuming the other would be there.

“I’ll make the pasta you like,” she offered. “With basil from the garden.”

Tom smiled, a small but genuine curve of his lips. “Perfect.”

He leaned in and kissed her—not the habitual peck of routine but something more intentional, more present. Sarah felt it reverberate through her, a reminder of their connection, complex and evolving as it was.

“Be careful,” Tom said as he gathered his satchel and keys. “With your heart, I mean. With all of this.”

Sarah nodded, understanding the layers in his warning. “I will. You, too.”

After Tom left, Sarah stood alone in the kitchen, listening to the familiar sounds of their house—the gentle hum of the refrigerator, the ticking of the grandfather clock in the hallway, the distant chirping of birds in the garden. Everything was the same as it had been yesterday, and yet everything had changed.

Tomorrow, she would see James Whitfield at the library. The thought sent a flutter of anticipation through her stomach—not just attraction, though that was certainly part of it, but something more profound. A sense that she was stepping into the unknown, that she was finally asking the questions she’d been avoiding for years.

Who was she, really, beneath the roles she’d accumulated? What did she want from the second half of her life? And was it possible to find her way back to herself without losing the marriage she still deeply valued?

Sarah didn’t have answers yet, only questions. But for the first time in years, the questions themselves felt like progress—like oxygen flowing into lungs too long deprived.

She moved to the window, looking out at her garden with its neat rows and careful plantings. Perhaps it was time to let a little wildness grow there, too. Time to see what might bloom when she loosened her grip on control and allowed herself to truly feel again—the full spectrum of desire, fear, hope, and possibility.

Tomorrow would come with its own challenges. But today, in this quiet morning after, Sarah felt something unfurling inside her—not happiness exactly, not yet, but potential. The potential for change, for growth, for a life more fully lived.

She smiled.


Chapter 7

Sarah lay in their bedroom, her body exposed to the heat of the sheets and the ache of desire. Tom was on top of her, his familiar weight pressing her into the mattress as he moved slowly inside her, his hands gliding over her skin. The world around her blurred, sinking into the haze of pleasure that began to spiral in her body.

Tom’s movements were deliberate at first, his cock sliding in and out of her with smooth precision, the familiar friction that made Sarah gasp each time he filled her. His lips brushed against her ear, whispering her name with a possessiveness that thrilled her.

“I need you, Sarah. Want you all to myself,” he murmured, his voice rough with longing.

Sarah’s body arched beneath him, her nipples tightening as he teased them, sending waves of heat across her chest. She moaned, opening to him with a yearning that hadn’t been there in months. She gripped his back, nails digging into his skin as she began to move against him, her hips meeting his in a rhythm that was both practiced and desperate.

The deeper he went, the more she felt herself getting lost in him, until a sharp awareness pierced the fog of her pleasure. She blinked and turned her head, her breath catching in her throat. By the edge of the bed sat Tom, watching her. His dark eyes gleamed with a knowing, predatory intensity.

Her heart skipped, her body faltering for a moment as she tried to process the image. She couldn’t tear her gaze away from him—her husband, sitting in that chair with a calm but hungry expression on his face, as if he were watching her for the first time.

The sensation of Tom’s body filling hers seemed to deepen. She could feel every inch of him, every thrust, but her mind was locked on the figure by the chair. Her body still moved, instinctively pushing against him as his cock slid inside, but the confusion of seeing Tom in two places at once made the pleasure feel distant.

She glanced back at the chair again. Tom was still there, watching, but as her gaze flickered back to the bed, everything shifted. The man moving inside her was no longer Tom.

It was James.

Her breath hitched as her mind scrambled to process the shift. James’s dark eyes met hers with that same intensity from their previous encounter, but now he was inside her, filling her with a deep, deliberate rhythm. The sensation of him, so different from Tom, sent a fresh wave of heat coursing through her.

She looked back at Tom in the chair, still there, still watching. The man on top of her—James—moved with a tenderness and intensity she hadn’t felt in so long. His thrusts were slow, measured, but deep, and she realized she felt more alive in this moment than she had in a long time. The contrast between the two men left her dizzy, caught between what was real and what was only a dream.

James’s gaze held hers, filled with that same quiet adoration from their earlier conversation. “Let go for me, Sarah,” he whispered, his voice rich with desire as he reached down to touch her clit, adding a new layer of pleasure to the rhythm.

She gasped, her body trembling beneath him.

“Show me how beautiful you are when you come.” His words were a command, but they made her ache with need.

The pressure inside her built rapidly, each thrust from James sending shockwaves of pleasure through her. The tightening in her core became unbearable. She was almost there, so close to something she hadn’t felt in ages, when she glanced once more to the chair.

Tom watched.

Just as her orgasm crested, her body ready to break free from the tension, she looked again at the chair. James was still there, his gaze locked on her, but her climax hit just as she realized the men would never truly overlap in her mind. The pressure peaked, and as her body trembled on the verge of release, Sarah woke with a start.

She opened her eyes to the darkness of the bedroom. For a moment, she could only hear Tom’s steady breathing beside her. She turned to him, her pulse still racing, her sex wet and throbbing from the dream that had been so vivid, so real.

Tom lay there, sound asleep, completely unaware of the turmoil her dream had caused.

Sarah’s chest rose and fell with shallow breaths as she tried to push away the overwhelming sense of confusion and desire that still lingered. Her fingers pressed against her own breast, feeling the heat that hadn’t quite faded, her nipples still hard beneath her nightshirt.

She turned over, eyes tracing the quiet outline of Tom in the bed beside her. He was her husband. The man she’d married. But in that moment, her body ached for completion, for the release that had been denied her in the dream.

She pressed her thighs together, feeling the wetness between them, the persistent throb that demanded attention. Then she closed her eyes and let out a slow, shaky breath. Whatever that dream meant, she couldn’t ignore it. Her body had felt alive in a way it hadn’t in years, and now she had to face the question of what she wanted from it all.


Chapter 8

Thursday morning arrived with a crispness that hinted at the approaching winter. Sarah stood in her closet, fingers trailing over her clothes as she considered what to wear for her volunteer shift. Not the burgundy wrap dress again—too deliberate. Instead, she chose a simple blue sweater and dark jeans. Practical. Unremarkable. As if the plainness of her appearance might somehow shield her from the intensity of what she was feeling.

The drive to campus was familiar, a route she’d taken hundreds of times before. Yet, today, it felt charged with anticipation, her hands slightly unsteady on the wheel. She parked in the faculty lot—a privilege extended to regular volunteers—and walked the path toward the library’s grand entrance.

Golden leaves crunched beneath her feet, and Sarah found herself noticing details with unusual sharpness: the way the morning light caught in the windows of the Gothic building, the sound of students’ laughter echoing across the quad, the smell of coffee from the campus café. Everything felt heightened, as if her senses had been dulled for years and were only now reawakening.

Inside the library, she nodded to the staff at the main desk and made her way to the rare books room. Her heart rate increased with each step at the thought of seeing James.

When she unlocked the door to the rare books room, she wasn’t surprised to find him there, seated at one of the reading tables with a stack of books before him. He looked up as she entered, and the smile that spread across his face sent a tremor through her.

“Sarah,” he said, her name in his voice carrying a warmth that seemed to reach across the room.

She set her bag down at her desk, buying time to compose herself. “Professor Whitfield,” she said, aiming for professional distance, “I didn’t realize you’d be working in here this early.”

“James,” he corrected gently. “And yes, I’m researching for a lecture on Byron’s influences on Victorian poetry. Your collection here is remarkable.”

Sarah nodded, slipping into the familiar role of librarian. “We have several first editions that might interest you. Let me know if you need anything specific.”

She moved to her desk and began her usual routine—checking the room’s climate controls and sorting through new requests. But she was acutely aware of his presence, of the way he occasionally glanced up from his work to look at her.

For nearly an hour, they worked in a silence broken only by the turning of pages and the soft sounds of Sarah’s organizing. It should have been comfortable—the shared quiet of two people engaged in scholarly pursuit—but beneath it ran a current of tension that made Sarah’s skin prickle with awareness.

“I’ve been thinking about our conversation,” James suddenly said, breaking the silence. “About Wollstonecraft and intellectual autonomy.”

Sarah looked up, meeting his gaze across the room. “Have you?”

He nodded, closing the book before him. “You said something that’s stayed with me—about independence being the freedom to define yourself rather than being defined by others.”

“It’s not an original thought,” Sarah said, deflecting the implied compliment.

“Perhaps not,” James agreed. “But the way you expressed it was … illuminating. It made me wonder about my own choices, how much of my identity has been shaped by external expectations.”

The personal turn in his words caught Sarah off guard.

He rose from his table and moved toward the shelves, his back to her as he continued, “Academia has its own rigid structures, its own ways of defining success,” he said, running his fingers along the spines of leather-bound volumes. “I wonder sometimes if I’ve surrendered too much to those definitions.”

Sarah found herself moving toward him, drawn by the unexpected vulnerability in his voice. “What would you do differently? If you could redefine your path?”

James turned to face her, and Sarah realized she’d moved closer than she’d intended. They stood just a few feet apart, surrounded by shelves of ancient texts that seemed to press in around them, creating an intimate space within the larger room.

“I’d be braver,” he said simply. “More honest about what I want. Less concerned with propriety.”

The implication hung in the air between them, impossible to ignore. Sarah felt her breath catch slightly.

“And what do you want, James?” The question slipped out before she could stop it, her voice softer than she’d intended.

His eyes held hers, dark and serious. “I think you know.”

The directness of his response sent a flush of heat through her body. There was no pretense now, no scholarly veneer to hide behind.

“This is … complicated,” Sarah said, taking a small step back.

“Life often is,” James replied, not moving closer but not retreating either. “Especially when we start to question the boundaries we’ve accepted.”

Sarah turned away, needing distance from the intensity of his gaze. She moved to one of the glass display cases, ostensibly checking its contents but really just giving herself a moment to breathe.

“I should be cataloging the new acquisitions,” she said, a weak attempt to reestablish professional distance.

“Sarah.” The way he said her name made her look up again. He had followed her, standing just behind her now. “I don’t want to make you uncomfortable. If you’d prefer I leave—”

“No,” she said quickly then caught herself. “I mean, you have every right to use the collection.”

James smiled slightly, seeing through her deflection. “That’s not what I’m asking, and I think you know it.”

Sarah met his gaze, finding herself unable to look away. “What are you asking?”

“For honesty,” he said. “From both of us. About what’s happening here.”

The directness of his words hung in the air between them. Sarah felt her heart racing, aware that they stood at the edge of something significant—a boundary that, once crossed, couldn’t be uncrossed.

“I’m married,” she said, repeating the fact as if it might create a shield between them.

“I know,” James acknowledged. “And I respect that. I’m not asking you to forget that reality.” He took a careful step closer. “But I’m also not going to pretend I don’t feel what I feel when I’m with you.”

Sarah inhaled sharply, the frankness of his admission both thrilling and terrifying. “And what is that, exactly?”

“An attraction that goes beyond the physical,” he said, his voice low. “A recognition of something in you that resonates with something in me. A curiosity about what could be, if we were brave enough to find out.”

His words seemed to vibrate in the air between them, echoing her own unspoken thoughts. The rare books room felt suddenly too small, too intimate, the morning light filtering through the high windows casting everything in a golden glow that felt dreamlike, removed from the ordinary world.

“I should say no,” Sarah whispered, aware that she was already leaning slightly toward him. “I should walk away.”

“But you haven’t,” James observed, his eyes never leaving hers. He reached out slowly, giving her time to move away if she wanted, and then brushed a strand of hair from her face. The touch was featherlight, but Sarah felt it like an electric current against her skin.

“Tell me to stop,” he said softly, his fingers lingering at her temple. “Tell me you don’t want this, and I’ll go.”

Sarah knew this was the moment—the last chance to retreat, to maintain the boundaries of her marriage, to remain the woman she had been for sixteen years. All she had to do was step back, say the words. It would be so simple.

But she didn’t move. She didn’t speak. Instead, she looked into his eyes and saw the reflection of her own desire, her own longing for something new, something that was hers alone.

James’s hand moved to cup her cheek, his touch gentle but sure. “Sarah,” he murmured, and in that moment, her name on his lips felt like permission.

He leaned forward, slowly enough that she could still pull away. When she didn’t, his lips met hers with a gentleness that made her heart ache—a tentative question, waiting for her answer.

Sarah’s eyes fluttered closed as she responded, her lips parting slightly, accepting the kiss. Everything else fell away—the library, her marriage, the complications that waited beyond this moment. There was only this—the warmth of his mouth on hers, the solidity of his presence, the surge of desire that rose within her like a wave.

The kiss deepened as James slid his hand to the nape of her neck, drawing her closer. Sarah’s hands found their way to his chest, feeling the steady beat of his heart beneath her palm. There was nothing rushed about it, nothing desperate. Instead, the kiss unfolded with deliberate intent, each moment building on the last, creating a connection that seemed to exist outside of time.

When they finally broke apart, Sarah felt breathless, disoriented. James rested his forehead against hers for a moment, his breathing as unsteady as her own.

“I’ve wanted to do that since the fundraiser,” he admitted, his voice rough with emotion.

Reality began to seep back in, the weight of what had just happened settling on Sarah’s shoulders. She stepped back, touching her lips as if to confirm the kiss had been real.

“I shouldn’t have done that,” she said, though the words lacked conviction.

“Are you sorry?” James asked, not reaching for her again but not backing away either.

Sarah considered the question, searching her feelings. The guilt was there, yes—a sharp pang when she thought of Tom. But beneath it was something else: a sense of awakening, of possibility, of doors opening where before there had only been walls.

“I don’t know,” she answered honestly. “This isn’t who I thought I was.”

“Maybe it’s who you’re becoming,” James suggested. “People change, Sarah. We evolve. The woman you were at twenty-one isn’t the woman you are now.”

His words struck a chord deep within her. Wasn’t that what she’d been feeling for months, years perhaps? That slow disconnection from the person she’d once been, that sense of identity slipping away beneath the comfortable routine of her life with Tom?

“I need to think,” she said, taking another step back. “This is … a lot.”

James nodded, respecting her need for space. “Of course.” He checked his watch. “I have a lecture to prepare for.” His eyes met hers again, serious but warm. “I won’t pressure you, Sarah. What happens next—if anything—is entirely your choice.”

The agency he offered her—the absence of demand or expectation—touched Sarah deeply. How long had it been since she’d truly made a choice that was entirely her own? Not based on what Tom needed, or what their marriage required, but simply what she wanted?

“Thank you,” she said softly.

James gathered his books and notes, moving deliberately, giving her time to collect herself. At the door, he paused, looking back at her. “For what it’s worth, I think you’re remarkable—not just for who you were or who you might become, but for who you are right now.”

And then he was gone, leaving Sarah alone in the rare books room with the lingering warmth of his kiss and the weight of a decision she wasn’t yet ready to make.

***

The rest of Sarah’s shift passed in a blur. She went through the motions of her volunteer duties—cataloging, organizing, assisting the occasional researcher—but her mind was elsewhere, replaying the kiss with James over and over. The gentle pressure of his lips, the warmth of his hand at her neck, the way he’d looked at her afterward, as if she were a treasure newly discovered.

By the time she drove home, her emotions had resolved into a strange mixture of guilt and exhilaration. She felt both heavier and lighter, as if something fundamental had shifted inside her. The familiar streets of their neighborhood seemed somehow different, as if she were seeing them through new eyes.

Tom’s car was already in the driveway when she arrived. She sat in her own car for a moment, gathering herself. The promise they’d made to each other echoed in her mind: honesty, no matter what happened. No secrets.

She would have to tell him about the kiss.

Inside, the house smelled of garlic and tomatoes. Tom stood at the stove, stirring a pot of pasta sauce. He looked up as she entered, smiling.

“Perfect timing,” he said. “Dinner’s almost ready.”

Sarah set her bag down, taking in the domestic scene. Tom had changed out of his professor clothes and into jeans and a sweater. A bottle of red wine stood open on the counter, two glasses already poured. The table was set with their everyday dishes, napkins folded neatly beside each plate. The comfortable routine of their life together were made suddenly unfamiliar by the events of the day.

“How was your shift?” Tom asked, adding a pinch of herbs to the sauce.

Sarah took a deep breath, steeling herself. “James was there.”

Tom’s hand stilled for just a moment then resumed stirring. “And?”

Sarah reached for one of the wine glasses, needing something to occupy her hands. “We talked.”

Tom looked up, his eyes meeting hers across the kitchen. Something in her expression must have given her away, because his gaze sharpened, focusing on her with sudden intensity.

“Just talked?” he asked quietly.

Sarah took a sip of wine, buying time. “No,” she admitted. “He kissed me.”

The words hung in the air between them, impossible to take back.

Tom set the wooden spoon down carefully, turning off the burner beneath the sauce. His movements were deliberate, controlled, but Sarah could see the tension in his shoulders, the slight tightness around his mouth.

“I see,” he said, his voice remarkably steady. “And did you kiss him back?” There was no judgment in the question, no accusation—just a directness that demanded equal honesty in return.

“Yes,” Sarah said, “I did.”

Tom nodded, absorbing this. He picked up his own wine glass and took a long drink. “Tell me how it happened.”

Sarah hadn’t expected this reaction. Anger, perhaps, or hurt. Not this calm request for details. But she had promised honesty, and so she told him about their conversation on autonomy and definitions of self, about the moment when the scholarly discussion had shifted into something more personal, about the way James had given her the opportunity to refuse him and how she hadn’t taken it.

Tom listened without interruption, his eyes never leaving her face. When she finished, he was quiet for a long moment.

“How did it make you feel?” he finally asked. “The kiss.”

Sarah considered the question, wanting to give him the truth he deserved. “Alive,” she said simply. “Like … waking up after a long sleep.”

Something flickered in Tom’s expression—a flash of pain, quickly suppressed. He set his wine glass down and moved closer to her, stopping just within arm’s reach.

“And what happens now?” he asked.

Sarah shook her head. “I don’t know. I told him I needed to think. He said whatever happens next is my choice.”

Tom nodded slowly, considering this. “Our choice,” he corrected gently. “Whatever happens affects us both, Sarah.”

“Yes,” she acknowledged. “Our choice.”

Tom reached out, his fingers just brushing hers on the counter. The simple touch sent a current of awareness through her, a reminder of their connection despite the day’s events.

“Did you want him to stop?” Tom asked, his voice lower now, more intimate.

Sarah looked into her husband’s eyes, seeing not just the pain there but something else—a curiosity, an intensity that seemed almost like … arousal? The realization sent a shock through her.

“No,” she admitted. “I didn’t want him to stop.”

Tom’s breath caught audibly. His fingers tightened slightly around hers. “Would you have let it go further? If you hadn’t been in the library?”

The question was charged, loaded with implications that made Sarah’s pulse quicken. She found herself unable to look away from Tom’s face, from the flush that had risen on his cheeks, the slight darkening of his eyes.

“I don’t know,” she whispered truthfully. “Maybe.”

Tom took a step closer, his body now just inches from hers. “Show me,” he said, his voice rough with an emotion Sarah couldn’t quite identify. “Show me how he kissed you.”

The request stunned her. This was not at all what she had expected. She had prepared herself for anger, for hurt, for difficult conversations about boundaries and futures. Not this strange, charged intensity radiating from her husband.

“Tom …”

“Please,” he said, and there was something in his voice—a vulnerability, a need—that she couldn’t refuse.

Slowly, hesitantly, Sarah raised her hand to Tom’s face, mirroring the way James had touched her earlier. She leaned forward, her lips meeting Tom’s with the same gentle pressure, the same gradual deepening that had characterized her kiss with James. Tom’s response was immediate, his arms encircling her, pulling her against him with an urgency that took her breath away.

This was not their usual kiss—not the comfortable, familiar affection of long marriage. This was something else entirely, charged with a new energy born of the day’s revelations.

Tom’s hands moved over her body with a possessiveness she hadn’t felt from him in years, his mouth hungry against hers. And when they broke apart, both breathing heavily, Sarah could feel the evidence of his arousal pressing against her. The dinner cooling on the stove, the conversation they should be having—all of it receded beneath the wave of desire that had suddenly engulfed them both.

“Upstairs,” Tom said, his voice barely recognizable. “Now.”

They ascended the stairs in silence, the tension between them electric. In their bedroom, Tom turned to her with an intensity that made her shiver. He didn’t speak as he began to undress her, his movements deliberate but urgent, his eyes dark with a mixture of emotions Sarah couldn’t fully decipher—desire, yes, but also something more complex, more challenging.

“Tell me more,” he said as he eased her sweater over her head. “Did he touch you? Beyond the kiss?”

Sarah shook her head. “No. Just my face, my neck.” She watched as Tom’s pupils dilated at her words, his breathing becoming more irregular.

“Where?” he asked, his voice low. “Show me exactly where he touched you.”

Sarah guided Tom’s hand to her cheek, then to the nape of her neck, the same places where James’s fingers had rested. Tom’s touch was firmer than James’s had been, more possessive. He leaned in, his lips finding the sensitive spot just below her ear.

“Like this?” he murmured against her skin. “Did he make you feel like this?”

Sarah’s body responded instantly, a shiver running through her at the combination of Tom’s touch and the memory of James’s kiss. It was disorienting—the physical presence of her husband overlaid with the echoes of another man’s attention.

Tom continued undressing her, each movement punctuated by questions about James—how he had looked at her, what he had said, how she had felt. Each answer seemed to fuel Tom’s arousal, his hands growing more insistent, his kisses more demanding.

But as they reached the bed, something shifted in Tom’s demeanor. His expression darkened, not with desire but with a flash of something closer to pain. He paused, his hands stilling on her bare skin.

“No,” he said, more to himself than to her. “This isn’t—” He stopped, shaking his head as if to clear it.

“Tom?” Sarah reached for him, uncertain.

His eyes met hers, and she saw the conflict there—arousal warring with hurt, possession with fear.

He took a deep breath, visibly gathering himself. “I don’t want to think about him anymore,” Tom said firmly. “Not now. Not with you.”

Before Sarah could respond, Tom’s mouth claimed hers again, but the kiss was different now—less about the questions he’d been asking and more about reclaiming what he feared losing. His hands moved over her body with a focused intensity, as if trying to erase the memory of another man’s touch, replace it with his own.

There was an edge to his movements now, a barely restrained aggression that Sarah hadn’t experienced from him before. He laid her back against the pillows, his body covering hers with an urgent weight. His hands and mouth seemed to be everywhere at once, tracing paths across her skin that left her gasping.

When he finally entered her, the sensation was overwhelming—not just the physical pleasure, but the emotional complexity of the moment. This wasn’t the comfortable lovemaking of their recent years. Nor was it quite like the passionate connection they’d rediscovered after the fundraiser. This was something else entirely—charged with jealousy and possession, a desperate attempt to reaffirm what had suddenly been threatened.

Tom moved within her with desperation, his rhythm faster and more urgent than usual. Sarah’s body responded instinctively, rising to meet him, her own desire heightened by the day’s events and the unexpected turn the evening had taken.

He was silent now, no more questions about James, no more probing into her experience with another man. Instead, his focus seemed entirely on her, on them, as if trying to recreate the connection they’d once had—to prove something to her, or perhaps to himself.

“Look at me,” he commanded, his voice rough with emotion. “Sarah, look at me.”

She opened her eyes, meeting his gaze as he moved within her. The vulnerability she saw there, beneath the passion and possessiveness, made her heart contract painfully.

“I’m here,” she whispered, reaching up to touch his face. “I’m with you, Tom.”

Something broke in his expression then—a mixture of relief and anguish that was almost too intimate to witness. His control, usually so measured, began to slip. Sarah felt her own pleasure building rapidly, driven by the physical sensations and the raw emotion between them.

Tom climaxed with an intensity that surprised them both, much sooner than usual, his body shuddering against hers as he called her name. The force of his reaction triggered Sarah’s own release, a cascade of pleasure that left her breathless and disoriented.

In the aftermath, they lay side by side, both staring at the ceiling as their breathing gradually slowed. The room felt charged with unspoken thoughts, with questions neither of them was quite ready to voice.

Tom reached for her hand, intertwining his fingers with hers, but there was a tension in his grip that hadn’t been there before.

“I didn’t expect to react that way,” he said, his voice quiet in the darkened room.

“Neither did I,” Sarah admitted.

“I don’t understand what I’m feeling,” Tom continued, a new vulnerability in his tone. “At first, I thought—the idea of you with him—” He stopped, unable or unwilling to complete the thought. “But then it felt wrong. Like I was losing you instead of sharing you.”

Sarah turned to look at him, studying his profile in the dim light. “Are you angry?”

Tom was quiet for a long moment. “A little,” he said, the admission clearly difficult. “Not at you. Or not just at you. At myself, too. For suggesting this in the first place. For not knowing what I really want.” He released a shaky breath. “I thought I could handle this. The intellectual idea of it seemed … exciting, even. But the reality …” He turned to face her, his expression troubled. “I don’t know if I can do this, Sarah. I don’t know if I can share you. Not really.”

The honesty of his admission hit Sarah with unexpected force. After their conversation following the fundraiser, she had assumed Tom was more open to the possibility of her exploring a connection with James than he apparently was.

“I’m sorry,” she said softly, not quite sure what she was apologizing for—the kiss with James, her response to it, or the confusion she’d caused in their marriage. “We can stop this. We stop it now.”

“No,” Tom said, squeezing her hand. “We’re figuring this out together, remember? No secrets, no judgments. Just honesty.” He hesitated. “I’m not saying no. I’m just saying … I don’t know. I need time to process this.”

Sarah nodded, her own emotions a tangled mess she couldn’t fully unravel. The evening had revealed layers of complexity in their relationship—and in herself—that she hadn’t anticipated.

“What happens now?” she asked.

Tom sighed, running a hand through his hair. “I don’t know,” he said truthfully. “But whatever it is, we face it together. Even if it’s messy. Even if it hurts sometimes.”

Sarah nodded, but as she lay beside her husband in the growing darkness, she found herself thinking of James—of the way he had looked at her as he left the library, of the promise of choice he had offered her. Of the doors that seemed to be opening before her, leading to places she had never expected to go.

But now those doors seemed more complicated, the paths beyond them less clear. Tom’s reaction had reminded her of what was at stake—not just her own desires, but the relationship they had built together over sixteen years. A relationship that, despite its familiar patterns and comfortable routines, still held depths of emotion she was only beginning to understand.

Whatever happened next would change them—was already changing them. And Sarah wasn’t entirely sure whether she was terrified or exhilarated by that prospect. Perhaps, she thought as she closed her eyes, it was possible to be both at once.




Chapter 9

The morning air carried the sharp edge of autumn, a crispness that hinted at the coming winter. Sarah knelt in her garden, trowel in hand, working the soil around her late-season vegetables. The sun had barely risen, casting long shadows across the neat rows of plants, but Tom had already left for campus—an early department meeting, he’d said, dropping a quick kiss on her forehead before hurrying out the door.

In his absence, Sarah had sought refuge in her garden, the one place where she still felt completely herself. Her fingers worked methodically, pulling errant weeds from around the kale and Brussels sprouts, her body moving through familiar patterns while her mind wandered elsewhere.

Two days had passed since the kiss with James in the library. Two days of careful conversations with Tom, of navigating the new tension that hummed beneath the surface of their interactions. He’d been attentive but distant, passionate in bed but guarded in conversation, as if he couldn’t quite reconcile his conflicting emotions about what was happening between them.

Sarah brushed soil from her hands, sitting back on her heels to survey her work. The garden beds stretched before her in tidy rows, a testament to her patience and care. She’d spent years cultivating this space, experimenting with different plants, learning which thrived in the New England climate and which required more protection from the elements. Like her marriage, the garden was a long-term investment—something that required consistent attention, that couldn’t be rushed or forced.

The thought made her chest tighten. Had she been neglecting that investment? Had she and Tom both allowed their relationship to go untended for too long, creating space for something like James to take root?

Sarah plunged her trowel into the earth with more force than necessary, turning over a clump of soil. James. The memory of his kiss lingered like a phantom sensation, impossible to dismiss. The gentle pressure of his lips, the warmth of his hands, the intensity in his eyes when they’d pulled apart—it all felt etched into her memory with startling clarity.

But it was more than the physical connection that haunted her. It was the way he’d seen her—not as Professor Harper’s wife, not as the woman who tended this garden and volunteered at the library, but as someone with her own intellect, her own desires, her own potential waiting to be realized.

“This is ridiculous,” Sarah muttered to herself, yanking another weed from the soil. She was thirty-nine years old, for heaven’s sake. A grown woman with a life she’d chosen, a marriage she valued. Not some character in a novel, swept away by romantic notions and fleeting passions.

And yet…

Sarah sat back, wiping her brow with the back of her wrist. The garden stretched around her, contained within the boundaries she and Tom had established when they’d bought the house. Neat. Orderly. Safe. Beyond the fence lay the wider world—the university with its Gothic buildings and bustling quads, the restaurants and shops downtown, the highways leading to cities she hadn’t visited in years.

Was that what James represented? Not just desire, but freedom? The possibility of a different path, one she’d set aside when she’d chosen Tom and this life they’d built together?

The thought unsettled her. She’d been happy with Tom—genuinely happy, not just content or comfortable. They’d built a good life together, based on mutual respect and shared values. The distance that had grown between them wasn’t anyone’s fault; it was just the natural result of time and routine, of two people moving in parallel rather than together.

Sarah stood, brushing soil from her knees. Her gardening wasn’t achieving the peace of mind she’d hoped for. Perhaps a change of scenery would help. She needed space to think, away from both the house she shared with Tom and the campus where James might be.

Inside, she showered quickly, washing away the garden soil and changing into jeans and a soft sweater. The house felt unnervingly quiet, the silence broken only by the ticking of the grandfather clock in the hallway, marking the passage of time with relentless precision.

Twenty minutes later, Sarah was in her car, driving toward the small downtown area a few miles from their neighborhood. The familiar route felt different somehow, each landmark standing out with unusual clarity—the old oak tree at the corner, the Victorian house being renovated, the bookstore where she occasionally browsed but rarely purchased. It was as if seeing James had adjusted the focus on her world, bringing everything into sharper relief.

She parked near a coffee shop she frequented occasionally—not the campus café where faculty gathered, but a smaller, more anonymous place frequented by locals. Inside, the warm aroma of coffee and pastries enveloped her, a comforting contrast to the crisp autumn air outside.

“What can I get for you?” The barista, a young woman with a nose ring and brightly colored hair, smiled from behind the counter.

Sarah found herself ordering a caramel macchiato with an extra shot of espresso and whipped cream—a far cry from her usual plain coffee. A small indulgence, a tiny rebellion against her own habitual restraint.

“Name for the order?” the barista asked, marker poised over a cup.

“Sarah,” she replied, and the simplicity of the name struck her. Not Mrs. Harper, not Tom’s wife, not the library volunteer. Just Sarah.

While waiting for her drink, she secured a small table by the window, away from the main flow of customers. Outside, people moved along the sidewalk—students with backpacks, business people hurrying to meetings, mothers with strollers—each absorbed in their own lives, their own choices and consequences.

“Caramel macchiato for Sarah!” The barista’s call pulled her from her thoughts.

Drink in hand, Sarah returned to her table and took a tentative sip. The sweetness was almost overwhelming after years of black coffee or simple lattes, but she found herself enjoying the indulgence, the small pleasure of something chosen purely for enjoyment rather than practicality.

As the caffeine and sugar entered her system, Sarah felt her thoughts begin to clarify. The past few days had been a whirlwind of new sensations and conflicting emotions—the awakening she’d felt with James, the renewed passion with Tom, the underlying anxiety about what it all meant for her marriage.

But beneath the confusion, one truth remained constant: she loved Tom. Not just out of habit or commitment, but genuinely, deeply. Their connection had evolved over sixteen years, weathering challenges and celebrating triumphs. They’d built a life together, brick by careful brick.

What she felt for James was different—a spark, a possibility, an opening to parts of herself she’d forgotten existed. But was it worth risking everything she and Tom had created together? Was it fair to either of them to pursue this attraction while still being committed to her marriage?

Sarah took another sip of her drink, letting the sweetness linger on her tongue. No, she decided. Whatever was happening with James, she needed to focus on her marriage first. She and Tom had begun something important with their honest conversations, with their renewed intimacy. They were finding their way back to each other after years of slow drift. That deserved her full attention and commitment.

She would need to set a boundary with James. The next time she saw him—perhaps at the library, or on campus—she would explain that while she valued their connection, she couldn’t pursue it further. Her marriage needed to come first.

The decision settled over her like a warm blanket, bringing with it a sense of clarity and purpose. Yes, this was the right choice. The responsible choice. The one that honored the life she’d built with Tom and the promises they’d made to each other.

She would tell Tom tonight about her decision. They would continue working on their marriage, on recapturing the passion and connection that had brought them together in the first place. Perhaps they could plan a weekend away, just the two of them—somewhere without the distractions of work, or home, or daily routines. A chance to really talk, to rediscover each other outside the roles they’d settled into.

Sarah felt her phone vibrate in her pocket, breaking her train of thought. Probably Tom, checking in as he sometimes did mid-morning. She pulled out the phone, a small smile forming at the thought of telling him about her decision, of making plans for their future together.

But the text message that appeared on her screen stopped her cold:

I invited James over for dinner tonight. Hope that’s okay. – Tom

Sarah stared at the words, reading them once, twice, three times, as if repetition might change their meaning. The clarity she’d just found shattered, replaced by a surge of confusion and something that felt suspiciously like anger.

Why would Tom do this? After everything they’d discussed, after his own conflicted reaction to her kiss with James, why would he deliberately bring the three of them together in the most intimate setting possible—their home?

Her fingers hovered over the screen, unsure of how to respond. The coffee shop continued its morning bustle around her, but Sarah barely noticed, her focus narrowed to the glowing text before her.

Was Tom testing her? Testing himself? Or was there something else at play here—some motivation she couldn’t yet understand?

A cold knot formed in her stomach. Whatever Tom’s reasons, whatever he hoped to accomplish by bringing James into their home, one thing was clear: the carefully constructed boundaries of their marriage were shifting, transforming into something neither of them had anticipated. And Sarah wasn’t sure whether to embrace that transformation or resist it with everything she had.

She picked up her phone again, typing and deleting several responses before finally settling on one:

Are you sure about this?

Tom’s reply came almost immediately.

No. But I think we need to see this through. Together.

Sarah set the phone down again, her coffee cooling beside it. Outside, clouds had begun to gather, casting shadows across the sidewalk. She watched as people hurried past, adjusting scarves and collars against the rising wind, preparing for whatever weather might come.

How did one prepare for a storm within a marriage? For the upheaval of everything familiar and known? Sarah had no answer to that question. She only knew that tonight, she would sit at her dining table with her husband and the man who had kissed her in the library, and nothing would ever be quite the same again.


Chapter 10

Sarah smoothed the tablecloth for the third time, making sure the crisp linen fell in perfect folds over the edges of the dining table. The good china—a wedding gift from Tom’s parents—gleamed under the soft light of the chandelier. Crystal wine glasses caught the light, sending small rainbows dancing across the white tablecloth. Everything was perfect, immaculate, as if the careful arrangement of physical objects might somehow bring order to the emotional chaos swirling inside her.

From upstairs came the sound of the shower running—Tom, preparing for dinner. In the kitchen, a pot of marinara sauce simmered, filling the house with the comforting scent of garlic and basil. Sarah had spent the afternoon cooking, channeling her nervous energy into the preparation of Tom’s favorite pasta dish. An ordinary dinner on an extraordinary evening.

Ever since Tom’s text that morning, Sarah had moved through the day in a state of heightened awareness, her mind spinning with questions she couldn’t answer. Why had Tom invited James? What did he hope to accomplish? And most troubling of all: what did she want to happen tonight?

The decision she’d made in the coffee shop—to refocus on her marriage, to set boundaries with James—now seemed impossibly distant, a resolution made by a different woman in a different world. Tom’s invitation had changed everything, opening doors she thought she’d closed.

Sarah set the silverware beside each plate, her hands less steady than she would have liked. The heavy silver forks and knives—another wedding gift—felt weighted with history and obligation. Sixteen years of marriage laid out in gleaming cutlery and fine china, the material evidence of a life built together.

The shower stopped. Soon Tom would come downstairs, and they would have to navigate this evening together. Since his text that morning, they’d barely spoken about the dinner. Tom had called briefly to say he’d be home by six, and Sarah had confirmed that she would cook. The silence between them on the subject felt deliberate, as if they were both afraid of what might be revealed if they addressed it directly.

Sarah moved to the kitchen, opening the oven to check the garlic bread. The warmth washed over her face as she adjusted the foil, protecting the bread from browning too quickly. The simple, familiar task steadied her slightly, bringing her back to the physical reality of the moment.

The sound of footsteps on the stairs made her straighten, closing the oven door. Tom appeared in the kitchen doorway, dressed in dark slacks and a deep blue button-down shirt that brought out the silver in his hair. He’d made an effort, she realized—not the casual attire he typically wore for dinners at home, but not the formal blazer of faculty functions either. Something in between, carefully considered.

“Smells wonderful,” he said, his voice light, almost deliberately casual. “Can I help with anything?”

Sarah shook her head. “Almost done. Just the salad left to toss.” She hesitated then asked the question that had been burning inside her all day. “Tom, why did you invite him?”

Tom’s expression changed, a flicker of something—vulnerability? determination?—crossing his face before settling back into careful neutrality. “I thought it was time we face this. Together.”

“Face what, exactly?” Sarah pressed, needing more than vague platitudes.

Tom was quiet for a moment, his fingers drumming lightly on the countertop. “Whatever this is,” he finally said. “Between you and him. Between us. I don’t want secrets or sideway glances. I want it all in the open, where we can see it clearly.”

“And then what?” Sarah asked, her voice barely above a whisper.

Tom met her eyes directly for the first time that evening. “Then we decide—all of us.”

The doorbell rang before Sarah could respond, the sound slicing through the tension between them like a knife.

Tom straightened, squaring his shoulders slightly. “I’ll get it,” he said, turning toward the front door.

Sarah remained frozen in the kitchen for a moment, his words echoing in her mind. Then we decide—all of us. What did that mean? What options was Tom considering?

She took a deep breath, steadying herself, then turned back to the stove to stir the sauce.

From the entryway came the sound of the door opening, followed by Tom’s voice, warm with practiced hospitality. “James, good to see you. Come in.”

James’s response was too low for Sarah to hear, but the deep timbre of his voice carried through the house, sending an involuntary shiver down her spine.

She closed her eyes briefly, gathering her composure, then turned off the burner beneath the sauce and smoothed her dress—a simple wrap style in deep green that she’d chosen after discarding three other options.

By the time she emerged from the kitchen, the two men were in the living room. James stood near the fireplace, a bottle of wine in one hand, looking entirely at ease in their home. He wore dark jeans and a charcoal sweater over a collared shirt, his dark hair slightly tousled as if he’d run his hands through it before ringing the doorbell. The casual elegance of his appearance made Sarah suddenly aware of how carefully she’d prepared for this evening, how deliberately she’d chosen her dress and applied her makeup.

“Sarah,” James said, his eyes lighting up as she entered the room. “Thank you for having me.” He crossed to her, offering the wine bottle. “I hope red is all right.”

“Perfect,” Sarah managed, taking the bottle, careful that their fingers didn’t touch in the exchange. “Dinner’s almost ready.”

“Something smells amazing,” James said, and the genuine appreciation in his voice made Sarah flush slightly.

“Just pasta,” she said. “Nothing fancy.”

“Don’t let her fool you,” Tom interjected, moving to the bar cart in the corner. “Sarah’s pasta sauce is legendary in the department. She won’t give anyone the recipe, not even the dean’s wife.”

The casual mention of her role in Tom’s academic world—the faculty wife with her secret recipes—sent a small pang through Sarah. Just days ago, in the library with James, she’d felt like something more than that. Someone with her own thoughts, her own desires, her own identity separate from her marriage.

“Can I get you a drink before dinner?” Tom asked, his hand hovering over the whiskey decanter. “Scotch? Wine? Something else?”

“Scotch would be great,” James replied, settling comfortably into an armchair. “Thanks.”

Sarah excused herself to finish dinner preparations, grateful for the temporary escape from the living room. In the kitchen, she uncorked the wine James had brought—an expensive Bordeaux, she noted—and poured herself a glass, taking a long sip before assembling the salad.

When she returned to call them to dinner, Tom and James were engaged in what appeared to be a relaxed conversation about department politics. Tom sat across from James, one ankle resting on the opposite knee, looking more at ease than Sarah had expected. James was leaning forward slightly, his eyes brightening as he made some point about university funding priorities.

“Dinner’s ready,” Sarah announced, interrupting whatever response Tom had been about to give.

The men followed her to the dining room, where the table gleamed beneath the chandelier. Tom took his usual place at the head of the table, while James waited for Sarah to sit before taking the chair across from her. The arrangement placed Sarah and James facing each other, with Tom presiding at the end—a positioning that felt both accidental and deliberate, forcing Sarah to look at James throughout the meal.

“This looks wonderful,” James said as Sarah served the pasta, his eyes warm on her face. “Thank you for going to so much trouble.”

“It’s no trouble,” Sarah replied automatically, passing the salad to Tom. “Just a simple meal.”

“Sarah’s being modest,” Tom said, filling wine glasses from the bottle James had brought. “She’s an exceptional cook. One of her many talents.”

Something in Tom’s tone—a slight emphasis on “many talents”—made Sarah glance sharply at him, but his expression remained pleasant, unreadable. James, too, seemed to pick up on the undercurrent, his eyes moving between them with subtle assessment.

“To talents discovered and undiscovered,” James said, raising his glass in a toast. The words hung in the air, charged with meaning beyond the simple phrase. Tom’s glass clinked against James’s, and after a slight hesitation, Sarah joined the toast, the crystal ringing clearly in the quiet dining room.

The first few minutes of the meal passed in what might have appeared, to an outside observer, a normal dinner conversation. They discussed the university, the changing autumn weather, a new exhibit at the campus museum. But beneath the surface pleasantries, Sarah felt currents of tension swirling—in the way James’s eyes lingered on her face when Tom wasn’t looking, in the careful precision with which Tom refilled wine glasses, in her own hyperawareness of every gesture, every word.

“Sarah mentioned you’re researching Byron,” Tom said as they finished the main course. “Interesting choice. A man who lived without regard for social convention.”

The comment hung in the air, its implications impossible to ignore. Sarah’s hand tightened around her fork, but James appeared unfazed.

“That’s the popular image,” he agreed. “But I’m more interested in how Byron navigated the tension between desire and restraint. He wasn’t simply a libertine—he was a man wrestling with the limitations of his time while acknowledging his own need for freedom.”

“Freedom at the expense of others,” Tom observed, swirling the wine in his glass. “His pursuits left quite a trail of damaged lives.”

James nodded, conceding the point. “True freedom requires responsibility,” he said, echoing the words he’d spoken to Sarah in the library. “Understanding the impact of our choices on those we care about.”

Their eyes met across the table, and Sarah felt the air between them change, as if the polite veneer of dinner conversation had been stripped away, revealing the true substance of the evening. This wasn’t just about academic interests or casual socializing. This was about choices—hers, Tom’s, James’s—and the consequences those choices would have for all of them.

“And what about you, James?” Tom asked, his voice deceptively casual. “What responsibilities do you consider when pursuing your own … freedoms?”

The question hung in the air, its real meaning unmistakable. Sarah held her breath, watching James’s face for his reaction. To his credit, he didn’t pretend to misunderstand.

“I believe in honesty,” he said after a moment, moving his eyes from Tom to Sarah. “And in respect for the agency of everyone involved. No deception, no pressure. Just … possibilities.”

“Possibilities,” Tom repeated, as if considering the word. “Interesting term. Very open-ended.”

Sarah set down her fork, the tension suddenly unbearable. “Should I clear the plates?” she asked, needing to move, to break the tableau they had created. “I have dessert—berries and cream.”

“Let me help,” James offered, standing before Tom could respond. He gathered his plate and Tom’s, following Sarah into the kitchen with the small stack of dishes.

In the relative privacy of the kitchen, Sarah busied herself at the sink, rinsing plates to avoid meeting James’s eyes. He set the dishes he’d carried on the counter beside her, standing close enough that she could smell his cologne—something with notes of cedar and bergamot, entirely different from Tom’s preferred scent.

“Are you all right?” James asked quietly, his voice pitched low enough that Tom wouldn’t hear from the dining room. “This evening is … unexpected.”

Sarah nodded, still not looking at him. “Tom’s idea,” she said, as if that explained everything.

“I gathered,” James replied. He paused. “Sarah, look at me.”

Against her better judgment, she turned and found his eyes on her face, dark and serious. “Whatever is happening here,” he said softly, “whatever Tom is trying to accomplish—this is still your choice. You know that, right?”

The sincerity in his voice caught her off guard. In all her anxiety about the evening, all her confusion about Tom’s motives, she hadn’t fully considered her own agency in the situation. James was offering her that reminder—that regardless of the circumstances, her choices remained her own.

“Thank you,” she whispered, and meant it.

The sound of a chair scraping in the dining room broke the moment. Sarah quickly turned back to the sink, running water over the dessert bowls she’d prepared earlier. “Could you take these to the table?” she asked, her voice steadier than she felt.

James nodded, accepting the stack of bowls without comment. As he turned to leave the kitchen, his shoulder brushed against hers—the briefest of contacts, but enough to send a jolt of awareness through her body.

Sarah remained in the kitchen for a moment longer, bracing herself against the counter, trying to gather her composure. The evening was unfolding in ways she hadn’t anticipated, creating currents of emotion she wasn’t prepared to navigate. She took a deep breath, then another, before picking up the small pitcher of cream and following James back to the dining room.

Tom had opened a second bottle of wine, and the glasses were already refilled. He looked up as Sarah entered, a smile on his face that didn’t quite reach his eyes. “Everything all right in there?” he asked, his tone light but his gaze searching.

“Just getting dessert organized,” Sarah replied, setting the cream on the table. She took her seat, aware of both men watching her, their attention like a physical weight on her skin.

The conversation during dessert shifted to safer topics—a new film James had seen, a book Tom was teaching in his class. But beneath the veneer of normalcy, Sarah felt the evening moving toward some inevitable conclusion, like a tide being pulled by forces beyond her control.

“Shall we move to the living room?” Tom suggested as they finished their berries. “More comfortable for conversation.”

The three of them relocated, carrying their wine glasses. Tom sat in his usual armchair, while James took a position on the couch. After a moment of hesitation, Sarah joined James on the couch, leaving a careful distance between them.

“I must admit,” James said, once they were settled, “I was surprised by your invitation, Tom. Given the … circumstances.”

Tom nodded, swirling the wine in his glass. “I imagine you were.” He paused then continued with a directness that surprised Sarah. “But I thought it was time we addressed what’s happening here. All three of us, together.”

“And what exactly is happening here?” James asked, his posture relaxed but his eyes alert.

Tom’s gaze moved from James to Sarah, lingering on her face. “That’s what we’re trying to figure out. My wife and I have been married for sixteen years. We’ve built a good life together.” He took a sip of wine. “But something’s changed recently. Since Sarah met you.”

James didn’t look away from Tom’s steady gaze. “I won’t deny that I’m attracted to Sarah,” he said calmly. “Or that I believe the feeling is mutual.” He briefly flicked his eyes to Sarah. “But I respect your marriage. I wouldn’t be here if I didn’t.”

“Respect,” Tom repeated, as if testing the word. “Interesting. Is that why you kissed my wife in the library?”

The bluntness of the question made Sarah flinch. “Tom,” she began, but he raised a hand, silencing her.

James set his wine glass on the coffee table, giving Tom his full attention. “I kissed Sarah because I wanted to,” he said simply. “Because I felt a connection with her that seemed worth exploring. But I also made it clear that what happens next is entirely her choice. I don’t want to damage your marriage, Tom. But I won’t pretend I don’t feel what I feel.”

The honesty of his response hung in the air between them. Sarah felt her heart racing, watching Tom’s face for his reaction. He was quiet for a long moment, considering James’s words.

“And what about you, Sarah?” Tom asked, turning his attention to her. “What do you want?”

The question—so direct, so impossible to evade—made Sarah’s breath catch. She felt caught between the two men, between the life she’d built with Tom and the possibilities James represented. Between safety and adventure, familiarity and discovery, loyalty and desire.

“I don’t know,” she admitted, her voice barely above a whisper. “I love you, Tom—that hasn’t changed—but meeting James has … awakened something in me. Something I thought I’d lost.”

Tom nodded slowly. “You’re different lately. More alive. More present.” He took another sip of wine. “It scares me. But it also … interests me.”

The admission hung in the air, charged with implications Sarah wasn’t sure she fully understood. Before she could respond, Tom set his glass down decisively.

“I need some air,” he said, rising from his chair. “And I think you two need to talk.” He looked between them, his expression unreadable. “I’ll be in the backyard. Take your time.”

As he walked toward the door, Sarah caught a glimpse of the tightness in his jaw, the slight tremor in his hand as he set down his wine glass. For all his careful composure, Tom was struggling—perhaps more than he was willing to admit. The realization sent a pang through her chest. Whatever game they were playing tonight, the stakes were real, and Tom felt them keenly.

With Tom gone, silence settled over the living room, heavy and expectant. Sarah stared after him, trying to decipher what was happening beneath the surface of this strange evening. Was Tom testing her loyalty? Giving her permission to explore her feelings for James? Or was it something more complicated—his own curiosity about what might happen if he loosened the boundaries of their marriage?

“Sarah,” James said softly, drawing her attention back to him. He had moved slightly closer on the couch, though still maintaining a respectful distance. “Are you all right?”

She shook her head, not in negation but in confusion. “I don’t understand what’s happening. What Tom wants. What I want.”

“What do you want?” James asked, his voice gentle but direct. “Not what Tom wants, not what I want. What do you want, Sarah?”

The question seemed to expand, filling the room, forcing her to look inward in a way she had avoided for too long. What did she want? The safety and history she had with Tom? The excitement and discovery she felt with James? Was it possible to have both, in some new configuration that none of them had imagined?

“I need a moment,” she said, standing abruptly. “Excuse me.”

Sarah moved to the kitchen, seeking refuge in the familiar space. Her hands trembled slightly as she poured herself a glass of water, trying to calm the racing of her thoughts. Through the window over the sink, she could see Tom in the backyard, standing near her garden beds, his back to the house.

He wasn’t pacing or gesturing—just standing still, shoulders slightly hunched, looking at the plants she had so carefully tended. The sight of him there—solitary, vulnerable—made her heart ache with a complex mixture of love and guilt. For all his calm words about facing this together, Tom was hurting. She could see it in the set of his shoulders, in the way his hand occasionally rose to rub the back of his neck, a gesture she knew indicated stress.

What did Tom really want from tonight? Was he offering her freedom, or asking her to choose him all over again? The uncertainty of his motives made her decision all the more difficult. If she chose to explore what was happening with James, would that break something precious between her and Tom, something that could never be repaired?

The sound of footsteps behind her made her turn. James stood in the doorway, his expression serious but warm.

“I didn’t mean to pressure you,” he said. “I should go.”

“No,” Sarah said, surprising herself with the quick response. “Don’t. Please.”

He nodded, staying where he was, giving her space. The kitchen light cast soft shadows across his face, highlighting the angles of his cheekbones, the depth of his eyes. Sarah was acutely aware of him as a physical presence—not just an idea or a possibility, but a flesh-and-blood man standing in her kitchen, waiting for her to make a choice.

“This isn’t just about physical attraction,” she said, needing him to understand. “When I’m with you, I feel … seen. In a way I haven’t felt in a long time. Maybe ever.”

James took a step closer, still maintaining enough distance that Sarah could have easily moved away if she wanted to. “I do see you, Sarah,” he said quietly. “Not just as Tom’s wife, or as a woman I’m attracted to. But as a person with depths and dimensions all your own.”

The simple truth of his words made something inside Sarah shift, a recognition that whatever was happening between them was more than just chemistry or novelty. It was about being witnessed, being valued for exactly who she was.

“Tom sees you, too,” James continued, surprising her. “He loves you. That’s obvious to anyone watching you together.”

“I know,” Sarah said, and she did. Despite the recent distance between them, despite the complications of the current moment, she had never doubted Tom’s love. “That’s what makes this so difficult.”

James nodded, understanding in his eyes. “It doesn’t have to be either/or, Sarah. There are other possibilities. If you want them. If Tom wants them.”

The implication hung in the air between them, unspoken but clear. Sarah felt her heart rate increase, her breath coming faster at the mere suggestion. A boundary she’d never considered crossing suddenly seemed possible, even tempting. But with that temptation came fear—fear of damaging her marriage beyond repair, fear of losing the foundation she’d built her life upon for sixteen years.

“I don’t know if I can do that,” she whispered, voicing the doubt that churned inside her. “Even if Tom thinks he can … what if he’s wrong? What if this breaks us?”

The thought of losing Tom, of damaging something precious and irreplaceable, made her chest tighten with anxiety. For all the excitement James brought into her life, for all the parts of herself he had awakened, Tom was her history, her home. The man who had known her through triumph and failure, growth and stagnation. Could she risk that for something new, something untested?

Before James could respond, the back door opened, and Tom stepped into the kitchen. He paused, taking in the scene before him—Sarah and James standing close but not touching, the charged atmosphere between them.

His face showed more emotion than it had all evening—a mixture of vulnerability, determination, and something that looked almost like hope beneath the fear. The mask of the gracious host had fallen away, revealing the man beneath—a man struggling with his own complex emotions, his own desires and fears.

He moved further into the kitchen, his eyes finding Sarah’s. “I know this evening has been … confusing,” he said, his voice steadier than his expression. “I’m not entirely sure what I’m doing either. He paused, seeming to gather courage. “At first, I thought I was just … testing the waters. Seeing how I’d feel if I brought you two together. I was jealous, yes. Afraid, definitely. But there was something else.” His eyes flickered between them. “I was curious. About what might be possible. About whether there was a way forward that didn’t mean losing you, Sarah.”

The raw honesty in his voice touched something deep inside her. Tom wasn’t offering a simple solution or an easy choice. He was opening a door to something complex and unknown, something that required courage from all of them.

Sarah looked between the two men—her husband of sixteen years and the man who had awakened something long dormant within her. The safe choice would be to pull back, to return to the familiar patterns of her marriage and set firm boundaries with James. To choose the known over the unknown.

But as she stood in her kitchen, with the evening stretching before them, she realized she was tired of safety. Tired of predictability. Tired of being the version of herself that fit neatly into the role of Professor Harper’s wife.

“I’m afraid,” she admitted, her voice barely above a whisper. “Terrified, actually. Of making the wrong choice. Of hurting someone I care about.” Her eyes moved from Tom to James, acknowledging the truth of her feelings for both of them. “But I’m more afraid of not choosing at all. Of letting fear keep me from discovering what might be possible.”

The words felt like stepping off a cliff—exhilarating and terrifying in equal measure. Whatever happened next would irrevocably change the course of all their lives. There would be no going back to the comfortable patterns they had established, no pretending that this night had never happened.

And despite the uncertainty, despite the risk, Sarah found herself ready—not without fear, but with courage enough to take that step into the unknown.

“So … let’s see where this leads,” she said.


Chapter 11

The guest room felt strange to Sarah—familiar yet foreign, a space within her own home that suddenly seemed set apart from the ordinary world. Tom had led them here after their conversation in the kitchen, a silent agreement passing between the three of them as they climbed the stairs.

The room was simple but comfortable: a queen bed with a pale blue duvet, nightstands on either side, a reading chair in the corner. Tom had switched on only the small lamp, casting the room in soft golden light that made shadows pool in the corners. Outside, moonlight filtered through the half-drawn curtains, adding a silvery glow to the scene.

Sarah stood near the foot of the bed, acutely aware of her breathing, of the way her heart hammered against her ribs. This was really happening. The theoretical had become tangible, the imagined made real. She felt both terrified and exhilarated, caught between the impulse to flee and the desire to surrender to whatever came next.

Tom moved to stand before her, his eyes searching her face. “We can stop at any point,” he said softly. “Just say the word.”

The tenderness in his voice made her throat tighten. Even now, even here, he was thinking of her comfort, her agency.

Sarah reached up to touch his face, feeling the familiar contours beneath her fingertips. “I know,” she whispered.

Behind Tom, James stood near the window, giving them space for this moment of connection. His presence was a tangible force in the room—not intrusive, but impossible to ignore. When Sarah’s eyes met his over Tom’s shoulder, the intensity of his gaze sent a shiver through her.

Tom followed her gaze, turning slightly to include James in their circle. “This is new territory for all of us,” he said, his voice steady despite the undercurrent of tension Sarah could feel in him. “We figure it out together.”

James nodded, moving closer but still maintaining a respectful distance. “Your pace,” he agreed. “Both of you.”

The consideration in his tone touched Sarah deeply. This wasn’t just about physical desire—there was care here, respect for the bonds she and Tom shared, even as they prepared to test those bonds in ways they had never imagined.

Tom turned back to Sarah, cupping her face in his hands. Without words, he leaned in and kissed her, a kiss that felt both familiar and new, weighted with sixteen years of history yet charged with the novelty of their current situation. His lips were warm and sure against hers, his hands gentle but firm as they moved to her shoulders, her waist.

When they finally broke apart, Sarah was breathless, her senses heightened. She could feel James watching them, could almost taste his anticipation in the air. Tom stepped back slightly, his hands sliding from her waist, and in the space he created, James moved forward.

“May I?” he asked, his voice low, his eyes never leaving hers.

Sarah nodded, unable to form words past the tightness in her throat. James closed the distance between them, one hand coming up to brush a strand of hair from her face with exquisite gentleness. The touch, so simple yet so intimate, made her breath catch.

His kiss was different from Tom’s—more exploratory, with an edge of hunger that made her pulse quicken. Where Tom’s kiss had been grounded in familiarity, James’s was all discovery, his lips coaxing responses from her that felt both foreign and inevitable. Sarah felt herself respond, her body arching slightly toward him as he moved his hand to the small of her back, drawing her closer.

From somewhere behind her, she heard Tom’s sharp intake of breath. The sound brought her back to herself, to the reality of what they were doing.

She broke the kiss, turning to find Tom watching them, his expression a complex mixture of arousal and uncertainty.

“Tom?” she asked, suddenly afraid they had moved too far too fast.

He shook his head slightly, as if clearing it. “It’s … intense,” he admitted. “Seeing you with him.” His eyes met hers, vulnerability and desire mingling in his gaze. “But I want to see more.”

The admission sent a jolt of heat through Sarah’s body. This was a side of Tom she had never seen before—a man willing to share her, to find pleasure in her pleasure with another.

James seemed to understand the delicate balance of the moment. He moved to stand behind Sarah, close enough that she could feel the warmth of his body but not touching her. “Perhaps we should help Sarah get more comfortable,” he suggested, his voice a low rumble near her ear.

Tom nodded, moving forward again. His fingers found the tie of her wrap dress, slowly pulling the knot free. The fabric loosened, parting slightly to reveal the edge of her bra, the curve of her collarbone. Tom’s eyes darkened as he slipped his hands inside the opening, pushing the dress off her shoulders with deliberate slowness.

Sarah felt the cool air of the room against her skin, felt the weight of both men’s gazes as the dress slid down her body to pool at her feet. She stood before them in her underwear—simple black lace that she’d chosen with care that morning, a silent acknowledgment that something might happen tonight.

“You’re beautiful,” James murmured from behind her, his voice rough with desire.

Tom’s eyes traveled over her body—the body he had known for sixteen years, seen through illness, youth, and the subtle changes of approaching middle age. But tonight, he looked at her as if seeing her anew, his gaze heated in a way that made her feel both exposed and powerful.

“She is,” Tom agreed, and there was something in his tone—pride, love, desire—that made Sarah’s heart swell.

Tom stepped forward again, his hands finding her waist, sliding up her sides with a familiarity that contrasted sharply with the novelty of the situation. When his fingers traced the edge of her bra, Sarah felt her breath quicken, her body responding to his touch with practiced ease.

Behind her, James moved closer, his body now pressed lightly against her back. He settled his hands on her hips, his touch tentative at first, then more assured as she leaned back into him. The sensation of being between them—Tom’s familiar touch in front, James’s new exploration behind—sent waves of heat through her body.

Tom’s fingers traced the curve of her breast, dipping beneath the lace of her bra while his eyes held hers, checking her response. Sarah nodded, giving him permission to continue. As he eased the strap down her shoulder, James’s lips found the sensitive spot where her neck met her shoulder, the dual sensation making her gasp.

“Is this okay?” James murmured against her skin, his breath warm, his hands now moving up her sides to mirror Tom’s exploration.

“Yes,” Sarah managed, her voice barely audible over the sound of her own pulse in her ears.

Tom unhooked her bra, sliding it off her arms and letting it fall to join her dress on the floor. He cupped her breasts, thumbs brushing over her nipples with practiced knowledge of what would make her respond. Behind her, James’s hands roamed her back, her shoulders, his touch more exploratory but no less attentive.

Sarah closed her eyes, surrendering to the dual sensations—Tom’s familiar touch, James’s new discoveries. The contrast was intoxicating, each man approaching her with different knowledge, different intent, but both focused entirely on her pleasure.

Tom leaned in to kiss her again, his mouth hungry against hers while his hands continued their exploration. When he broke the kiss, he glanced over her shoulder at James, some unspoken communication passing between them. Tom stepped back slightly, creating space.

Tom stepped back, his hands resting on the bed’s edge as he watched her carefully. “The bed,” he suggested, his voice husky with desire.

James’s hands settled on Sarah’s waist, gently guiding her toward the bed. The feel of his fingers against her bare skin, the warmth of his body behind her, made her nerves sing with anticipation. As she reached the edge of the bed, she turned to face both men.

Tom had begun to unbutton his shirt, his eyes never leaving her face as he revealed his chest, his abdomen. James followed suit, pulling his sweater over his head in one fluid motion. Sarah watched them, this strange mirror image—Tom, familiar and beloved, his body known to her through years of intimacy; James, new and unexplored, his lean frame an invitation to discovery.

James moved back slightly to admire Sarah, giving her a moment to breathe as he stood at the foot of the bed, undressing in front of her. The weight of his gaze on her body was almost as intense as his touch. Sarah shifted beneath it, her fingers lightly grazing her skin where James had touched, feeling the heat rise with every passing second.

The room smelled faintly of sex, of bodies and anticipation, the scent of the cool air mingling with their collective desire. Sarah’s pulse quickened, and her mind swam with the mix of emotions flooding her—excitement, curiosity, fear, and a strange sense of power she hadn’t expected.

James stood before her, his body now fully revealed to her, a stark contrast to Tom’s more familiar form. His body was lean but strong, a sharpness in his jaw and the broadness of his chest giving him a quiet confidence. Sarah’s eyes roamed over him, drawn to the way his muscles flexed as he moved. She could feel the pull of something new, something that was undeniably different from Tom but no less intoxicating.

“Are you okay?” James asked softly, watching Sarah carefully. His eyes were filled with a question—an openness that made her stomach flutter.

She nodded, unable to speak just yet, her body responding in ways that made her feel both overwhelmed and alive.

James lowered himself onto the bed beside her, drawing closer as he kissed her again, his lips rough and insistent, more intense than the kiss before. His hands roamed over her body, making her feel as though she was being touched for the first time, as if everything about her was new in his eyes.

Tom’s gaze was a constant, his presence lingering at the corner of her mind. She could feel the way he was watching her, his breath just as erratic as hers as he took in every shift of her body under James’s touch. Her heart beat faster as she realized this was the first time she’d ever felt like this—exposed yet wanted, vulnerable yet strong.

James’s mouth left hers and moved to her neck, his lips trailing soft kisses down her collarbone, causing her skin to ignite beneath him. His hands followed the path of his lips, making her arch into his touch as his fingers brushed over her breasts, thumb circling her nipples in a way that made her gasp. The sensation was different from Tom, but no less thrilling—each movement an exploration, a discovery that sent her body humming with need.

When James’s hands moved lower, to the waistband of her underwear, Sarah closed her eyes and gave a slight nod. He pulled it down slowly, inch by inch, until she was fully exposed to him. The cool air of the room washed over her, but it was the heat of both men’s gazes that made her feel like she was on fire.

“Beautiful,” James whispered, his voice thick with desire. “I want to taste you.”

Sarah’s breath caught at the words, and she flicked her eyes to Tom, whose eyes were dark with want, his fists clenched at his sides. She could see the tension in his jaw, the way he was holding back. It sent a rush of heat through her—knowing he was aroused by watching her, that he was still there, still present despite the overwhelming emotions between them.

James lowered his mouth to her chest, his lips circling one nipple before sucking it into his mouth with a low groan. The sensation was hot and wet, his tongue teasing her until she squirmed beneath him, gasping for more. Her hands found his hair, guiding him as her body arched up to meet his every touch. She moaned, her body tightening with pleasure, and James’s hands moved to her hips, spreading her legs wider as he continued his ministrations.

Every sound she made was for both of them—her own pleasure now mixed with the intensity of being watched. She could feel Tom’s eyes on her, a tangible presence that amplified everything. It wasn’t just about James’s touch; it was about the knowledge that Tom was there, seeing her as she was, as he had never seen her before.

“Please,” she whispered, her voice shaking with need. “Don’t stop.”

James didn’t need any further encouragement. He moved his mouth lower, trailing kisses over her waist and between her legs. Sarah’s breath hitched as his tongue flicked out, brushing against her sensitive skin. The intensity of the touch made her cry out, her hips lifting instinctively to meet him.

Every move he made seemed calculated, designed to bring her to the edge but never quite letting her fall—until she felt the pressure building, the tension winding tighter inside her. She gripped the sheets, her fingers digging into the fabric, as she let out a strangled cry.

The first wave of her orgasm hit her hard, her body trembling as the sensations surged through her, tearing through her with an intensity she hadn’t expected. Her eyes flew open, and she looked toward Tom, locking eyes with him as her body bucked beneath James’s touch.

James’s mouth and fingers didn’t stop—they kept moving, pushing her higher. His hands found her breasts again, his mouth trailing over her body as she struggled to breathe, to steady herself.

“Let go,” James murmured, his voice low and soothing, his hands guiding her through the aftershocks of pleasure. “You’re so beautiful when you come.”

It was the final push Sarah needed. Her body tensed again, her second orgasm crashing over her with overwhelming force, leaving her gasping for air. She felt the hot rush of pleasure flood through her, each wave leaving her breathless and spent.

James kissed her again, his mouth warm and comforting as she came down from the peak, her body still shuddering with aftershocks. She lay there, a tangled mess of limbs and emotions, feeling more exposed than she ever had before, but in the best way.

As Sarah’s body began to recover from the overwhelming pleasure, her breath coming in short gasps, she could feel James hovering above her, his body warm and strong against her. There was a moment of shared silence, the weight of their connection hanging between them before she stirred beneath him, her mind clearing just enough to make the decision.

Sarah shifted, moving slightly to the side as she looked at James. His face was flushed with desire, his eyes locked on hers, waiting for her to make the next move. There was no hesitation in her this time, no uncertainty. This was a shared experience, and she wanted to give him the same pleasure he had just given her.

She pushed herself into a sitting position, her body still trembling, and slowly crawled up to him, a quiet smirk tugging at her lips. James’s eyes widened as he watched her move closer, the intense heat in her gaze not lost on him.

“Your turn,” she whispered, the words low and almost seductive, but there was a playfulness to them that made him chuckle softly.

Sarah moved closer, her hands reaching up to pull at the waistband of his pants. With deliberate slowness, she slid them down, revealing the lean muscle of his legs and the arousal that had not yet subsided from their earlier interactions. She admired him for a moment, running her fingers along the path of dark hair that trailed down his abdomen. Her eyes flicked up to meet his, and she gave him a reassuring smile, signaling that she was ready.

James leaned back slightly, giving her space to maneuver, and as Sarah reached for him, she could feel the slight quiver in her fingers. She was no stranger to what she was about to do, but it felt different with James—this was the first time she was fully reciprocating, and there was a sense of power in her touch.

She wrapped her fingers around him gently at first, feeling his warmth in her hands as she began to pump slowly, her gaze flickering to his as his eyes closed in response. The sensation of him in her hands was different from the way she had touched Tom—it was an unfamiliar thrill, the softness of the moment mixed with the intensity of their shared desire. She leaned forward slightly, her lips brushing against his waist as she continued the slow rhythm with her hand.

James’s breath hitched, his chest rising and falling with each inhale as she teased him, circling her hand around his length before leaning in, her mouth trailing the path of her hand. The first touch of her lips against his tip made him groan, and Sarah smiled against him, savoring the sound.

She took him into her mouth slowly, feeling the warmth and thickness of him, her tongue swirling around the head, drawing him in deeper. James’s hands found her hair, gently guiding her as she moved, but it wasn’t a push—it was more a tender encouragement, a silent appreciation for what she was doing. His breathing deepened, his grip tightening slightly, but Sarah kept a gentle pace, teasing him with her mouth while keeping her eyes locked on his face. His expression was full of pleasure, but there was a trace of surprise too—perhaps at how willing she was to take control in this moment.

The sound of her movements, the soft wetness as she bobbed up and down, seemed to fill the room, the only sound louder than her breathing. Her hands rested lightly on his thighs as she continued, the rhythm of her mouth and hands matching the pulse of their earlier intimacy. Her own body was still humming with desire, her own arousal building as she felt the power in what she was doing. There was something exhilarating about pleasuring him as he had pleasured her—an exchange of control, of power, of shared experience.

“God, Sarah,” James breathed, his fingers tightening in her hair as she continued. “You’re incredible.”

She gave him a final deep stroke with her mouth before pulling back slowly, giving him a lingering kiss on his tip. She looked up at him, her mouth wet from the effort, and smiled softly before speaking. “You can have me any way you want,” she whispered, her voice hushed but full of heat.

James’s chest heaved as he took in her words, his hands coming to rest on her shoulders, guiding her to kneel back beside him. The desire was written all over his face—raw, hungry, full of need for the woman in front of him. And she wanted nothing more than to give it to him.

James stood before Sarah, already naked, his body taut and eager, the muscles in his chest and abs bulging under the dim light. His cock was hard and thick, rising proudly from the dark hair below.

She felt a pulse of heat between her legs just from the sight of him. She was no longer hesitant—this was happening. She wanted it, needed it, and the anticipation had already stretched the moment beyond the ordinary.

Tom remained seated in the corner, watching intently, his gaze never leaving them. The weight of his presence was a constant in the room, but it didn’t deter Sarah—it only seemed to intensify her desire, knowing that Tom was there, taking in every movement. There was power in it, in being desired by both men in such a profound and intimate way.

Without breaking eye contact with James, Sarah moved onto the bed, the cool sheets brushing against her skin. James followed, his body closing the distance between them with ease. He kissed her again, deeper this time, his hands trailing down her sides, over her breasts, before pulling her into him. She could feel his erection against her belly, pressing firmly as he held her.

Sarah’s hands moved to his chest then lower, guiding him toward her, the heat of his body driving her wild. She lifted one leg, wrapping it around his waist as James aligned himself between her thighs. She felt the thick head of his cock pressing against her entrance. Then, without a word, he entered her slowly, teasingly.

The feeling of being filled, stretched by him, was overwhelming. She moaned softly, her back arching as she adjusted to him. The sensation of him inside her was different from Tom, but equally intoxicating, and her body responded immediately. She gripped the sheets as James began to move, his thrusts slow at first, giving her time to feel every inch of him as he filled her. He held her hips steady, guiding her as he deepened his rhythm.

Every movement felt magnified, the sounds of their bodies meeting, the slickness of her wetness, the rasp of his breath as he moved inside her.

Tom’s gaze was unrelenting, and it only fueled her desire. She felt his eyes on her, felt the tension and the heat of him even from across the room. The thought of Tom watching her, watching James, sent a shiver of excitement through her body.

James picked up the pace, his thrusts becoming more urgent, the intensity building as she met him halfway, pushing back against him, eager for more. Every part of her was on fire, her body responding instinctively to his touch, to his rhythm, and to the feeling of being watched.

“Let go,” James whispered in her ear, his voice low and rough. His hand found her clit, the pressure sending jolts of pleasure straight to her core. “Come for me, Sarah.”

The pressure inside her built, coiling tighter and tighter until she couldn’t hold back any longer. She cried out, her body tensing as the orgasm rippled through her. She gripped his shoulders, her nails digging into his skin. The sensation was overwhelming, and for a moment, she could only feel the waves of pleasure crashing over her.

James didn’t stop—he kept moving, his thrusts unrelenting, pulling another orgasm from her as he continued to push into her. His own breathing grew more erratic, the tension in his body telling her he was close. With one final, deep thrust, he came inside her, his body jerking against hers as he groaned softly in her ear.

The room was still, the sound of their heavy breathing filling the silence. Sarah lay back against the bed, her body spent, her skin tingling from the aftermath. James remained pressed against her, his chest rising and falling with the rhythm of his breath.

She turned her head to find Tom’s eyes on them, his expression a mixture of awe and something deeper—something she couldn’t quite place. Without a word, she reached for him.

Tom stood up and walked toward the bed.

James rolled off of her, away from Tom. He didn’t want to position himself between man and wife, no matter how full of his seed she was.

Sarah pulled herself toward Tom. As he neared the bed, she reached for his erect cock. As he came closer, she slid it into her mouth. She kept her eyes wide open, staring into Tom’s eyes. He watched his wife, filled with another man’s cum, slide her lips up and down his shaft.

Sarah took Tom’s cock in her mouth with slow, deliberate care, her lips closing around him, feeling the warmth and hardness of him as she adjusted. She maintained eye contact with him, seeing the desire in his eyes, the way he watched her—watched them—in awe. She could taste the remnants of James on her lips, a heady combination of them both, and the thought of what she was doing to Tom, how his pleasure would unfold, only intensified the moment.

She slid her mouth up and down his shaft, working him slowly at first, giving him a moment to breathe. Her movements were careful, calculated, knowing how Tom liked it, how he responded when she took control like this.

He groaned, a low sound from deep in his chest, and she felt a rush of satisfaction. She gripped his thighs as she deepened her motion, taking him fully into her mouth.

Tom’s breath quickened, his hands finding her hair, but not pulling her closer, only guiding her gently, letting her take him at her pace. But Sarah could feel the urgency building between them. She could sense it in the way his hips subtly moved, his muscles tensing as the pleasure began to overwhelm him.

She continued to stroke him with her mouth, her tongue flicking across the sensitive head of his cock, every touch deliberate, teasing. Her hands worked at the base, squeezing rhythmically, while her lips and tongue worked tirelessly on him. Sarah’s eyes were still locked on his, watching him as his body responded to her—a show of dominance, yet so vulnerable at the same time.

“God,” Tom whispered hoarsely, his voice strained, the words barely a breath. He gripped her hair tighter as he pushed deeper into her mouth, his hips twitching.

She pulled back, just enough to make him wait, tracing her tongue along the underside of his shaft before returning to her steady pace. She could see the tension building in his body, his muscles coiling tight in preparation. Tom wasn’t going to last long.

She slid her mouth back down on him, her throat tightening as she took him deeper. Her hands never stopped their movement, adding to the sensation as she sucked him in and out.

“Fuck, Sarah,” Tom groaned, his voice ragged. His breathing was shallow now, every part of him trembling as he neared the edge. “I’m going to come.”

She looked up at him, her eyes never leaving his as she felt him pulse in her mouth. The intensity in his gaze told her all she needed to know—he was there, on the verge. She increased her rhythm, pushing him closer to the brink, using every motion to send him over.

And then, with a soft, guttural sound, Tom released. His cock jerked in her mouth as he came, warm jets of cum filling her mouth in thick spurts. She swallowed quickly, taking him all in as he shuddered above her, his hands tightening in her hair, guiding her through the process.

Sarah pulled back, wiping her mouth with the back of her hand as Tom collapsed on the bed beside her, breathless and spent. She felt a strange sense of satisfaction, knowing she had given him that release after everything they had just shared.

He closed his eyes briefly as he regained his composure, but Sarah could see the contentment in his face.

She turned her head toward James, who had been watching quietly, his own arousal still evident, but he seemed to respect the moment—understanding, perhaps, that the exchange between Sarah and Tom had needed to happen. He met her gaze with a subtle nod of acknowledgment, as if to say, “You did well.”

In that brief moment, Sarah’s mind spun with what had just transpired. She had crossed a threshold, had shared herself in ways that were both new and deeply familiar. As she looked at Tom, she could see the love and pride in his eyes, even through the intensity of everything that had just unfolded. It wasn’t just physical—it was emotional, deeply intimate, and she was more certain than ever that their connection was stronger for it.

As the intensity of the moment faded, the room grew quiet except for their collective breathing. Sarah lay in the middle of the bed, her body humming with the afterglow of pleasure, her mind slowly clearing from the haze of desire.

Tom collapsed beside her, his breathing gradually steadying as he reached for her hand, interlacing their fingers in a gesture that felt both familiar and newly significant.

James remained on her other side, respectfully maintaining a small distance, giving husband and wife this moment of reconnection. The air was thick with unspoken emotions—satisfaction, vulnerability, and the weight of boundaries crossed that could never be uncrossed.

“I should go,” James said softly, breaking the silence as he began to sit up. “You two should have some time alone.”

Sarah turned toward him, a question in her eyes. “You don’t have to leave right away.”

James smiled, his expression gentle but resolute. “I think I do.” He glanced at Tom, some unspoken male understanding passing between them. “This is new territory for all of us. We should navigate it carefully.”

There was wisdom in his consideration that touched Sarah deeply. This wasn’t just about physical pleasure; it was about maintaining the delicate balance between all three of them, respecting the primary bond between her and Tom even as they explored these new possibilities.

As James dressed, Sarah watched him with new eyes—no longer just the charming Oxford scholar who had awakened something in her, but now a man with whom she’d shared the most intimate of connections. It felt surreal yet strangely right, as if the three of them had discovered something that had been waiting for them all along.

When he was fully dressed, James approached the bed once more. He leaned down and placed a gentle kiss on Sarah’s forehead—not possessive, not demanding, just a tender acknowledgment of what they’d shared.

“Thank you,” he said simply, his eyes conveying deeper meaning than his words. Then, looking to Tom, he said, “Both of you.”

Tom nodded, his expression thoughtful but not regretful. “We’ll talk soon.”

After James left, the house fell into profound silence. Sarah turned to face Tom fully, searching his expression for any sign of regret or pain. What she found instead surprised her—a calm openness, vulnerability mixed with wonder, as if he, too, had discovered something unexpected about himself tonight.

“Are you okay?” she asked, needing to hear his voice, to confirm that the foundation of their marriage remained solid beneath this seismic shift.

Tom traced patterns on her arm, his touch gentle and contemplative. “Yes,” he said after a moment. “Different than I expected, but … yes.” His eyes met hers, direct and honest. “No regrets. You?”

Sarah considered the question, tried to navigate the complex tangle of emotions swirling within her. “It was … overwhelming,” she admitted. “In the best possible way. But it’s a lot to process.”

Tom nodded, understanding in his eyes. He pulled her closer, her head resting against his chest where she could hear the steady rhythm of his heart.

“We have time,” he assured her. “To figure out what this means for us. Where we go from here.”

“I love you,” Sarah whispered, feeling the need to affirm this fundamental truth amidst all the change. “That hasn’t changed.”

“I know,” Tom replied, pressing a kiss to her hair. “I love you, too. Maybe even more now, seeing you like that—so free, so completely yourself.”

There was something profound in his words that touched a deep place in Sarah’s heart. For years, she had been fragmenting herself—the dutiful faculty wife, the passionate woman with her own desires, the intellectual who had set aside her ambitions. Tonight had brought those fragments together, allowed her to be whole in a way she hadn’t experienced in years.

As they lay entwined in the quiet aftermath, Sarah felt a sense of peace settling over her. They had stepped into uncharted territory tonight, opened doors that couldn’t be closed again. But what lay beyond wasn’t chaos or loss—it was possibility. For herself, for Tom, for their marriage, and perhaps for James, too.

Whatever came next, they would navigate it together—not as the couple they had been, bound by comfortable routine and unspoken compromises, but as something new. Something they were still discovering, still creating together.

Sarah closed her eyes, letting the exhaustion of emotion and physical release carry her toward sleep. Tomorrow would bring its own questions, its own challenges. But tonight, held in the arms of the man who had loved her enough to let her explore this new dimension of herself, she felt strangely, perfectly whole.


Epilogue 

Sarah lay in the soft, inviting haze of sleep, the world around her drifting into a swirling mist of sensual warmth. In her dream, the room was familiar yet distorted in that way dreams often were—dimly lit, the edges of her vision blurred with a soft, golden glow. She was with a man, his presence filling her senses with intoxicating urgency. His hands moved over her body with confident precision, pulling her closer, his lips searing against hers.

His cock slid inside her, filling her, pushing her into a spiraling crescendo of pleasure. She gasped, her body responding to him in a way that was entirely new yet completely natural. Every thrust was an intoxicating mix of passion and power. She clutched his back, her nails digging into his skin, pulling him closer, urging him to move faster, harder.

The rhythm between them built, and she lost herself in the sensation of him—every inch, every thrust, every whisper of skin against skin. The fire inside her ignited, swirling into something almost uncontainable, and then the world seemed to shatter.

Her orgasm exploded within her, waves of intense pleasure crashing through her body. She gasped for air, her back arching as she came, her body trembling in the aftermath of release.

But just as the final tremors of her orgasm passed, she felt a shift in the dream. She instinctively turned her head, and in the corner of the room, there they were—both James and Tom, standing in the shadows, watching her. Their eyes locked on hers, a silent agreement between them, their presence a heavy weight that only added to the intensity of her dream.

The man inside her paused, his body still as she turned her gaze back to him. But the moment she shifted her attention back to the dream’s source, the man disappeared and the world blurred. She awoke with a jolt, her breath heavy, her body slick with sweat.

Her sheets were soaked, and her skin was still alive with the aftershocks of the dream. She could feel the dampness between her legs, the unmistakable evidence of how real the dream had felt. She reached down, feeling the wetness, her breath quickening again as her mind raced to process the intensity of the sensation.

Her pulse hammered in her ears, and as she lay there, still in the warmth of the dream’s lingering hold, she couldn’t help but wonder: Was it the dream, or had something changed inside her? The image of Tom and James watching her still flickered in her mind, their eyes etched in her memory as they observed her.

But there was no mistaking the sensation—the heat, the wetness, the hunger. Whatever had shifted between her and them was undeniable. She was no longer the same.

And tomorrow? Tomorrow, she would see James again. And perhaps, just perhaps, the next step would become clearer.

But, for now, she was left with the dream, with the ache between her legs, and with the question of what this new chapter in her life might truly bring.
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The Shared Wives Series

Behind closed doors and beneath perfect lives, some wives crave more than just devotion—they crave permission. Each standalone story follows a married woman's journey into sexual awakening and forbidden desire, often with the eager encouragement of the husband who knows her best. From whispered fantasies to explosive realities, these emotionally charged tales explore trust, surrender, and the intoxicating thrill of being truly seen.

Read them in any order. Just not in public.

Sharing Sarah - Once a brilliant academic, Sarah's quiet life as a professor's wife ignites when she meets James, a magnetic visiting scholar from Oxford. As forbidden desires awaken, she must choose between the safety of her marriage and the thrilling possibilities that challenge everything she thought she knew about herself.

Sharing Emily - When Ben asks his wife if she misses being reckless, her answer awakens dangerous desires. What starts as whispered fantasy becomes reality when an old flame returns to test just how much Ben truly wants to share her.

Sharing Vivian - Beneath her picture-perfect life, Vivian hungers for something more. When a younger bartender threatens to shatter her carefully curated world, her husband's unexpected permission changes everything.

Sharing Rachel - After two decades as the perfect wife and mother, Rachel finds herself drawn to a mysterious single dad. When her husband Caleb asks "Do you want him?", she discovers a hunger she didn't know she had—and a marriage stronger than she imagined.

Sharing Nora - Empty-nested Nora's quiet life changes when passionate new neighbors move in. What starts as innocent eavesdropping becomes obsession as she discovers the beautiful Ally might harbor secrets Nora desperately wants to learn from.

Sharing Samantha - When star Vanessa Vale gets injured, director Mark's wife Samantha becomes her body double—including intimate scenes with leading man Lucas Reid. Mark discovers he's not just directing anymore; he's orchestrating his own sexual awakening.

Sharing Cassie - Teddy's investigation into San Francisco's kink scene for a journalism assignment awakens unexpected questions about love and possession. As he encourages Cassie to explore, they discover that sharing can create connections deeper than either imagined.

Sharing Jessica - Jessica's husband has had many more lovers than her. She feels inexperienced and he feels like he's corrupted her. Their marriage counselor suggests that an "Alternative Lifestyle" cruise might solve both their problems!

Sharing Jane - Jane's husband discovers that his wife wasn't always the perfect school-board sitting domestic goddess he thought she was! She used to be a groupie for a midwestern metal band. She made such an impression on them that they made a song about their summer together. Now he can't get the images out of his mind!

Sharing Amanda - Amanda hasn't thought about Damon in eight years. Now he's the keynote speaker at her husband's conference in Las Vegas, and the unfinished business between them is still very much unfinished. When Cole discovers the truth about Amanda's past, his reaction surprises them both. The jealousy he feels isn't threatening. It's arousing.  


Sharing Riley - Riley has been lying to everyone. Including herself. Four months of parking-lot make-out sessions with her laser tag co-captain were just blowing off steam. Until the night she finally confesses to her husband Levi and his response changes everything. "Show me where he touched you." Turns out Riley has been hiding more than a secret. She's been hiding herself.

Sharing Maren - Maren and David built a life they didn't need permission for: a successful brewery, a solid marriage, and a private arrangement that makes everything sharper. This isn't a story about discovering kink or breaking vows. It's the portrait of a couple who already knows what works for them, and keeps choosing it, year after year.

Sharing Kate Part 1 - Kate Morrison is a university lecturer, a mother of two, and a wife of twenty years. Intelligent, composed, completely in control. Then she discovers a desire she didn't see coming, and her husband's response surprises them both. He wants to watch. What begins as cautious exploration reveals a woman Kate has always been but never let out.

Sharing Kate Part 2 - The nerves are gone. The inner voice that once judged her has finally fallen silent. But comfort opens new doors, and some of them lead further than Kate ever imagined. When Daniel proposes another couple, deeper surrender, and fewer limits, Kate discovers that letting go isn't the only power she's been hiding. Sometimes control is just as intoxicating as submission.

Sharing Natasha (Part One) - Natasha's boring marriage explodes when she's kidnapped by Rafael, a ghost from her past. Her dependable husband Ethan has been hiding a dangerous double life, and nothing about her abduction is random. 

Sharing Natasha (Part Two) - Trapped in Rafael's Caribbean compound, Natasha discovers survival means awakening buried desires. As her husband races to find her, she must use passion itself as a weapon—but some awakenings can't be undone.

Sharing Natasha (Part Three) - Natasha is now a full-fledged operative, using seduction to protect her country. After being embedded in a international terrorist sex cult, she realizes that she needs support. Little does she know that the support comes in the form of her husband and friend, undercover as husband and wife!

Sharing Natasha (Part Four) - Ethan and Esperanza have discovered the true end goals of Les Libertines and will stop at nothing to prevent their global takeover!

And more are on the way!
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