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From the Author

Some wounds never fully close. They just get covered over.

Sharing Amanda came from thinking about all the conversations we never have. The relationships that end badly, the text messages that replace real closure, the people who disappear from our lives before we get to say what we needed to say. Sometimes those unfinished chapters echo louder than the ones we closed properly.

This book is about confronting what you thought was over and discovering it never really was. It's about the therapeutic power of finally having the conversation you should have had eight years ago. Not therapy, exactly, but the kind of reckoning that comes from looking someone in the eye and saying this is what you did to me.

Unlike Sharing Jessica, which explored transformation through multiple encounters, Amanda and Cole's journey centers on one specific person. One piece of unfinished business. One weekend where the past crashes into the present and forces everyone to be honest about what they want.

The Vegas convention setting felt right for this story. A place where people go to be professional versions of themselves while their real selves wait just beneath the surface. Where running into your past is both completely random and somehow inevitable.

As always, Alexandra and I write from experience. We know what it means to carry unresolved feelings, to discover desires you didn't know you had, to find that jealousy and arousal can coexist in ways that surprise you. But we've also compressed years of emotional work into a long weekend. Real closure takes longer. Real exploration requires more communication than four days allows.

Sexual experiences can be healing, transformative, even clarifying, but they're not a substitute for the hard work of understanding yourself and your partner. Amanda and Cole discover something about their relationship by taking this risk. Whether that discovery would be the same without all the groundwork they'd already done? I'm not sure.

Take what resonates. Leave what doesn't. These stories are explorations, not prescriptions.

Thanks for reading.

Love Always,
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Chapter 1

The Uber driver had opinions about the Raiders, and Cole was doing that thing where he engaged just enough to be polite without inviting a full conversation.

Amanda watched the strip emerge through the window, afternoon sun flattening everything into postcards. The buildings looked both massive and fake at the same time. Her phone showed two texts from her mother: a photo of the kids already eating popsicles on the porch, and a follow-up that just read, “Go have fun. I mean it.”

She typed back a heart emoji then tucked the phone into her purse. The guilt was still there, low-grade and familiar, but it was already loosening. Four days. Four days without anyone needing her to find their shoes or adjudicate who had the iPad last.

Cole caught her eye and gave her that little half-smile, the one that said we made it. He looked tired in a good way, the kind of tired that was almost done. His hand found her knee, squeezed once, stayed there.

The driver merged onto Las Vegas Boulevard and the traffic thickened. Amanda could see the Paris up ahead, that ridiculous Eiffel Tower replica jutting into the flat desert sky. She’d stayed there once before, years ago, for a different conference. Different life, really. Back when she carried business cards and knew her quarterly numbers cold.

“You excited?” Cole asked, his thumb tracing a small circle on her knee.

“I think so. Ask me after I’ve had a shower and put on real clothes.” She leaned her head back against the seat. “Mostly, I’m excited to sleep past six tomorrow.”

Cole laughed. “That’s the bar? Sleeping in?”

“Don’t underestimate sleeping in.” She turned to look at him. “When’s the first thing you have to be at?”

“Welcome reception’s at six. Technically optional, but Delgado’s going to be there, so …” He shrugged. “You don’t have to come if you’re wiped.”

“No, I want to.” And she meant it. She’d been looking forward to this for weeks, the chance to put on something nice and talk to adults about something other than school pickup logistics. Some of her old colleagues would be there, people she hadn’t seen since she’d left the industry. It would be good to prove she still existed outside of mom-world.

The Uber pulled into the Paris’s circular drive. Amanda felt that small lift she always got at the start of a trip, the sense of possibility that came with a new room key and an empty itinerary. A bellhop was already moving toward the trunk before they’d fully stopped.

Cole handled the check-in while Amanda stood in the lobby watching tourists pose in front of a painted Parisian streetscape. A bachelorette party swept past, all matching T-shirts and platform heels, already loud at three in the afternoon. She felt a flicker of affection for them, for their uncomplicated excitement.

“We’re on eighteen.” Cole appeared beside her, holding up two key cards. “View of the strip, supposedly.”

The room was better than she’d expected. King-sized bed, decent square footage, and yes, a view of the strip through floor-to-ceiling windows. Amanda kicked off her flats and walked straight to the glass, looking down at the chaos of Las Vegas Boulevard eighteen floors below.

“Not bad,” Cole said from behind her. She heard him unzipping his suitcase, already unpacking. He was like that—needed to settle into a space before he could relax in it. She was the opposite—content to live out of a bag for days.

She turned and watched him hang a shirt in the closet. He’d packed his good blazer, the charcoal one she’d bought him two Christmases ago. It still fit him well. Eight years of marriage and two kids, and he still looked like the guy she’d met at that awful networking happy hour, the one who’d made her laugh so hard she’d snorted sauvignon blanc.

“You’re staring,” Cole said without looking up.

“I’m appreciating.” She crossed the room and wrapped her arms around him from behind, pressing her cheek against his back. He smelled like airplane and deodorant. Beneath that, just him. “Remember the first time we were here?”

“The Venetian. You were wearing that green dress.”

“You remember what I was wearing?”

“I remember everything about that night.” He turned in her arms, hands settling on her hips. “You told me I had good energy for a sales guy.”

“That was a compliment, coming from me.” She smiled. It felt strange, being back in Vegas with him. Not bad strange. Full-circle strange. Eight years ago, she’d been a different person—hungry and ambitious, and not even looking for anything serious. Now, here they were, two kids and a mortgage later, treating a long weekend like a honeymoon.

She kissed him, brief and warm. “I’m going to shower. Maybe take a nap if there’s time.”

“There’s time.” He glanced at his phone. “Three hours. I’ll wake you at five.”

The shower was one of those rainfall heads that made her feel like she was in a commercial for something expensive. Amanda stood under it longer than she needed to, letting the travel grime wash away, feeling her shoulders slowly unknot. Through the glass, she could see steam fogging the mirror, erasing her reflection inch by inch.

When she came out, towel wrapped around her, Cole was stretched on the bed with his laptop open. Work, probably. He never fully unplugged. But he closed it when he saw her and patted the space beside him.

“Come here. You’ve got two hours.”

She crawled onto the bed still damp, not bothering to dry her hair. The sheets were cool and crisp, and the curtains were drawn against the afternoon glare. Cole’s hand found the small of her back, a familiar weight. She was asleep in minutes.

***

She woke to Cole’s hand on her shoulder, his voice low. “Hey. It’s five.”

Amanda surfaced slowly, blinking at the unfamiliar ceiling. For a moment, she didn’t know where she was, that disorientation of waking in a hotel room. Then it came back. Vegas, convention, no kids. She stretched, feeling the pleasant heaviness of a real nap.

“How long was I out?”

“Almost two hours. You didn’t move once.” He was already dressed, the charcoal blazer over a white shirt, no tie. He looked good. Professional but not stiff.

“You should have woken me earlier. I need to do my face.”

“You have an hour. And your face is wonderful.”

She threw a pillow at him and swung her legs off the bed.

She’d packed carefully for this trip, knowing she’d need clothes that fit a version of herself she didn’t wear much anymore. The dress she chose was navy, simple, hitting just above the knee. Not trying too hard but not invisible, either. She’d bought it two weeks ago and hidden the tags from Cole, a small indulgence she didn’t need to justify but felt like justifying, anyway.

Her makeup took longer than usual. She was out of practice with anything beyond tinted moisturizer and mascara. But her hands remembered the steps, and by the time she finished, she looked like someone who might have opinions about market share and surgical robotics.

Cole watched her from the bed, not hiding it. “There she is.”

“There who is?”

“The woman who used to terrify junior reps.”

Amanda smiled at her reflection. “I never terrified anyone.”

“You absolutely did. It was extremely attractive.”

Amanda felt the familiar buzz before they were fully through the doors. Name tags, clusters of conversation, that particular energy of people who hadn’t seen each other since last year. She’d forgotten how much she missed this, the low hum of shop talk and catching up.

Cole’s hand was warm on her lower back as they moved toward the registration table. She was already scanning the room, spotting familiar faces, people she hadn’t thought about in years suddenly becoming real again.

“Amanda? Amanda Lawson?”

She turned. A woman in a red blazer was already moving toward her, arms open. Rachel Okonkwo, who’d been a regional manager in the Midwest when Amanda had left. They’d bonded over late-night airport delays and a shared hatred of a particular VP who talked over women in meetings.

“Rachel.” Amanda accepted the hug, surprised by how glad she was to see her. “You look amazing.”

“And you disappeared.” Rachel’s accent still carried traces of Nigeria, softened but not erased by fifteen years in Chicago. “Five years, nothing. I thought you died.”

“Just kids. Same thing, basically.”

Rachel laughed, loud and warm. “Oh, I know. Mine are twelve and fourteen now. Monsters.”

Amanda turned to pull Cole forward. “Rachel, this is my husband Cole. Cole, Rachel and I used to close out hotel bars complaining about our expense reports.”

“Among other things.” Rachel shook Cole’s hand, giving him an appraising look that Amanda recognized. “So, you’re the one who stole her from us.”

“Guilty.” Cole smiled easily. “Though I maintain she was already planning her escape.”

“She was too good for this industry, anyway.” Rachel waved a hand at the room. “Too much soul. The rest of us are dead inside, which is why we’re still here.”

Amanda laughed. It felt good, being known in this way, being remembered as someone with opinions and edges. At home, she was Mom, wife, the person who scheduled dentist appointments. Here, she was someone who used to be formidable.

“Get yourself a drink,” Rachel said to Cole, nodding toward the bar. “I’m stealing your wife for ten minutes. We have five years of gossip to cover.”

Cole gave Amanda a look that said, You okay? She nodded, and he disappeared into the crowd with the ease of someone who worked rooms like this for a living.

Rachel hooked her arm through Amanda’s and steered her toward a quieter corner. “Okay. First things first. You look incredible. Yoga?”

“Teaching it, actually. Part-time.”

“Of course you are.” Rachel shook her head. “Meanwhile, I’m still eating airport Cinnabons and wondering why my pants don’t fit.”

“Your pants fit fine.”

“My pants are a lie.” Rachel grabbed two sparkling waters from a passing tray and handed one to Amanda. “Okay, catch me up. How old are the kids?”

“Six and four. Boy and girl.”

“Perfect. You’re done.”

“Very done.” Amanda smiled. “What about yours? Still in Chicago?”

“Still in Chicago, still married, still wondering how I ended up in middle management.” Rachel sipped her water. “But enough about me. Tell me you’re not actually happy. Tell me you miss the grind. Lie to me.”

Amanda considered the question. A year ago, she would have said no without hesitation. But standing here, sparkling water in hand, wearing a dress that wasn’t covered in finger paint, she felt something she hadn’t expected. Not regret, exactly. More like recognition.

“I miss parts of it,” she admitted. “The travel. The wins. Feeling like I was good at something measurable.”

“You were better than good. You were scary.” Rachel’s eyes softened. “I’m not trying to make you feel bad. Leaving was the right call. But this industry lost something when you left.”

“That’s generous.”

“It’s true.” Rachel glanced across the room, and something flickered in her expression. “Oh. I should warn you about something—”

“Ladies.” Cole appeared at Amanda’s elbow, two glasses of sparkling water in hand. “Refreshments. I figured you’d need backup by now.”

Rachel’s face rearranged itself into a smile. “Your husband has good timing.”

“He does.” Amanda took the water, glancing at Rachel. “What were you going to say?”

“Nothing. It’ll keep.” Rachel’s phone buzzed, and she checked it, visibly relieved by the interruption. “I have to go find my boss. But dinner tomorrow? The three of us and whoever else is unfortunate enough to be at this thing?”

“Perfect.” Amanda hugged her again. “I’m glad you’re here.”

“Me, too.” Rachel held on for an extra beat then pulled back with a look Amanda couldn’t quite read. “It’s really good to see you.”

Cole watched Rachel disappear into the crowd. “She seems great.”

“She is.” Amanda was still looking in the direction Rachel had gone, that half-finished sentence sitting in her chest like a small stone. I should warn you about something. About what? The catering? A boring speaker? It was probably nothing.

“You okay?”

“Yeah.” She turned back to Cole, shaking it off. “Just weird being here. Good weird.”

He studied her face the way he did when he was trying to decide whether to push. He didn’t push. “You want to work the room or get out of here?”

She looked around at the clusters of people, the familiar faces mixed with strangers. Part of her wanted to stay, to keep chasing that feeling of being remembered. But the nap was wearing off and she could feel the day catching up to her.

“Maybe thirty more minutes? I should say hi to a few people. Then dinner somewhere quiet.”

“Done.” He kissed her temple. “I’ll go be charming at Delgado. Come find me when you’re ready.”

Amanda spent the next half hour drifting through conversations. A former competitor who’d gotten fat and happy at a startup. A woman she’d trained years ago who was now running her own team. A guy whose name she couldn’t remember but who clearly remembered hers, based on the way he kept touching her arm.

It was easy, easier than she’d expected. The rhythms came back, the small talk, the way you signaled interest or escape with your body language. She’d forgotten she knew how to do this. At home, her social muscles had atrophied into playdates and parent-teacher conferences. Here, she was someone who could hold a room’s attention just by listening well.

She found Cole near the bar, deep in conversation with a man she assumed was Delgado. They were laughing about something, Cole’s posture relaxed. He caught her eye and tilted his head slightly. Ready?

She nodded.

He extracted himself smoothly, handshakes and promises to connect tomorrow, and met her by the door. “Good?”

“Good.” She slipped her hand into his. “Let’s go find something to eat.”

They found a quiet Italian place off the casino floor, the kind with white tablecloths and candles that weren’t electronic. Amanda ordered pasta and didn’t think about carbs. Cole got the branzino and let her steal bites.

“So,” he said, twirling his fork. “Verdict?”

“On what?”

“Being back. The industry. All of it.”

She considered. The restaurant was half-empty, soft music playing, the chaos of the strip muffled by heavy curtains. It felt like a pocket outside of time.

“It was nice,” she finally said. “Nicer than I expected. I forgot that I used to be good at that.”

“You’re still good at that.”

“At what?”

“People.” He shrugged. “You think you lost it because you’re home with the kids, but I watched you tonight. You had three different conversations going at once and everyone felt like they had your full attention.”

She smiled. “You were watching me?”

“I’m always watching you.”

The walk back to the hotel took them through the casino, slot machines chiming and flashing in their peripheral vision. Amanda leaned into Cole’s side, pleasantly tired, her heels starting to pinch.

“Rachel wants to do dinner tomorrow,” she said.

“I heard. That works. I’ve got sessions until five, but I’m free after.”

They rode the elevator up in comfortable silence, shoulders touching, watching the floor numbers climb.

The room was cool and dark, the blackout curtains doing their job. Amanda kicked off her heels and groaned with relief.

“Those were a mistake.”

“They looked great, though.”

“Beauty is pain.” She unzipped her dress and let it fall, too tired for modesty. Cole watched her from the edge of the bed, not hiding it. She liked when he looked at her like that, like they hadn’t been married for eight years, like he was still figuring her out.

“Come here,” he said.

She went. He pulled her between his legs, hands sliding up her thighs, and kissed her belly just above the line of her underwear. She felt the tiredness start to shift into something else, something warmer.

“We don’t have to,” she said, fingers in his hair. “It’s been a long day.”

“I know.” He kissed her again, lower. “But the kids aren’t here. And you look incredible. And I’ve been thinking about this since you put on that dress.”

She let him undress her the rest of the way, his hands unhurried but sure. He knew where to touch her, the spots that made her breath catch, the pace she needed. Eight years of practice. There was something to be said for that, for being known so completely.

He pulled her onto the bed, and she tugged at his shirt, wanting skin against skin. They moved together easily, no awkward negotiations, just the familiar geometry of two bodies that had learned each other.

When he slid inside her, she sighed, a sound of comfort as much as pleasure. He set a rhythm, and she matched it, her legs wrapped around him, her hands on his back. It was good. It was always good with Cole. Maybe not the breathless, desperate sex of their early years, but something deeper. Reliable. Real.

“I love you,” he said against her neck.

“I love you, too.” She arched into him, chasing the slow build. “A little to the left.”

He adjusted without missing a beat. That was the thing about married sex—you could give directions without it being weird. You could say faster or right there or not tonight and it wasn’t a referendum on anything.

She came first, a quiet wave that rolled through her while Cole held still and let her ride it out. Then he started moving again, faster now, chasing his own finish. She pulled him close and whispered things she knew he liked, small encouragements that had become their private language over the years.

When he came, he buried his face in her neck, groaning softly. They stayed tangled together for a minute, catching their breaths, before he rolled off and pulled her against his side.

“See?” he said. “Worth staying awake for.”

“Mmm.” She kissed his shoulder. “Definitely worth it.”

She felt loose and warm, completely at ease. The convention, Rachel’s strange unfinished warning, all of it had faded to background noise. There was just this: a dark hotel room, clean sheets, her husband’s heartbeat slowing under her palm.

“Alarm?” Cole asked, already half-asleep.

“Eight. We can get breakfast before your first session.”

He fumbled for his phone, set it, dropped it on the nightstand. Within minutes, his breathing had deepened into sleep.

Amanda lay awake a little longer, listening to the muffled sounds of Vegas through the window.

She closed her eyes and let it go.




Chapter 2

The breakfast buffet was better than it had any right to be. Amanda loaded her plate with fruit and scrambled eggs while Cole went for the full spread: bacon, potatoes, something that claimed to be a Belgian waffle. They found a table near the window, morning sun slanting across white linen.

“Sleep okay?” Cole asked, already checking his phone.

“Like the dead. I forgot what eight hours felt like.”

“Revolutionary.” He grinned without looking up. “I’ve got the keynote at nine, then breakout sessions until lunch. You want to come? Fair warning: the topic is ‘market disruption.’”

Amanda rolled her eyes. “Groundbreaking.”

“I know. But Delgado wants me there, so …”

She considered it. “Yeah, why not? Better to find out early if I’m going to enjoy sitting through these things at all.”

Cole smiled. “There’s that strategic mind I fell in love with.”

She stole a piece of his bacon. “Flattery will get you everywhere.”

Below them, the casino floor was waking up. A few determined gamblers were already at the slots, or had never left, feeding coins into machines with mechanical persistence.

They finished breakfast and walked to the conference center, Cole’s hand finding hers as they navigated the casino floor. The convention space was already humming with activity, registration tables staffed, coffee stations set up at strategic intervals. Amanda grabbed a cup just to have something to hold.

The keynote auditorium was larger than she’d expected, stadium seating sloping down toward a stage with screens flanking a central podium. They found seats near the middle, not too close, not too far. Cole pulled out his phone to check emails. Amanda settled in, letting herself relax into the comfortable anonymity of being part of an audience.

The lights dimmed. A woman in a sharp blazer took the stage.

“Good morning, everyone. Welcome to the opening keynote of MedTech Alliance’s annual conference.”

Polite applause.

“We’re thrilled to have an exceptional speaker to kick off our program. He’s been a driving force in surgical robotics for over a decade, currently serving as VP of Sales for MedTech Solutions. Please welcome Damon Taggart.”

Amanda went still.

The lights dropped. Music swelled from hidden speakers, something with drums and urgency. A smoke machine pulsed from the wings, and colored lights swept the stage like it was a product launch for a new iPhone. Scattered laughter rippled through the audience. Cole snorted softly beside her.

Then Damon walked out of the fog, and Amanda felt something cold move through her chest. He was taller than she remembered—or maybe she’d just forgotten. Lean, polished in a way that spoke to personal trainers and tailored suits. His hair was still blond but faded to nearly white at the temples, cut shorter than he used to wear it, styled with the kind of precision that came from expensive salons. He looked the same. Older, yes, but the same confident stride, the same easy way he inhabited a room just by entering it.

“Thank you, Janet. And thank you to whoever approved the fog budget.”

More laughter.

Amanda sat still, her coffee cooling in her hands. On the screens flanking the stage, Damon’s face was magnified, every detail sharp. The slight crinkle at the corners of his eyes. The way his mouth curved when he was about to say something he thought was clever.

He was talking now, something about market evolution and customer expectations. She heard the words without processing them, her pulse loud in her ears.

Cole was taking notes on his phone, occasionally nodding at something Damon said. Engaged. Unaware. Amanda stared at a point just past Damon’s shoulder and tried to remember how to breathe normally.

The presentation continued. Slides about AI integration, case studies, a self-deprecating story about a product launch that almost went sideways. The audience laughed in the right places.

Cole leaned over. “This guy’s pretty good.”

“Mm.” It was the only sound she could manage.

He glanced at her then back at the stage. A few minutes later, his hand touched her knee. “You okay? You look pale.”

“Fine. Just tired.” She made herself take a sip of her cold coffee. “Didn’t sleep as well as I thought.”

Cole studied her for a moment then turned back to the presentation. She could tell he did not quite believe her.

On stage, Damon was wrapping up. Something about the future being built by people in this room, the usual conference rhetoric. But he delivered it well, with just enough irony to signal he knew it was rhetoric. The audience applauded warmly. Damon waved, shook Janet’s hand, and exited stage left. The lights came up. Around them, people were standing, stretching, checking phones.

Cole pocketed his and turned to her. “That was solid. Better than I expected from a ‘market disruption’ talk.” He was watching her face. “You sure you’re all right?”

“I think I need more coffee.” She stood up, grabbing her bag. “Real coffee. Let’s find the expo floor.”

They walked out with the crowd, swept along toward the exhibition hall. Cole was talking about something from the presentation, some point about customer adoption curves that had struck him. Amanda nodded in the right places.

“Did you know that guy?” Cole asked. “You had a weird look during his talk.”

“I …” She hesitated. “He looked familiar. I think he might have been at my old company. Years ago.”

“Huh.” Cole held the door for her as they entered the expo floor. “Small industry.”

“Very small.”

The exhibition hall stretched out before them, rows of booths staffed by salespeople in matching polos. Screens flashed product demos. Miniature robotic arms performed delicate movements behind glass. Amanda let herself be carried along by the flow of foot traffic, grateful for the noise and distraction.

Cole spotted someone he knew and excused himself with a squeeze of her hand. Amanda drifted, pretending to look at a display of surgical instruments. Her mind kept circling back to the stage, to Damon’s face on those massive screens. She hadn’t known he’d be here. Hadn’t thought about him in years, or had trained herself not to.

She stopped at a booth offering free tote bags and took one just to have something to do with her hands. The woman staffing it launched into a pitch about cloud-based inventory management. Amanda smiled and nodded, not hearing a word.

She found a coffee station near the back of the hall and poured herself a cup, taking her time with the cream and sugar. The simple task steadied her. She was being ridiculous. It had been years. She was a different person now. He probably wouldn’t even remember her.

“Amanda Lawson.”

She turned. Damon stood three feet away, holding his own coffee cup, smiling like he’d just won something.

“It’s Christianson now, actually.” She was surprised by how steady her voice sounded. “Amanda Christianson.”

“Married.” His eyes dropped briefly to her left hand then back to her face. “Congratulations. It’s been a long time.”

“Eight years.” She took a sip of her coffee, mostly to have something to do. “I saw your keynote. The fog machine was a nice touch.”

He laughed. “Not my idea. But I’ve learned to roll with whatever the AV team throws at me.”

He looked good, she noticed despite herself. Relaxed in his success, comfortable in his skin.

“So, what are you doing now? I heard you left the industry.”

“I did. Having kids changes one’s priorities.” She made a face. “Lord, don’t you hate it when people with kids say obvious things like that?”

“I don’t know what you mean,” he deadpanned, though his eyes betrayed amusement.

“I mean, doesn’t everyone know that kids change priorities?” She was warming to the bit now, gesturing with her coffee cup. “But people with kids say things like that, like—”

“—like they’re the first humans in history to figure it out.” He matched her energy perfectly, eyes wide with mock revelation. “Like they’ve discovered fire.”

“Yes! Exactly.” She found herself laughing and caught herself. The ease of it was unsettling.

“I heard you’d moved on, too,” she said. “From the old company.”

“I did.” Damon shifted his weight, coffee cup held loosely at his side. “Spent a few years with Senator Harrington’s team, actually. Healthcare equipment acquisitions for the VA system.”

“Oh—”

“But that job only lasted as long as he was in office.” He lifted one shoulder. “Politics.”

“That’s the nature of it, I suppose.”

“It is. Though I can’t complain. MedTech Solutions came calling right when I needed them.” He glanced around the expo floor with the easy confidence of someone who knew his name was on the program. “Landed on my feet.”

“Amanda!” Cole appeared at her elbow, slightly out of breath. “Sorry I bolted. Had to catch Reeves before he disappeared into another meeting.” He noticed Damon, and his eyebrows lifted. “But I see you snagged the keynote speaker.”

“Cole, this is Damon Taggart.” Amanda heard her own voice, calm and professional. “Damon, my husband Cole.”

“Great talk this morning.” Cole extended his hand, and Damon shook it. “The bit about the failed launch was well-played. Self-deprecation goes a long way with this crowd.”

“It helps that the failure was real.” Damon smiled. “Easier to mine your actual disasters for material.” His eyes flicked to Amanda then back to Cole. “Amanda and I worked together years ago. Before she escaped the industry.”

Amanda looped her arm through Cole’s. “To greener pastures.”

Cole smiled, his hand coming up to cover hers.

“That’s great,” Damon said, watching them. “For both of you.”

A woman in a conference lanyard appeared at Damon’s elbow, tablet in hand. “Mr. Taggart? They’re ready for you at the MedTech booth.”

“Duty calls.” Damon set down his coffee cup on the nearest table. “Amanda, it was good to see you. Cole, nice to meet you.” He shook Cole’s hand again, gave Amanda a nod that lasted half a beat too long, and followed the woman into the crowd.

The air felt different after he was gone. Quieter, somehow, despite the noise of the expo floor.

Cole was quiet for a moment. She could feel him noticing things, filing them away. But all he said was, “Small world.”

“Very small.” She squeezed his arm. “You hungry? I could use some lunch.”

“Starving.” He let her lead them toward the exit, his hand warm on the small of her back. He didn’t ask anything else.

They found a sandwich place near the convention center, quick and forgettable. Cole talked about the morning sessions, the people he’d connected with, a potential lead that might pan out. Amanda found herself relaxing back into the day, the strangeness of the morning fading into background noise.

“Rachel texted,” she said, checking her phone. “Dinner’s on for tonight. She’s bringing a couple people from her team.”

“Works for me. I’m done by five.” Cole stole a chip from her plate. “This is nice, by the way. Having you here.”

“It’s nice being here.”

And it was. Whatever weird residue the morning had left, it was just that. Residue. Old history, briefly surfaced, already settling back down.

Cole headed back to his afternoon sessions, and Amanda wandered the expo floor for another hour, letting herself get pulled into conversations, collecting business cards she’d never use. It felt good to be out in the world like this, anonymous and adult.

She didn’t see Damon again. She wasn’t looking for him. Or she was looking just enough to make sure she could avoid him, which wasn’t the same thing.

By the time she got back to the room, her feet ached and her brain was pleasantly tired. She kicked off her shoes, stretched out on the bed, and scrolled through photos her mother had sent. The kids at the park. The kids eating ice cream. The kids asleep in front of a movie, mouths open, limbs sprawled.

She missed them. Not in a way that made her want to leave, but in a way that reminded her who she was now. Mom. Wife. Person who had made choices and was happy with them.

Her phone buzzed.

Cole: Wrapping up. Back in 30.

She typed back a thumbs-up and went to take a shower. The hot water felt good, washing away the conference smell of recycled air and carpet cleaner. By the time Cole walked in, she was wrapped in a towel, halfway through her makeup.

“How was the afternoon?”

“Long. Good.” He loosened his tie and sat on the edge of the bed. “Delgado wants to grab breakfast tomorrow. Talk strategy.”

“Look at you. Networking.”

“It’s what I’m here for.” He watched her in the mirror as she applied mascara. “You seem better. Than this morning.”

“I was fine this morning.”

“You were quiet.”

She set down the mascara and turned to face him. “It was just weird, seeing Damon. We worked closely together for a while. He was a good boss, actually. Taught me a lot.” All true. All carefully selected. “I just wasn’t expecting him to be here.”

Cole was quiet for a moment. “Are you going to make me ask directly?”

She looked at him. “Yes. We were more than colleagues.”

He chuckled softly, and she felt something loosen in her chest.

“It’s all right. It’s not like we haven’t each had other people in our lives.”

“I know. But I wasn’t expecting it.” She turned back to the mirror then stopped, facing him again. “Last I heard, he’d left the industry entirely, so I really didn’t think he’d be here. It was unethical, clandestine, and a horrible idea for both of us. Seeing him just brought some of that up unexpectedly.” She held his gaze. “Sorry. I should have just told you sooner. I was surprised and processing.”

Cole smiled. “Like I said. We’ve both been with others. As you well know.”

“What do you mean?”

“Well …” He leaned back on his hands. “Isn’t that part of the reason you wanted to come to the convention with me?”

“Because we met here?”

“Because I was dating Cheryl when we met. And I came to a convention and met you.”

Amanda blinked. “That was not on my mind.”

Cole stared at her, expression unchanged.

“I did think of it,” she admitted. “I knew it was ridiculous. But I’m here for fun, not to manage anxiety about you finding an ‘other woman.’“

“You’re the only ‘other woman’ for me.” He said it with such intensity that it caught her off guard.

She laughed, the tension finally breaking. “Okay. Noted.”

“All right.” He stood up and stretched. “So, there’s all the secrets. Let’s get ready for dinner.”




Chapter 3

Amanda hadn’t realized how much she’d missed this. Sitting at a long table with people who understood the industry shorthand, who laughed at the same inside jokes, who didn’t need her to explain what a quarter-end push felt like. The restaurant Rachel had chosen was good, the kind of place where she didn’t have to think about a kids’ menu or whether the booth had room for a high chair.

She found herself seated between Cole and a woman named Priya who ran operations for Rachel’s team. Across the table, Rachel was holding court, telling a story about a disastrous client dinner in Tokyo.

“So the translator looks at me,” Rachel continued, “and says, ‘I don’t think you meant to say that about his mother.’ And I realize I’ve been using the wrong honorific for twenty minutes.”

The table erupted. Cole was grinning, his hand warm on Amanda’s knee. Priya leaned over and asked Amanda about yoga, and they fell into easy conversation about certifications and studio drama.

“I don’t know how you do it,” Priya said. “Standing in front of people, telling them to breathe. I’d lose my mind.”

“It’s not that different from sales, honestly. You’re reading the room, adjusting on the fly.” Amanda shrugged. “Just with more incense.”

The conversation drifted as the main courses arrived. Rachel was holding forth about industry gossip now, who had jumped ship to which competitor, whose startup had imploded. She had opinions about all of it, delivered with the authority of someone who’d survived multiple regime changes.

Cole held his own in the conversation, asking good questions, laughing at the right moments. Amanda watched him charm Rachel’s team and felt a flicker of pride. This was the version of Cole who had drawn her in eight years ago—curious, easy with people, genuinely interested in their stories.

“Your husband’s good,” Rachel said quietly, leaning toward Amanda while the others argued about a recent acquisition. “I can see why you left us for him.”

“It wasn’t quite that simple.”

“It never is.” Rachel smiled. “But you look happy. It’s annoying.”

Dinner wound down with espressos and a debate about the check that Rachel won through sheer force of personality. “Expense account,” she said, waving off protests. “MedTech can afford to feed us.”

They spilled out onto the casino floor, the group loose and warm from good food and conversation. Someone suggested drinks at the hotel bar, where a mixer was apparently happening for conference attendees.

“I could do one more,” Cole said, glancing at Amanda.

She nodded. The night felt young, and she wasn’t ready to let go of this version of herself yet.

The hotel bar was crowded, conference badges glinting under low lighting. Amanda recognized the energy immediately—that particular mix of networking ambition and end-of-day unwinding. People clustered in groups, some leaning in close to talk business, others laughing too loud at jokes that weren’t that funny.

Rachel commandeered a high-top table near the back while Priya went to get drinks. Amanda found herself scanning the room without meaning to, a habit from her old life. Reading the crowd, noting who was talking to whom, which conversations looked promising and which looked like polite hostage situations.

“I love watching you do that,” Cole said near her ear.

“Do what?”

“Map the room. Like a general surveying a battlefield.”

She smiled. “Old habits.”

They’d barely gotten their drinks when a voice cut through the noise. “Amanda? Amanda Lawson?”

She turned to find a man she hadn’t seen in years—Kevin something, from the Phoenix territory. He’d put on weight and lost some hair, but the enthusiastic energy was the same.

“Kevin! It’s Christianson now.” She accepted his hug. “How long has it been?”

“Six years? Seven?” He pulled back, grinning. “You look exactly the same. It’s disgusting.” He noticed Cole. “Is this the husband? We heard rumors you’d gotten married and disappeared.”

“Guilty on both counts,” Cole said, shaking Kevin’s hand.

“Smart man, locking this one down.” Kevin was already waving someone over. “Lisa! Get over here! Look who I found!”

Within minutes, Amanda was surrounded. Lisa from the old marketing team. A guy named Derek who’d been in training with her. A woman she barely remembered but who remembered her vividly, apparently, from some regional meeting in 2015. They formed a loose cluster near the bar, trading stories and updates, the easy shorthand of people who’d shared a particular trench.

Cole hung back slightly, drink in hand. She caught him watching her at one point, something in his face she didn’t usually see. Later, when there was a brief lull, he leaned in.

“I forgot you were like this.”

“Like what?”

“Like …” He gestured vaguely at the group around her. “A magnet.”

She laughed. “I’m just—”

“I’m not surprised that—”

“Oh my god, Damon!” Kevin’s voice cut across the bar, loud and delighted. “Get over here! We’re having a reunion!”

Amanda’s stomach tightened. She turned to see Damon making his way through the crowd toward them, drink in hand, looking slightly amused by Kevin’s enthusiasm.

“The whole crew,” Kevin said, pulling Damon into the circle. “This is insane. When’s the last time we were all in the same room?”

“Phoenix,” Lisa said. “2016? The product launch that almost killed us.”

“God, that launch.” Derek shook his head. “I still have nightmares about the inventory system crashing.”

Damon caught Amanda’s eye and gave her a small nod of acknowledgment. Professional. Appropriate.

She nodded back.

“We need a picture,” Kevin announced, already pulling out his phone. “This is historic. The old guard, reunited.”

The group shuffled together, arms around shoulders, drinks held out of frame. Amanda ended up on one end, Damon on the other.

“Cole, you mind?” Kevin thrust his phone toward him. “Get a shot of your wife with her old crew.”

“Sure.” Cole took the phone, stepping back to frame the shot.

“Nuh-uh, this is weird.” Kevin was looking at the grouping with a director’s eye. “Mr. and Mrs. Supply Chain need to be next to each other.”

Lisa laughed. “Oh my god, I forgot we used to call them that.”

Amanda felt her face warm as the group reshuffled, Damon now beside her. His hand came to rest lightly on her back. She caught him giving Kevin a look that said Really? but Kevin was oblivious.

“Sorry, buddy,” Kevin said to Cole with a laugh. “The work-wife, work-husband thing is annoying as hell, but we joked about it constantly back then.” He turned back to the group. “Okay, everyone look like you haven’t aged ten years. Cole, whenever you’re ready.”

Cole raised the phone.

Amanda smiled, aware of Damon’s hand on her back, aware of Cole’s face behind the screen. She couldn’t read his expression from this distance.

“Got it.” Cole handed the phone back to Kevin. “Took a few just in case.”

“Legend.” Kevin was already swiping through them. “Oh, this one’s good. You two look exactly like you did back in the day.” He turned the phone to show Lisa. “Remember when they closed the Harmon account? Damon and Amanda basically lived in that conference room for a week.”

“Don’t remind me,” Amanda said. “I think I aged five years that month.”

“Worth it, though,” Derek added. “That deal put us on the map.”

Damon shifted beside her, withdrawing his hand. “It was a team effort. Amanda did most of the heavy lifting, if I’m being honest.”

“That’s not how I remember it,” Amanda said.

“That’s because you were too busy actually working to notice who was getting credit.” He said it simply, without flirtation. Just a fact.

The group started to fragment, people peeling off for refills or other conversations.

Damon glanced at his watch. “I should head out. Early panel tomorrow.” He shook hands around the circle, nodded at Amanda. “Good to see everyone.” His eyes found Cole. “Good seeing you again, Cole.”

“You, too,” Cole said.

And then Damon was gone, swallowed by the crowd near the exit.

They stayed another twenty minutes, long enough to finish their drinks and say proper goodbyes to Rachel and the others. The walk to the elevator was quiet, Amanda filling the silence with small observations about the evening—how good Lisa looked, how Kevin hadn’t changed at all, how nice it was to see everyone.

Cole nodded in the right places but didn’t add much. In the elevator, he stood with his hands in his pockets, watching the floor numbers climb.

“You okay?” Amanda asked.

“Yeah.” He didn’t look at her. “Just tired.”

The room was dark when they entered, just the glow of the strip through the windows. Amanda kicked off her shoes and sat on the edge of the bed, rubbing her feet. Cole stood by the window, looking out at nothing in particular.

“That was fun,” she said. “I’m glad we went.”

“Mm.” He loosened his tie, pulled it off, then draped it over the chair, still not looking at her.

“Okay.” Amanda stood up, crossing to him. “What’s going on?”

“Nothing.” He turned from the window, finally meeting her eyes. “Just thinking.”

“About?”

He was quiet for a moment. “What’s it like to sleep with your boss?”

Amanda blinked. “What?”

“I’m not judging. Things happen.” He leaned against the window frame, arms crossed. “I’m just curious. In case Delgado ever makes a move, I want to know what to expect.”

She laughed, caught off guard. “You’re ridiculous.”

“I’m serious.” But he was almost smiling now. “I guess I’ve just never had a dynamic like that. Where there’s a natural hierarchy.”

Amanda sat back on the edge of the bed, considering the question. “Well … I mean … it made it feel more wrong. More transgressive.” She searched for the right words. “And because he was my boss at the office, it’s like … after I decided to do it, I didn’t have to make any other decisions.” She looked up at him. “Is that enough?”

Cole was watching her with an expression she couldn’t quite name. Not angry. Not hurt. Something else. Her eyes dropped, and she noticed the front of his pants.

“Oh,” she said softly.

“I watched you tonight,” Cole said. “With them. With him. You in your element, admired by everyone.” He pushed off from the window, moving toward her. “I kept thinking about how thrilling it would be for a man to feel like he’d … conquered you.”

She smiled, legitimately amused and taken aback. “Conquered? I … uh … I married you. That’s about as ‘conquered’ as it gets nowadays.”

“That’s different.” He was standing over her now. “That’s choosing. I’m talking about the other thing. The thing where someone takes.”

She rushed to clarify. “He didn’t ‘take.’ It wasn’t like that. There was no pressure.”

Cole took a step closer. “But it felt wrong? You were being bad.”

“What has gotten into you?” She thought back to earlier in their relationship, when there had been more aggression, more urgency to their sex. Like it needed to happen now or it might not at all. Cole was looking at her the same way now.

“I don’t know.” His voice was low. “I just have this urge to make it clear that you’re my wife.”

“I think you—”

He moved fast, closing the distance between them and cutting her words off with his mouth.

She felt his erection pressing into her leg immediately, hard and insistent. He gripped her hips, fingers digging in with an urgency she hadn’t felt from him in years.

The kiss was deep and demanding, nothing like the comfortable warmth of the night before. This was something else entirely.

He pushed her back onto the bed without breaking contact, his body covering hers.

“Cole—” she managed when his mouth moved to her neck.

“Is there a problem, Mrs. Christianson?” he said as she felt his fingers slide between her thighs.

“Of course not, bu—”

The thought dissolved into a moan as his fingers found her, already wet, already warm. He made a low sound of satisfaction.

His other hand traveled up her back and found the back of her neck, holding her firmly but gently. He stroked her slowly, watching her face like he was appreciating her expressions for the first time.

Amanda’s breath caught. This was different. This was Cole from years ago, before the comfort of routine had smoothed away the edges.

She arched into his hand.

“There you are,” he murmured.

He pressed harder against her, and she groaned, her hips lifting to meet him. She’d forgotten how good he was at this, how he could read her body when he was paying attention. Somewhere along the way, between kids, exhaustion, and the thousand small erosions of daily life, they’d stopped paying this kind of attention.

He slid a finger inside her and she gasped. Then another.

“This is mine,” he said. “Say it.”

Amanda bit her lip, half-laughing, unsure how to respond to this version of her husband.

He curled his fingers deeper. “Tell me it’s mine.”

“You’re ridicul—oh god.” Her back arched off the bed. “Yes. Yes, it’s yours.”

He started unbuttoning his shirt with his free hand, watching her moan beneath him. When he needed both hands, he withdrew his fingers, and she made a sound of protest that surprised her. He stood, working at his pants with hurried, graceless movements, kicking them aside.

Amanda propped herself up on her elbows, breathing hard, watching him. His cock was straining, harder than she’d seen him in a long time. He looked almost desperate.

“Get your dress off,” he said.

She pulled the dress over her head without a word, completely transfixed. Her bra followed, then her underwear, tossed somewhere toward the chair. She couldn’t look away from him, from this version of Cole she’d almost forgotten existed.

He was on her before she could lie back down, pushing her thighs apart with his knee. No preamble, no gentle warm-up. He positioned himself and thrust into her in one smooth motion.

Amanda cried out. He was deep, so deep, filling her completely. Her hands found his shoulders, nails digging in.

He set a relentless pace, driving into her with a focus she hadn’t seen from him in years. Each thrust pushed her further up the bed until her head was nearly against the headboard. She braced one hand against it, the other still clawing at his back.

“God, Cole—”

She couldn’t finish the thought. He shifted his angle slightly and hit something that made her vision blur.

“Look at me,” he said, and she did. His eyes were intense, almost feral. “I want you to look at me.”

He reached under her right leg and lifted it onto his shoulder, the new angle making her gasp. His other hand moved back to the nape of her neck, holding her in place. Strands of her hair were caught under his palm, tugging with each thrust.

“Oh fuck,” she breathed. She felt pinned, held, completely at his mercy. The slight pull on her scalp sent shivers down her spine. This was the Cole she’d met eight years ago, the one who’d made her feel reckless and wanted and slightly out of control.

He drove into her harder, using the grip on her neck as leverage. “You feel so good,” he said through gritted teeth. “So fucking good.”

The orgasm hit her like a wave, building from somewhere deep and crashing through her entire body. She ground her teeth, her face twisted in something between pleasure and desperation. Her hands clutched at the sheets, at his arms, at anything she could hold onto.

Cole didn’t slow down. He watched her come apart beneath him, his grip on her neck tightening just slightly. “That’s it,” he murmured. “That’s my girl.”

He started to lift her other leg, but she was already ahead of him, using her arms to pull both legs back and apart, spreading them wide in a V. Years of yoga made the position effortless. He made a sound low in his throat and put both hands behind her head, cradling her skull as he rocked into her.

She was completely open to him now, nothing held back. Each thrust went impossibly deep. She could feel him everywhere, his hands in her hair, his weight pressing down on her, his cock hitting places that made her whimper.

They were both getting close. She could see it in his breathing, the way his rhythm was losing its steadiness. She was close too, feeling him push into her again and again, the pressure building toward something inevitable.

“I’m going to come again,” she gasped.

He thrust deeper, his voice ragged. “Is it”—he groaned—“for me or for him?”

She was already on the tipping point when he said it, and the words sent her over. She plunged into the orgasm with a cry, her whole body clenching around him. She felt him release at the same moment, his hips jerking against her, a low moan escaping his throat as he emptied himself inside her.

They stayed tangled together for a long moment, breathing hard, neither one moving. Amanda’s legs slowly lowered back to the bed, her muscles trembling. Cole’s weight pressed her into the mattress, his face buried in her neck.

Finally, he lifted his head. His eyes met hers, and she saw something there—surprise, maybe. Like he was still catching up to what had just happened.

“What was that?” she whispered.

“Which part?”

“All of it, I guess.” She reached up to touch his face. “But especially that last thing.”

“I don’t know.” He shifted his weight but didn’t pull out of her. “Watching you tonight reminded me you weren’t always just my wife. You were someone to be … won.”

“And about … him?”

Cole was quiet for a moment. “I just thought about how ‘wrong’ it felt. For him. How proud he must’ve been to have you, that he was willing to break rules for it.”

They lay in silence for a moment. His thumb traced a small circle on her shoulder.

“I can’t explain it,” he finally said. “I can’t give you the feeling of being wanted so much that I’d break rules for you. We’re already married. There are no rules left to break.” He paused. “But this ‘bad’ version of you … it just turned me on. So much.”

“I don’t know what to say,” Amanda said. “It’s all so … sweet, and fun, and—”

“Scary.”

“A little.” She sat up slowly. “I think I need to shower.”

“You’re not, like, weirded out about this?”

“No, no.” She looked back at him, sprawled on the bed. “Fuck, whatever feelings led to that, please bottle them up and keep them for next time.” She stood, her legs still a little unsteady as she moved toward the bathroom. “But yeah … that’s kind of heavy.”

“Yeah.” He laughed softly. “Ha.”

She turned on the shower and let the water heat up, catching her reflection in the mirror. Flushed cheeks, tangled hair, a mark forming on her neck where his mouth had been.

When she glanced back into the room, Cole was still on the bed, staring at the ceiling. Not sleeping. Just lying there, one hand resting on his chest, processing whatever had just happened between them.

She stepped into the shower and let the hot water run over her, not thinking about anything at all.




Chapter 4

Amanda woke to the sound of the coffee maker gurgling. She’d dismissed the in-room machine as decorative but, apparently, Cole had figured it out. She stretched, feeling the pleasant soreness in her thighs and hips, and smiled at the ceiling.

When she emerged from the bathroom, Cole was sitting by the window with two cups, wearing the hotel robe. He’d opened the curtains partway, letting in the bright Vegas morning. He looked rested. Thoughtful.

“There’s cream,” he said, nodding toward the little tray. “No sugar, but I figured you’d survive.”

“My hero.” She took the cup and settled into the chair across from him, tucking her legs beneath her. The coffee was decent, better than she’d expected from a hotel machine.

They sat in comfortable silence for a moment, looking out at the strip. The morning light made everything look different—flatter, more honest.

“I was thinking one of the really big buffets for breakfast,” Amanda said. “When in Rome.”

“So,” Cole said. “Last night.”

She laughed. “Oh, we’re jumping right into it. Okay then.”

“Sorry if I caught you off guard.”

“Ha.” She took a sip of her coffee. “We should talk, but trust me; you don’t have to start with ‘sorry’ for that.”

He smiled, some of the tension in his shoulders releasing. “Good. Because I’m not actually sorry.”

“You shouldn’t be.”

“Okay.” He leaned back in his chair. “I can’t quite get past the feeling that Damon is not just an ex.” He stretched a bit, rolling his neck. “We ran into your high school sweetheart—Jason, right?—when we were visiting your parents, and you weren’t awkward at all.” He looked at her. “Seeing this guy has … what … discombobulated you?”

She smiled awkwardly and took a drink.

“Am I wrong on that?”

She shook her head. “No.”

“So what’s up, Mrs. Christianson?”

She laughed again, thinking back to how he’d said that the night before. “I don’t think you’ve called me that during sex since the honeymoon.”

Cole smiled. “Maybe I should bring it back.”

“Maybe you should.” She set her coffee down. “What I had with Damon was intense, inappropriate, wrong on so many levels, and … it ended very suddenly. We never really talked about it. He left the company less than a week after he ended it—over text message—and this is the first time I’ve seen him since.”

“Over text?”

“Yeah. Over text.”

Cole shook his head slowly. “That’s cold.”

“It was. At the time, I told myself it was practical—we worked together, it had to end clean. But clean isn’t the same as finished.” She looked out the window. “I went back to work the next Monday like nothing had happened. And then he was just … gone.”

“What do you think happened?”

Amanda considered it. “If I had to guess … he was about to go work for a Senator who ran on family values. Probably couldn’t have an affair with a subordinate in his recent past.”

“I could see that,” Cole said. “If he believed in what he was doing.”

“Maybe.” She looked at him over her coffee cup. “You’re taking all this with surprisingly little insecurity, by the way.”

Cole shrugged. “Sudden endings suck.” He was quiet for a moment, looking out at the strip. “I mean, you know how important Cheryl was to me. I hated ending it with her. But it would have been ten times worse if we hadn’t talked in person, if I hadn’t given her a chance to yell at me.”

“She did yell at you.”

“She really did.” He almost smiled at the memory. “But after that, it was done. We both knew where we stood. There wasn’t anything left to wonder about.”

“So … if the opportunity comes up for you two to talk, I think you should take it.”

Amanda blinked. “Really?”

“Really.” He set his cup down. “You’ve been carrying this for eight years without even knowing it. That’s not good for you. And honestly?” He met her eyes. “After last night, I’m not sure it’s bad for us either.”

Amanda set her coffee down. “Oh yeah, wait. What was that last part about? Did you ask me if I was coming for you or for him?”

Cole’s face went a little red. “Oh yeah … that.”

“Yeah. That.” She wasn’t angry, just curious. “Where did that come from?”

“I don’t have a great answer for you there.”

She squinted at him. “How about a half-assed one, then?”

“Ah, my specialty.” He inhaled, exhaled. “The thought of you at, like, the height of your self-possessed, high-powered businesswoman era … being so overcome with lust that you just had to let your boss have his way with you—that was ridiculously hot.”

Amanda raised an eyebrow but didn’t interrupt.

“I kept thinking about you with him. In your office, talking numbers, and then all of a sudden your pencil skirt is riding up and you’re bent over a desk.”

She thought for a second. “That did happen a couple of times.”

Cole shook his head. “I knew it.”

“Does that bother you?”

“That’s the weird part.” He looked at her with something like wonder. “It really doesn’t.”

He checked his watch then got up and started rummaging through his suitcase for socks. “I mean, I’ve never been the ‘jealous type’”—he made finger quotes without looking up—”but I’ve also never been turned on by someone I’m with being with someone else. I don’t get it.”

“Maybe it’s not about him specifically,” Amanda offered. “Maybe it’s about seeing a version of me you don’t usually get to see.”

Cole pulled on his socks, considering this. “Maybe.” He laughed softly, shaking his head. “Or maybe I’m just a freak.”

He said it lightly, but she could hear the genuine confusion underneath.

“You’re not a freak.” She stood up and crossed to him, putting her hands on his shoulders. “Or if you are, apparently, I’m into it.”

He paused, one sock in hand. “Which part of what I just said are you into?”

She didn’t answer right away. “Having an affair with my boss was something I beat myself up over for years. Genuinely. And now you’re telling me the thought of it turns you on?” She pulled her robe tighter, but she was smiling slightly. “That’s kind of freeing, actually.”

“Hm.”

The room got quiet. They both felt it—the conversation had wandered somewhere neither of them had mapped out yet.

Cole cleared his throat and stood, loosening his robe. “Okay. I promised Delgado I’d get Christine up to speed before the morning sessions, so I need to run.” He pulled on pants and a shirt with the efficiency of someone used to business travel. As he buttoned his collar, he caught her eye in the mirror. “But if he’s open to talking … you should. I mean it.”

He kissed her forehead and was gone, the door clicking softly behind him.

Amanda stood there for a moment in her robe, the room suddenly quiet. She moved to her suitcase and pulled out jeans and a simple black T-shirt, getting dressed with the vague plan of finding one of those absurd Vegas buffets. Crab legs at ten in the morning felt like the right kind of decadence for a Saturday with no responsibilities.

Her phone buzzed on the nightstand. A WhatsApp notification.

She picked it up. A new group chat. “MedTech OGs 🏥”

Kevin had added seven people, including her. The photos from last night were already posted—everyone crowded together, drinks in hand, looking genuinely happy to see each other. The one with her and Damon standing next to each other, his hand on her back.

Messages were already flowing.

Lisa: Miss you guys!

Derek: Don’t let it be another 6 years.

Rachel with a string of heart emojis.

Amanda scrolled through the contacts in the group. There it was. Damon Taggart’s number, saved in her phone now whether she’d asked for it or not.

She stared at it for a moment then locked her phone and slipped it into her pocket.




Chapter 5

The Bacchanal Buffet at Caesars Palace was an act of culinary violence. Nine open kitchens, five hundred feet of food stations, and a dessert section that looked like it had been designed by someone who’d never heard the word “moderation.” Amanda stood in front of the seafood display with a plate already heavy with crab legs and shrimp, debating whether adding sushi would be aspirational or delusional.

She added the sushi.

Finding a table near the window, she settled in and cracked her first crab leg with the kind of focus that only came from eating alone. No one to talk to, no one to share with, no small hands reaching across the table, demanding a bite of everything. Just her and an unreasonable amount of shellfish.

She people-watched while she ate. A family with three kids under ten, the parents already looking defeated at ten a.m. A couple who were either on their honeymoon or having an affair, based on how often they touched each other. A group of older women in matching visors, probably here for a conference or a milestone birthday. Vegas was a strange equalizer—everyone looked slightly out of place and completely at home at the same time.

Her phone buzzed against the table. She glanced at it, expecting Cole or maybe her mother with another kid photo.

WhatsApp. Damon.

Damon: Hi. Can we talk? I owe you that.

Amanda set down her crab leg and wiped her hands on her napkin. She read the message again. Then a third time.

She thought about Cole’s words from that morning. If he’s open to talking, you should.

She started typing. Sure, where? Too eager. She deleted it. I think that’s a good idea. Too formal. Delete. Yes. Too curt.

Amanda: I’m at the Bacchanal buffet at Caesars. Embarrassing myself with crab legs.

She stared at it. Why had she mentioned the crab legs? What was wrong with her?

Damon: There’s a coffee place in the lobby. Meet in 30?

Amanda: Make it 45. I’m not done with these crab legs.

Damon: Fair.

She put the phone down and looked at her plate. Her appetite had vanished, but she’d be damned if she was going to let good crab legs go to waste.

***

Forty minutes later, she walked into the lobby, having taken extra time to check her reflection in three different mirrors. She wasn’t trying to look good for him—or maybe she was, she couldn’t tell anymore. She’d settled on telling herself she just didn’t want to have crab on her face.

Damon was already there, sitting near the back with two cups in front of him. He’d dressed down from the keynote—dark jeans, a gray cashmere sweater that probably cost more than her entire outfit. His hair caught the light differently up close, that sun-bleached quality she remembered now faded to nearly white at the temples. He looked like someone who’d aged well and knew it.

“I didn’t know what you drink now,” he said as she sat down. “So I got you black. Figured you could doctor it.”

“Still black, actually.” She wrapped her hands around the cup. “Some things don’t change.”

“So. Yoga instructor and mom.” He leaned back in his chair. “I’ll admit, I didn’t see that coming.”

“And wife.”

He held her gaze for a moment. “And wife. Right.” He picked up his cup. “Cole seems like a good guy.”

“He is.”

Damon nodded slowly. “Good. That’s good.”

She took a sip of her coffee. “What about you? VP of sales, keynote speaker, fog machine enthusiast. Married?”

“Divorced. Three years now.”

“Sorry to hear that.”

“Don’t be. It was the right call.” He stared at his coffee for a moment then seemed to shake something off. “The Senator Harrington thing was good for my resume, terrible for my soul. Government work is a different animal.”

She took a long drink of her coffee, watching him over the rim. “Mmhmm.”

The silence stretched. Damon shifted in his seat.

“I didn’t ask you here to talk about my career.”

“Mmhmm.”

He set his cup down. “Look, Amanda. The way things ended between us—”

“Over text.”

“Over text.” He nodded, taking it. “It was wrong. I knew it was wrong when I did it, and I did it, anyway.”

A woman at the next table laughed loudly at something on her phone. A family walked past, arguing about whether to see the fountains or the High Roller first.

“Is there somewhere private we can talk?”

Damon looked uncertain. “I don’t think that’s—”

“Our entire relationship took place in private.” She kept her voice even. “We can’t really finally break up in public, right? It’s not fair if I can’t yell or cry.”

“Are you planning on yelling or crying?”

“I maintain that I would have a right to do so.”

He almost smiled at that. He stood, pulling out his wallet to leave a few bills on the table.

Amanda stayed seated. “What room are you in? I’d rather avoid anyone seeing Mr. and Mrs. Supply Chain going upstairs together.”

“Octavius Tower. 2314.”

“Give me five minutes.”

The elevator opened onto the twenty-third floor. Amanda stepped out and paused, orienting herself. The hallway stretched in both directions, identical doors, identical sconces, the anonymous sameness of every hotel in the world.

She found 2314 and stood in front of it for a moment. Her heart was beating faster than she’d expected. This was just a conversation. Closure. The thing Cole had told her she should do.

She knocked.

Damon opened the door. He’d taken off his jacket, rolled his sleeves up. He looked less polished than he had downstairs, more like the version of him she remembered from late nights in the office.

“Come in.”

The room was nicer than hers—a suite, with a sitting area separate from the bed and a desk with a workspace in the corner. He gestured toward the couch, and she sat, suddenly unsure what to do with her hands. He took the chair across from her, leaving space between them.

“So,” he said. “Yell at me.”

“Why?”

“It needed to end. It had to. It was a threat to both of our careers. I had to move on. I wasn’t going to stay for you, and I wasn’t going to ask you to come with me.”

Logical. Tidy. And also correct.

“Why over text?”

“The good reasons? I thought it would be cleaner. I didn’t want it to be more than an office affair. I thought giving it more weight could lead to one of us—or both of us—making compromises we’d regret.”

“Oh.” Amanda felt something cold settle in her chest. “So you knew better than me? You were taking care of me?”

He stood there, mouth open for a moment. “That isn’t exactly what I meant.”

“Did you really think I would offer to leave my job, follow you to Washington, settle down?”

He looked at her. “Would you have?”

Amanda adjusted her hair. “No.” She wasn’t lying. But she wasn’t certain it was the truth either.

“Well.” He exhaled. “This way, I didn’t have to find out.”

Amanda let that sit between them. The cowardice of it. The honesty of admitting it.

“You’re right,” she said. “You didn’t.”

“I suppose … fundamentally … I also knew I could get away with it.” He wasn’t looking at her now. “Call it an affair between coworkers. I didn’t tell anyone. I knew you wouldn’t. I could just leave.”

“And you did.”

He nodded. “I’m sorry.”

“Would you like to know how it felt? To hear it that way and have you just disappear?”

He was quiet for a moment. Then he nodded again. “Yeah. I suppose I would.”

Amanda walked to the window, looking out at the strip without really seeing it. “I went to work on Monday. You weren’t there. Your office was already cleared out.” She kept her voice steady. “No one said anything to me because no one knew there was anything to say. And I just had to … keep going. Like it never happened. Like I imagined the whole thing.”

She turned to face him. “I had all of these feelings—anger, hurt, confusion—and nowhere to put them. No one to talk to. Nothing to do with any of it. So I just … carried it. For eight years. Until you walked out of that stupid fog machine.” Her voice cracked on the last word. She hadn’t expected that.

“I’m sorry.”

“If someone matters to you—if you respect them at all—then you give them a chance to say their piece.” Her voice was rising now, the control slipping. “You let them be angry. You let them ask questions. You sit there and take it because that’s what they’re owed.” She took a step toward him. “And if you don’t give them that chance, then the only conclusion—the only possible conclusion—is that they didn’t matter to you at all.”

She was yelling by the end. Not screaming, not out of control, but her voice filled the room in a way she hadn’t let it in years.

“So, did I?” Her voice dropped. “Matter to you?”

“Yes.” He said it quietly, without hesitation.

“Ha.” She shook her head. “It’s too late to prove that, though, isn’t it?”

He didn’t have an answer for that. He just stood there, taking it, the way she’d needed him to eight years ago.

“I have asked myself if it was the right thing. Again and again.” He met her eyes. “I don’t know that it was a mistake to end it. But if I could go back … I would have given you the conversation you deserved.”

Amanda held his gaze for a moment then looked away. Her eyes landed on the desk in the corner—hotel standard, generic, a chair tucked neatly beneath it.

She started to laugh.

“What?”

“Nothing. Just …” She gestured at the desk, shaking her head. “Memories.”

He didn’t understand immediately. She watched him work through it, his eyes going to the desk, then back to her.

“Oh.” He laughed softly. He walked over and leaned back against it, looking at her. “I’m glad there are some happy ones.”

“I suppose.” She stayed where she was. “You know, my husband told me something ridiculous. He’s so used to the version of me that does no wrong—the mom—that he thought it was sexy that I was once stupid enough to let my boss bend me over his desk.”

Another moment passed.

“Here’s something I was wondering.” She crossed her arms. “Was I the only one? Were you also secretly sleeping with Helen from HR? Or Christi from accounting?”

“No.” He shook his head. “You were the only one I broke that rule for.”

“Well, that’s something.”

“I was sorely tempted by Kevin once, though.” He kept his face completely straight.

She laughed then caught herself. “You are joking, right?”

“Yes, I’m joking.” His expression softened. “You were the only person I was ever so obsessed with, so in sync with, that I was willing to risk my career for.”

“Obsessed?”

“Yeah.” He looked down at his hands. “And that’s probably why I fled the way I did.”

She looked at him. Uncrossed her arms. Wondered how long they’d been crossed, how long she’d been holding herself like that.

“I’m sorry that we met the way we did.” Her voice was quieter now, the anger spent. “If it had been different …”

“Yeah.” He was still leaning against the desk, but something in his posture had shifted. Less guarded. “If it had been different.”

The room felt smaller than it had a moment ago. The afternoon light through the window caught the silver at his temples, and she thought about all the versions of him she’d never gotten to see. The years that had passed. The lives they’d built separately.

Neither of them moved. Neither of them looked away.

She bit her lip. Looked at the floor. Then back at him.

“Dammit.”

She crossed the space quickly, pressing her lips against his. He didn’t respond at first—frozen, surprised—and then he did. His mouth softened against hers, kissing her back with a gentleness that surprised her. It wasn’t hungry. It was something else. Recognition, maybe. An answer to a question neither of them had asked out loud.

She closed her eyes. His mouth was familiar and different at the same time—the shape of his lips she remembered, but something in the way he kissed had changed. Softer now. Less urgent. She focused entirely on the sensation, cataloging every detail like she was trying to memorize something she’d forgotten she knew.

His hands came up from the desk, settling on her hips. She wasn’t sure if he intended more or if he was just steadying himself, trying to maintain some kind of control. The weight of them was familiar, too—she remembered how his hands felt, how they used to move.

She felt them start to slide upward.

She pulled back.

She shook her head slightly, looking down at the carpet between them. Then back up at him.

“Thanks for the coffee, Damon.”

He looked confused—she could see he wasn’t sure where any of this was going, what had just happened, what she wanted.

After a moment, he nodded. “Sure.”

She walked to the door slowly, not rushing, not fleeing. Opened it, stepped through, and let it close softly behind her.




Chapter 6

A Little Over Eight Years Ago …

Amanda walked into the office at 7:45, the same time she always did. Coffee in hand, laptop bag over her shoulder, heels clicking against the tile floor. The building was quiet at this hour, just the hum of climate control and the distant murmur of early arrivals. She liked getting in before the chaos started. It gave her time to plan her day, review her numbers, ease into the performance of being competent and unflappable.

She passed Damon’s office without meaning to look. But she looked.

It was empty. Not just empty of him—empty of everything. The desk cleared, the shelves bare, the door standing open like a mouth with nothing left to say.

She had known he was leaving—the text had made that clear—but seeing it was different. Seeing it made it real in a way that words on a screen hadn’t.

“Hey, Amanda.” Kevin appeared beside her, travel mug in hand, tie already loosened even though the day hadn’t started. “Crazy about Damon leaving, huh? Did he at least tell you?”

She turned to him slowly. “He texted me.”

“That sucks.” Kevin shook his head. “Would’ve been nice to get a proper goodbye after working together so closely, you know? The guy could’ve at least bought you a drink or something.”

Amanda could only nod.

Kevin wandered off toward the break room, already moving on to his next thought. Amanda stood in the hallway for another moment, staring at the empty office. Then she turned and walked in the opposite direction.

The emergency stairwell was at the end of the east corridor, past the supply closet and the room where they kept the broken office chairs no one ever threw away. She’d never seen anyone use it—everyone took the elevators, even for one floor. It was the kind of space that existed only for code compliance and fire drills.

She pushed through the heavy door and let it close behind her. The fluorescent lights hummed overhead, casting everything in a flat, institutional glow. Cinderblock walls. Metal railings. The faint smell of concrete dust.

She walked up one flight, past the door to the next floor, up to where the stairs dead-ended at a roof access door. Locked, of course. A small landing, maybe four feet square.

She sat down on the cold concrete step and put her face in her hands.

The tears came hard and fast, the kind she couldn’t have let out anywhere else. Not at her desk, not in the bathroom where someone might hear, not in her car where a coworker might walk by. Here, in this forgotten corner of the building, she could finally fall apart.

She cried for Damon, for the way he’d left, for the conversation she’d never get to have. She cried for herself, for being stupid enough to fall for her boss, for believing it meant something when it clearly hadn’t meant enough. She cried because she couldn’t tell anyone—not her friends, not her family, not the coworkers who would spend the next week speculating about why Damon had left so suddenly.

When it was over, she sat there for a while longer, breathing in the stale air. Then she wiped her face with the back of her hand, stood up, and walked back down to her floor.

She went to the bathroom, fixed her makeup, and was at her desk by 8:15. No one noticed a thing.

***

Present Day

Amanda walked through the Octavius Tower lobby without seeing it. Past the slot machines and the blackjack tables, through the shopping corridor with its overpriced boutiques, out into the bright chaos of the casino floor. Bells and chimes and the synthetic excitement of people winning money they’d lose back in an hour.

She kept walking. Through the passageway that connected Caesars to the neighboring properties, past restaurants she’d never eat at, past tourists taking photos of nothing in particular. Her legs knew where they were going even if her brain hadn’t caught up yet.

By the time she reached the Paris, her chest was tight and her eyes were burning. She stood in front of the elevator bank, watching the numbers climb and descend, and realized she couldn’t go up to the room. Not yet. Not like this.

She found the emergency stairwell near the ice machine alcove, tucked behind a corner most guests would never notice. The door was heavy, industrial, identical to a thousand other fire doors in a thousand other buildings.

She pushed through and let it close behind her.

The fluorescent lights. The cinderblock walls. The faint echo of her own breathing. It could have been the same stairwell from eight years ago, the same forgotten corner of a different building.

She walked up one flight and sat down on the concrete step.

The tears came, but only a few. She wiped them away with the back of her hand and leaned against the cinderblock wall.

She wasn’t falling apart this time. She was just … sitting with it. The conversation. The kiss. The way she’d walked out. Eight years ago, she’d come to a stairwell because something had been ripped away from her. Now she was here because she’d stopped herself from taking something she wasn’t sure she wanted. Or was sure she wanted but wasn’t sure she should have.

She sat there for maybe twenty minutes, not crying, not thinking exactly, just letting the quiet settle around her. Then she stood up, brushed off her jeans, and walked back down to the casino floor.

***

The room was empty when she got back. Cole was still at his sessions. She took a shower, letting the hot water run until it started to cool, then wrapped herself in the hotel robe and sat on the edge of the bed.

Her phone was on the nightstand. She picked it up, looked at the WhatsApp thread with Damon. No new messages. She hadn’t expected any. She set it back down and stared out the window at the strip, watching the afternoon light shift across the buildings.

She was still sitting there when she heard Cole’s key card in the door.

“Hey.” He stepped inside, loosening his tie. “How was your—” He stopped when he saw her face. “What happened?”

“I saw Damon.” She pulled the robe tighter. “We talked.”

Cole set down his bag and sat on the bed next to her. Not touching, just close. “Okay. Tell me.”

So she told him. The coffee, the small talk that wasn’t really small talk. Going to his room because she couldn’t yell at him in public. The things she’d said, the things he’d said back. The way it had felt to finally let out eight years of anger at someone who actually deserved to hear it.

“And then I kissed him.”

Cole was quiet for a moment. “You kissed him.”

“Yes.” She made herself look at him. “And then I stopped. And I left.”

“How did it feel?”

“Good … but wrong.”

“Why wrong?”

“Lots of reasons.” She looked down at her hands. “It was wrong then. Wrong now. That was the appeal.”

“That’s all it was?”

“Not all.” She met his eyes. “Obviously, he’s attractive, the sex was great. But the wrongness was what made it irresistible. The secret is what made it intense.”

He put his arm around her. “And now you know.”

She smiled. “Yeah. Now I know.”

“You kissed him, though? Not the other way around?”

“Yeah.” She leaned into him. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have done that. But in that moment, I felt all the attraction, all the intensity. Part of me just had to know.” She looked up at him. “I’m so sorry.”

Cole was quiet for a moment, his hand moving slowly up and down her arm.

“If you weren’t married … would it have gone further?”

“Ha.” She shifted uncomfortably. “If I was, I don’t know, horny”—she over-pronounced the word like it was foreign—”yeah. Maybe. Under the right circumstances, sure.”

She put her head on his shoulder. “But whatever kind of relationship I thought we had … I don’t know, it’s just … it’s tangible now. I can put a name on it.”

“What name?”

“An affair. A really good affair that ended badly.” She exhaled. “Not a missed opportunity. Not some alternate life I should have lived. Just … a thing that happened. That I can finally stop carrying around.”

She turned toward him and smiled. “It’s so incredible that you’re able to be with me in these feelings. A lot of men would be threatened.”

She kissed him softly and raised her hand to his chest, letting it graze downward until she found what she was looking for.

“Or not threatened at all, apparently.”

Cole laughed, a little embarrassed. “I can’t explain it.”

“You don’t have to.” She kept her hand where it was. “But I’m noticing a pattern.”

“The thought of you fucking your boss—or, like, really, excuse me, ‘getting fucked’—is just insane to me.” He shook his head. “I never view you that way.”

“Well.” She shrugged. “Him and like six other guys total, if that helps.”

“It doesn’t help. It makes it worse.” But he was smiling. “In a good way.”

He got on his knees on the bed and looked at her. “I haven’t stopped thinking about it all morning. Like you, this proper office lady, totally in control of yourself, being so desperate and in need—” He stopped, looked at her. “I’m sorry, is this making you uncomfortable?”

“No.” She was amused. “Go on.”

“So in need that you’re like”—his voice got quieter, almost reverent—“dropping to your knees in front of your boss during lunch.”

Amanda’s eyes went wide with amusement. “That’s very specific.”

Cole nodded his head, eyes wide and expectant.

Amanda sighed. “… and yes, that happened.”

“I knew it.” He was grinning. “I knew it in my soul.”

“You didn’t know anything.”

“I had this weird fantasy during the last session,” he said, his voice shifting. “Where you came back to the room, all disheveled, and had to confess that you’d had sex with him after talking.”

“Obviously, I would not have done that.”

“I know you’d never actually cheat on me without talking about it. I wasn’t worried. That’s what made it hot.”

Amanda tilted her head. “What do you mean, ‘without talking about it’?”

“Oh, uh.” He blinked, like he’d surprised himself. “I don’t know really. I just can imagine a universe where you having sex with another man, with my support, would be hot.”

“Is this a fetish you’re into and have never told me about?”

“No! I mean …” He ran a hand through his hair. “I never really thought about it.”

She smiled, looked down at his tented pants, and stroked him again through the fabric. “Are you thinking about a threesome? We talked about that once.”

“No, I don’t think so.” He shifted under her touch. “I mean, not exactly. The threesome thing was more about, like, another woman. This is different. This is about watching you. Or knowing about it.” He paused. “I don’t know if I’d even want to be in the room.”

Amanda stood up and walked over to the coffee machine, fumbling with the pods and buttons to get it started. Her mind was already somewhere else—imagining what it would feel like. The permission. The openness. Damon’s hands on her without the guilt.

“Babe, you there?”

“Yeah.” She inserted the pod and pressed the button, watching the dark liquid start to fill the cup. “But I’m not sure what we’re talking about here.” She turned to face him. “Do you actually want me to go have sex with someone else? With an … ex-lover?”

“You said it was over.”

“Yeah.”

“So it isn’t like you’d be thinking about leaving me?”

Amanda grabbed the coffee cup. “Of course not.”

Cole stood. His erection was obvious through his pants, impossible to ignore.

“Maybe this is out of nowhere. I don’t know.” He shook his head slowly. “But I know that if you wanted to do it, and come back to me … it wouldn’t just not hurt. It would be amazingly hot.”

“I’m not going to throw myself at Damon just to turn you on.” She took a sip of the coffee. “I’m not going to jerk him around like that.”

“No, of course. That wouldn’t be okay.” Cole moved closer to her. “But what if he was into it? What if he’s feeling the same way you are? That the conversation you had was good enough for him, too?”

Amanda was quiet for a moment, turning the cup in her hands. “Knowing we could both walk away from it happily would be … nice.”

“I’m not asking you to do anything you wouldn’t enjoy, okay?” Cole watched her. “But if you wanted to … I’m a hundred percent behind it.”

Amanda chuckled. She walked over to the closet where she’d unpacked her bag, reached in, and pulled out a pencil skirt. She held it up, considering it.

“I should at least text him.”




Chapter 7

Amanda had to admit to herself … she’d been a little disappointed when Damon reported that he felt closure, too. She supposed it wasn’t out of the ordinary or unreasonable to hope that her exiting a man’s life would leave him devastated. But it was probably a sign of maturity that she felt good when he picked up the phone and told her it was nice, if exhausting, to talk to her.

That made the next part easier. When she asked him if he was interested in one last “off the books meeting.”

There had been a long pause on the line. She’d let it hang there, not filling the silence, giving him space to process what she was actually asking.

He’d asked all the right questions. What about your husband? Is this really it? What are you getting out of it? Hilariously, like all men, he seemed to forget that sometimes women could just enjoy sex.

She’d answered them honestly. Cole knows. Cole supports it. Yes, this is really it—a proper ending instead of a text message. And what she was getting out of it was exactly what he’d be getting out of it: one last time, without the guilt, without the secrecy, without the career-ending risk hanging over them.

He’d said yes.

All of that led her to this ridiculous moment: Cole helping her with the clasp of her skirt as she got ready to go sleep with her old boss.

The pencil skirt had started as a joke. She didn’t have a power blazer, but she did her best to look the way she might have almost a decade ago. A silk blouse, tucked in. Hair pulled back in a low twist. Even the heels she’d packed for the conference dinner felt right—professional, polished, a costume from another life.

“You look like you’re about to close a deal,” Cole said from behind her, meeting her eyes in the mirror.

“That’s the idea.”

They walked arm-in-arm through the casino floor, weaving through the Sunday afternoon crowd. It was just past two, and the Paris was full of people who’d slept late and were now looking for brunch or their first drink of the day. No one looked twice at them—just another couple navigating the maze of slot machines and blackjack tables.

The connector to Caesars was busy, too, tourists moving in both directions, shopping bags, strollers, and the occasional bachelorette party in matching pink. Amanda felt strangely calm. She’d expected nerves, guilt, second thoughts. Instead, there was just this: her husband’s arm in hers, walking her toward something they’d both decided she wanted.

“You okay?” Cole asked as they passed into the Octavius Tower lobby.

“Yeah.” She squeezed his arm. “You?”

“Weirdly, yes.”

The elevator was empty when they stepped in. Cole pressed 23, and they stood side by side, watching the numbers climb. Amanda’s reflection in the polished doors looked like someone she used to know—put together, deliberate, a woman who made decisions and followed through on them.

At the twenty-third floor, the doors opened. The hallway stretched out in front of them, identical to every other hotel hallway she’d ever walked down. Except this one led to something she’d never done before.

They stopped outside 2314. Cole kissed her, soft and brief.

“I’ll see you at the bar.”

She nodded.

He started walking toward the elevator at the far end of the hall.

She knocked. When the door opened, she glanced back. Cole had turned to look at her, one hand raised in a small wave. Then she stepped inside and the door closed behind her.

Damon looked her up and down, taking in the pencil skirt, the silk blouse, the heels. A slow smile spread across his face. “You dressed up.”

“I thought it was appropriate.” She smoothed the front of her skirt. “Given the occasion.”

He was wearing slacks and a button-down, untucked, sleeves rolled to his elbows. Relaxed but not sloppy. He looked like he’d thought about what to wear, too.

They stood there for a moment, the space between them charged but uncertain. Neither quite knew how to begin.

“This is … it’s really okay with everyone?” Damon asked.

Amanda chuckled. “It’s all but his idea. He says he never got to experience the rule-breaker side of me. The woman who would risk a career because she was desperate to get laid.”

“I get it.” Damon shook his head slowly. “But I also don’t.”

“You don’t have to.”

He nodded, accepting that.

She thought about how it had all started. There hadn’t been a lot of talking, or laying out of rules. One night, working late, the office empty, she’d been leaning over her desk, looking at something, facing away from him. She’d glanced at the window and seen his reflection. He’d been watching her. Looking right at her ass.

She’d smiled. Adjusted herself slightly so it stuck out further. Then he’d looked at the window, too, and their eyes had met through the reflection.

He stepped forward. She felt his hand on her—his right hand on her right cheek. He kept looking at the window, at her eyes. She didn’t object.

So she broke the ice the same way now. She walked over to the desk and leaned over it, placing her palms flat on the surface. There was no window to catch a reflection. But it didn’t take long before his right hand found the same place.

“You really handled the Hernandez account well,” he said, his voice low near her ear.

She chuckled. “Fernandez.”

“Of course. That’s what I said.”

He squeezed gently, and she felt herself press back into it. Eight years fell away. The hotel room dissolved into that empty office, the hum of fluorescent lights, the city glittering through the window. His other hand came to rest on her hip.

“Stay late tonight?” he murmured.

“I thought I might.”

His hands slid lower, fingers tracing down her thighs, then back up beneath the hem of her skirt. She felt his palm press against the heat between her legs, the thin fabric of her underwear the only barrier. Same as then.

She turned around and kissed him.

Back in the beginning, she’d known she needed to. She wanted him to have an unambiguous sign that this was what she wanted, too—that he wasn’t taking anything she wasn’t offering. She supposed that was true this time, as well.

His mouth was warm and familiar against hers. His hands came to her waist, pulling her closer. She could feel him hard against her hip, and the knowledge sent a rush of heat through her. She’d done that. She was still doing that, eight years later.

The years fell away. His hands moved over her back, her waist, then her ass—gripping, possessive. She remembered what it was like, when the rush, the danger, the stress, and the passion all coalesced into this experience with this man. Every late night in the office. Every stolen moment. The constant low hum of wanting something she wasn’t supposed to have.

She pulled at his shirt, untucking it, sliding her hands underneath to feel the warmth of his skin. He was leaner than Cole, different muscles, different texture. Her fingers remembered him even as they rediscovered him.

“I want to see you,” he said against her mouth. His hands were already working at the buttons of her blouse.

She let him undress her. The blouse first, sliding off her shoulders, then her bra—he unhooked it with one hand, a skill she remembered. He stepped back to look at her, and she felt a flush spread across her chest under his gaze.

“God, you’re beautiful.” He said it like he was surprised, like he’d forgotten.

“Flatterer.”

But she felt it—felt beautiful, wanted, seen in a way that was different from how Cole saw her. Cole loved her. Damon wanted her. Both were true, and both felt good, but they weren’t the same thing.

He pulled his own shirt over his head and she reached for his belt. Her fingers were steady—she was surprised by that. She’d expected nerves, hesitation. Instead, there was just want, clean and uncomplicated for maybe the first time in her life.

His pants fell. She wrapped her hand around him through his boxers and he groaned, his forehead dropping to her shoulder. He was hard, straining against the fabric. She stroked him slowly, relearning the shape of him.

Her other hand moved to the zipper of her skirt.

“Leave it,” he said. “I’ll tell you when.” He smiled.

She smiled back. “Yes, sir.”

The word landed between them, charged with history. She’d called him that in the office, too—sometimes professionally, sometimes not.

He exhaled sharply and kissed her again, harder this time. His hands slid under the skirt, hooking into the waistband of her underwear and pulling them down. She stepped out of them, heels still on, skirt still in place.

She lowered herself to her knees in front of him. The carpet was softer than the office floor had been—she remembered that, the way her knees would ache afterward, a secret she carried through the next day’s meetings.

She pulled his boxers down and took him in her hand. He was thick, flushed, already leaking at the tip. She looked up at him as she ran her tongue along the underside, watching his face change. This was the part she’d always loved—the control she had in this position, despite being on her knees. The way a man could fall apart under her mouth.

She took him in slowly, letting him feel every inch of her lips sliding down. His hand came to the back of her head, not pushing, just resting there. A groan escaped him.

She found her rhythm, the one she remembered he liked—slow and deep, then pulling back to swirl her tongue around the head. His fingers tightened in her hair. She could feel his thighs tensing, hear his breath going ragged above her.

“Fuck,” he breathed. “You always were so good at this.”

She hummed around him in response, and he shuddered.

He reached back blindly, finding the desk chair and pulling it closer. He gripped the back of it to steady himself, and she felt a surge of satisfaction. She was doing this to him. Unmanning him with her mouth.

She looked up at his face as she took him deeper, watching his features shift—the way his jaw clenched, the way his eyes kept trying to close and then opening again because he wanted to watch her, too. She relaxed her throat and sank down until her lips met the base of him, holding there, feeling him twitch against her tongue.

His whole body shuddered. “Jesus Christ, Amanda.”

She held him there for a long moment, then pulled back slowly, letting her lips drag along his length. A string of saliva connected them as she released him with a soft pop. She stroked him with her hand, slick and warm, while she caught her breath.

“I forgot,” he said, his voice strained. “I forgot what you could do.”

“I’ll remind you.” She took him in her mouth again, not letting him respond. She set a faster pace now, her hand working in tandem with her lips.

She could taste him—that familiar salt, the proof of how much he wanted her. Her other hand came up to cup him, rolling gently, and he swore under his breath.

She felt him getting close—the way his hips started to move, the way his grip on the chair tightened. She slowed down, easing off, keeping him on the edge. He groaned in frustration.

“You’re torturing me.”

“A little.” She kissed the tip of him softly, almost sweetly, then looked up. “You deserve it.”

He laughed, breathless. Then his hand was under her chin, tilting her face up. “Stand up. Turn around.”

She stood, her knees protesting slightly from the hard floor. He turned her by the hips and guided her back toward the desk. She bent over it, palms flat on the surface, the position achingly familiar. His hands pushed her skirt up over her hips, bunching it around her waist.

“There she is,” he murmured. His palm smoothed over the curve of her ass, then between her legs. She was soaked—had been since the elevator, if she was honest. His fingers slid through her folds and she gasped.

“You want this?”

“Yes.” The word came out breathless. “Please.”

“I found a typo in the quarterly report.”

She laughed. “Oh no. Really?”

He gave her right cheek a firm, strong slap. “I did. You know how high our standards are?”

“Yes, sir. I know how hard I need to—”

She started laughing and couldn’t finish.

Another slap, to her other cheek this time.

He was smiling, too, she could hear it in his voice as he pushed a finger inside her. “Something funny, Ms. Lawson?”

“No, sir.” She bit her lip, trying to compose herself. “Nothing at all.”

He added a second finger, curling them inside her, and the laughter died in her throat. He knew exactly where to touch her—had always known.

She gripped the edge of the desk as he worked her slowly, methodically, his other hand pressing down on the small of her back to keep her in place.

“You’re dripping,” he said. “Is this how you prepared reports for me? Thinking about this?”

“Sometimes.” It came out as a gasp. “More than I should have.”

He withdrew his fingers. She felt the head of his cock press against her, sliding through her wetness, nudging against her opening. He pushed in slowly—just the tip at first, stretching her, letting her feel every inch as he sank deeper. She moaned into the desk, her fingers curling against the wood.

“That’s it,” he murmured. “Take it.”

He pushed all the way inside her and held there, letting her adjust. She steadied herself on her heels, bracing against the desk. He felt bigger than she remembered—or maybe it had just been so long. Either way, she was full, stretched, exactly where she wanted to be.

He pulled back and thrust in again, harder this time. She gasped. His hands gripped her hips, fingers digging in, and he started to fuck her in earnest. Not gentle, not tentative—the way he used to, back when they’d steal twenty minutes in his office with the door locked.

“God, you feel good,” he said through gritted teeth. “Just like I remembered.”

She couldn’t respond with words—just sounds, each thrust pushing a moan out of her. The desk scraped against the floor with every movement. She thought about Cole, somewhere downstairs, knowing this was happening. The thought sent another wave of heat through her.

Damon’s hand slid up her spine, gathered her hair, and pulled—not hard enough to hurt, just enough to arch her back and lift her head. She remembered this too. The way he liked to watch her face while he took her from behind.

“Look at you,” he said. “Still so fucking responsive. Knowing exactly what I want and giving it to me.” He tugged her hair again, and she whimpered. “That’s what made you so dangerous.”

He released her hair, and both hands returned to her hips, pulling her back to meet each thrust. The angle shifted and she cried out as he hit something deep inside her. Her legs were trembling, her heels unsteady on the carpet.

“Right there,” she managed. “Don’t stop.”

He didn’t.

The orgasm built fast, coiling tight in her belly. She gripped the edge of the desk, knuckles white, as he drove into her over and over. His thumb pressed against her clit and that was all it took—she shattered, crying out, her whole body clenching around him.

He slowed but didn’t stop, fucking her through it, drawing it out. She felt wave after wave roll through her, her legs shaking so badly she wasn’t sure how she was still standing. He held her up with his hands on her hips, keeping her pinned against the desk until she stopped trembling.

“Good girl,” he murmured.

She moaned. Did she actually like being called “good girl”? She hadn’t been sure then, and she still wasn’t now. But something about it worked, anyway—the surrender of it, the simplicity.

He pulled out of her and helped her stand. Her legs were unsteady. He reached for the zipper of her skirt, finally undoing it, letting it fall to the floor. She stepped out of it, still in her heels, now completely naked except for those.

“On the desk,” he said. “Lie back.”

She hoisted herself up and lay back on the cool surface, looking up at him. He stood between her legs, running his hands up her thighs, spreading them wider. The position felt exposed, vulnerable—and she liked it.

He entered her again in one smooth stroke, and she arched off the desk. From this angle, she could see his face—the concentration, the hunger, the way his jaw tightened with each thrust. She’d forgotten what it was like to be fucked by someone who looked at her like she was the only thing in the world that mattered.

Her hands found his forearms, gripping tight as he set a steady rhythm. He leaned forward, changing the angle, and his thumb found her clit again. She was still sensitive from the first orgasm, almost too sensitive, but he seemed to know exactly how much pressure to use.

“Again,” he said. It wasn’t a question.

She didn’t think she could—not so soon—but her body had other ideas. He worked her with his thumb while he fucked her, slow and deliberate now, watching her face. She felt the second orgasm building differently than the first, deeper, less urgent but more inevitable.

“That’s it,” he said. “I can feel you getting close.”

She was. Her hips were lifting to meet him, chasing it. He picked up the pace, his thumb circling faster, and she felt herself tip over the edge again. This one rolled through her in waves, slower but longer, pulling a low moan from somewhere deep in her chest. Her thighs clamped around him as she rode it out.

He let her catch her breath, still inside her, his hands stroking up and down her sides. Then he gripped her thighs and pulled her closer to the edge of the desk, her ass hanging off just enough to give him better leverage.

“We’re not done here,” he said.

He thrust back into her, harder than before. The desk shook beneath her. She grabbed the far edge to anchor herself as he fucked her with renewed intensity. His hands held her thighs open, keeping her spread for him, completely at his mercy.

She lost track of time. There was just the rhythm of him inside her, the sound of skin against skin, the occasional groan that escaped his lips. He shifted her legs over his shoulders and the angle changed again—deeper, more intense. She felt every inch of him.

“Fuck,” she breathed. “Right there.”

He kept hitting that spot, relentless. Her third orgasm surprised her—smaller than the others but sharp, making her clench around him. He swore under his breath and his rhythm faltered.

“I’m close,” he warned.

“Not yet,” she said. She pushed against his chest and he pulled back, confused for a moment. She sat up on the desk, breathing hard, and pulled him toward her by the hips. “Sit in the chair.”

He understood. He grabbed the desk chair and sat down, his cock slick and hard against his stomach. She climbed off the desk and straddled him, lowering herself onto him slowly. From this position she controlled the pace, the depth, everything.

“There,” she breathed as she sank all the way down. “Now we’re even.”

He smiled up at her. “You’re different.”

She rode him slowly, one hand holding the back of his head. “Oh yeah?”

He let her control everything—the speed, the angle, the depth. His hands rested on her hips but didn’t guide. “Yeah. More assertive.”

She supposed that was true. Eight years of marriage, of motherhood, of building a life on her own terms. She wasn’t the same woman who’d needed her boss to make decisions for her. She ground down on him, watching every micro-expression shift across his face—the way his eyes fluttered when she clenched around him, the way his lips parted when she rolled her hips just right.

“I like this version of you,” he said, his voice strained.

“You helped create her.” She rose up until just the tip of him was inside her, then sank back down slowly. “All those late nights. All those decisions you made for me.” She did it again, torturously slow. “I learned what I wanted by letting you give it to me.”

His fingers dug into her hips. She could tell he wanted to thrust up, to take back control, but he was letting her have this. She rewarded him by picking up the pace, bouncing on his cock with more urgency.

She leaned back, bracing her hands on his knees, changing the angle so he could see where they were connected. His eyes dropped to watch himself disappearing inside her, and she felt a surge of power at the look on his face—almost reverent.

“You like watching?” she asked.

“Always did.” His voice was rough. “You have no idea how many meetings I sat through thinking about this. About you.”

She rode him faster, her breasts bouncing with each movement. He reached up and cupped one, his thumb brushing over her nipple, and she gasped. The sensation shot straight down to where they were joined.

“Touch yourself,” he said. “I want to watch you make yourself come.”

She brought one hand between her legs, finding her clit, rubbing in tight circles while she rode him. It was almost too much—the fullness of him inside her, her own fingers working, his eyes moving between her face and her hand.

“That’s it,” he murmured. “God, you’re beautiful like this.”

She could feel another orgasm building, different from the others—sharper, more focused. She chased it, grinding down on him harder, her fingers moving faster. He thrust up to meet her now, unable to hold back anymore, and the combined sensation pushed her over the edge. She came with a cry, her whole body shuddering, clenching tight around him.

He groaned beneath her, his hips bucking up. “I can’t—I’m going to—”

“Do it,” she said, still trembling from her own release. She kept moving on him, slower now but deliberate. “I want to feel it.”

His hands clamped down on her hips, and he thrust up hard, once, twice, and then she felt him pulse inside her. He made a sound somewhere between a groan and a gasp, his head falling back against the chair. She watched his face as he came—the tension, then the release, the way his whole body seemed to let go at once.

They stayed there longer than they needed to. His arms wrapped around her, hers around his neck, just breathing together. She thought about all the times they’d never gotten to do this—the quick encounters, the hurried redressing, the immediate return to professionalism. There had rarely been time to just be still afterward. A business trip or two. A late night visit to the other’s apartment. But never time to truly luxuriate.

She remembered the last time they’d been together. A Thursday evening, his office, the city lights coming on outside the window. She’d left first, as always, smoothing her skirt, checking her reflection in the dark glass. Three days later, the text had come. She’d never gotten to hold him like this, to feel the quiet that came after.

So she let herself have it now. The warmth of his skin, the rhythm of his breath, the strange peace of being exactly where she was.

Neither of them spoke. She listened to his heartbeat gradually slow beneath her ear. His fingers traced absent patterns on her skin—her shoulder blade, the curve of her spine, the small of her back. She felt heavy and light at the same time, wrung out in the best possible way.

Eventually, she lifted her head and looked at him. He looked different than he had an hour ago—softer, unguarded. She imagined she looked the same.

“Well,” he finally said. “That was …”

“Yeah.” She smiled. “It was.”

Finally, she stirred. “I should go.”

“I know.” He didn’t loosen his arms right away. “Thank you. For this. For yesterday. For all of it.”

She lifted herself off him, feeling the loss of connection, and stood on unsteady legs. Her clothes were scattered around the room—blouse by the window, skirt crumpled near the desk, underwear somewhere she couldn’t see. She started gathering them, piece by piece.

“You okay?” he asked, watching her dress.

“Better than okay.” She stepped into her skirt and zipped it. “I think I needed this more than I realized.”

“Amanda.” He stood, pulling on his boxers. “I know things aren’t going back to the way they were. But if we’re ever in the same place at the same time … let’s not avoid each other.”

She smiled, buttoning her blouse. “Yeah. Let’s just be people.”

He nodded. Something had settled between them—not romantic, not wistful, just … resolved.

She slipped on her heels and checked her reflection in the window. Disheveled, but not obviously so. She’d pass.

“Take care of yourself, Damon.”

“You, too.” He walked her to the door, still naked, unconcerned. He cracked it open just enough for her to slip through. “Tell Cole … I don’t know. Tell him he’s a lucky man.”

“I will.”

The door closed softly behind her.




Chapter 8

She felt so powerful. She couldn’t quite understand it. She’d just fucked another man who wanted her, now she was walking back to her husband who wanted her again. This was insane. But overthinking it could only ruin it.

Amanda moved through the casino floor, past the slot machines and the blackjack tables, past the same tourists and bachelorettes she’d walked by an hour ago. Nothing had changed out here. Everything had changed inside her.

She found the bar near the Octavius lobby. Cole was at a small table in the corner, a glass of something amber in front of him, barely touched. He was watching the entrance. When he saw her, his whole body went still.

She walked toward him, not hurrying, letting him look. She knew what he was seeing—the slightly disheveled hair, the flush still on her cheeks, the way she moved differently now. Looser. Satisfied.

She stopped at his table. He stood.

“Hey,” she said.

“Hey.” His voice was rough. His eyes moved over her face, her neck, her clothes. Reading her. “You okay?”

“More than okay.” She touched his hand. “Let’s go upstairs.”

He stood and left a bill on the table without looking at it.

They walked out together, her body pressed close to his side, a small smile playing on her lips.

His hand found her waist, just above her ass. She looked up at him with a smirk that said, You’re not the first person to touch that today. His jaw tightened, but not with anger. Something else entirely.

They didn’t speak through the casino, through the connector, through the Paris lobby. The silence between them was thick with everything that had happened and everything that was about to.

The escalator ride seemed to take forever. His breathing was elevated, shallow. He looked at her like he was deciding how to take her apart, what he wanted his mouth on first.

She held his gaze, not backing down. Let him look. Let him want.

The elevator was mercifully empty. He pressed 18 and the doors closed. His hand moved from her waist to the small of her back, then lower, cupping her ass through the pencil skirt.

She leaned into him. “Cole.”

He didn’t respond. Just looked at her, his eyes locked on hers. She felt something she couldn’t quite name—not fear, not exactly. She wasn’t scared of him. But she didn’t know what was about to happen, and that uncertainty sent a shiver through her.

The elevator doors opened. He took her hand and led her down the hallway, his grip firm. She followed, her heels clicking against the carpet, her heart beating faster with every step.

At the door, he fumbled with the key card. First swipe didn’t work. Second one did. He pushed the door open and guided her inside, then closed it behind them.

The room was dim, curtains still drawn from the morning. Before she could speak, his mouth was on hers.

The kiss was desperate, hungry. His hands were already working at her blouse, pulling it from her skirt, fumbling with buttons. She reached for his shirt, but he batted her hands away—he needed to undress her first, needed to see her, reclaim her.

Her blouse fell open. He pushed it off her shoulders then unhooked her bra with less finesse than Damon had. She didn’t care. His mouth moved to her neck, her collarbone, the tops of her breasts. His hands found the zipper of her skirt.

“Off,” he said against her skin. The first word since the elevator.

She stepped out of the skirt, then her underwear. He still had all his clothes on. There was something about that—her naked, him dressed—that made her feel exposed in a way she hadn’t with Damon. This was different. This was her husband looking at her like he was seeing her for the first time.

He walked her backward toward the bed. When the backs of her knees hit the mattress, she sat, then lay back. He stood over her, breathing hard, just looking.

“Cole—”

He shook his head. Not yet.

He pulled his shirt over his head, then his pants, his boxers. He was hard, straining. He climbed onto the bed and kneeled between her legs.

For a moment, he just looked at her—at all of her. His hand traced up her inner thigh, found her still wet, still open. His fingers slid through her and something flickered across his face. Not disgust. Not anger. Something darker and hungrier.

“Everything you did for him.” His voice was low, rough. “Do for me.”

She nodded.

She rose up on the bed and pushed him gently onto his back. Then she moved down his body, settling between his legs. She took him in her hand, looked up at him, and watched his face as she lowered her mouth onto him.

Have I ever had two men’s cocks in my mouth in one day? In one week? She wasn’t even sure what the shortest interval had been. But here she was, having two in the same ninety minutes.

He groaned, his hand coming to the back of her head. She worked him slowly, savoring it in a way she hadn’t let herself in a long time. With Damon, there had been performance, history, something to prove. With Cole, there was just this—the taste of him, the sounds he made, the way his thighs tensed under her hands.

She took him deeper, relaxing her throat the way she had for Damon. But she went slower now, less urgent. She wanted Cole to feel everything—every inch of her lips sliding down, every swirl of her tongue. This wasn’t about proving anything. This was about giving.

“God, Amanda.” His voice was strained. “That’s so good.”

She hummed around him in response, and his hips bucked. She held him there, letting him twitch against her tongue, then pulled back slowly and did it again. And again. She lost herself in the rhythm of it, in the pleasure of making him fall apart.

His hand tightened in her hair—not guiding, just holding on. She could feel him getting close, the way his breath changed, the way his whole body tensed beneath her.

“Amanda—I’m going to—”

She pulled off, stroking him with her hand, slick with her own saliva. “Not yet.”

He made a sound of frustration that turned into a groan as she took him back in her mouth, slower now, keeping him on the edge. This was her power. Not the power she’d felt with Damon, the thrill of the forbidden. This was something deeper—the power of knowing exactly what her husband needed and choosing to give it to him.

She gave him a few more strokes with her mouth, then released him and crawled up his body. She straddled him, hovering just above, feeling the heat of him against her.

“I rode him like this,” she said softly. “At the end.”

Cole’s hands found her hips. His eyes were dark, locked on hers. “Show me.”

She sank down onto him slowly, taking him all the way in. They both exhaled. She began to move—the same rhythm she’d used with Damon, grinding down, rising up, finding that angle that made everything feel electric.

“He watched me like this,” she said, rolling her hips. “Watched my face while I fucked him.”

Cole’s grip tightened on her hips. “Did you come?”

“Four times.” She ground down harder, watching his reaction. “He made me touch myself while I rode him.”

Cole’s breath caught. “Do it.”

She brought her hand between her legs, finding her clit, rubbing in slow circles while she moved on him. His eyes dropped to watch her fingers, then back to her face. She could see what this was doing to him—the jealousy and arousal all tangled together.

“Four times,” Cole repeated. His voice was strained. “And you’re still wet.”

“I told you it was good.” She picked up the pace, bouncing on him now, her fingers still working her clit. “But I’m here with you.”

He sat up suddenly, pulling her against him, changing the angle. His mouth found her neck, her jaw, her lips. They kissed messily while she rode him, his hands roaming her back, her ass, pulling her closer.

“I love you,” he said against her mouth. “I love you so fucking much.”

“I love you, too.” She meant it more than she ever had. This man who had walked her to another man’s door. Who had trusted her enough to let her go and known she would come back.

He lifted her off him and pressed her back onto the mattress, settling between her legs. He pushed inside her again in one stroke—deeper now, a different angle. He pinned her wrists above her head with one hand and started to thrust, hard and steady.

“This is mine,” he said, and there was nothing playful about it now. “You understand? You can fuck whoever you want, but you come home to me.”

She was smiling. “You want me to”—thrust—“fuck more men?” Thrust. “Is that what”—thrust—“you’re saying?”

“I’m saying you’re mine.” He drove into her harder, punctuating each word. “Whatever. You. Want. To. Do. You. Come. Home. To. Me.”

She wrapped her legs around him, pulling him deeper. “I’ll always come home to you.”

He released her wrists and his hand moved between them, finding her clit. She was already sensitive, already close from touching herself before. It wouldn’t take much.

“Come for me,” he said. “I want to feel you come on my cock.”

His fingers circled her clit while he fucked her, relentless. She was already so close—from the oral, from riding him, from everything that had happened today. The orgasm built fast, coiling tight.

“Cole—”

She couldn’t finish the thought. He thrust deep and held there, grinding against her while his fingers worked. She shattered, crying out, her whole body clenching around him. He groaned at the sensation but didn’t stop, fucking her through it, drawing it out until she was shaking beneath him.

“One more,” he said. “Give me one more.”

“I can’t—”

But her body was already responding, already building again. He shifted his angle, lifting her hips, and started to thrust with renewed intensity. She grabbed his shoulders, nails digging in, holding on as he drove into her.

“Yes, you can.” His voice was ragged. “You came four times for him. You can come again for me.”

Something about the way he said it—the raw need, the competition he was having with a man who wasn’t even in the room—pushed her over the edge. The second orgasm hit harder than the first, rolling through her in waves. She heard herself making sounds she didn’t recognize, felt her body arching off the bed.

Cole followed her over. He thrust deep one last time and groaned, spilling inside her. She felt him pulsing, felt the warmth spreading through her, felt his whole body shudder and then go still.

He collapsed on top of her, his face buried in her neck. They lay there breathing hard, tangled together, sweat-slicked and spent.

Neither of them moved. Neither of them spoke.

Amanda stared at the ceiling, feeling his weight on her, his breath slowly steadying against her neck. Her body was still humming, little aftershocks rippling through her. She ran her fingers absently through his hair.

Minutes passed. Or maybe it was longer. Time had stopped meaning much.

He lifted his head and looked at her. “How do you feel?”

“Like you’ve unleashed something.”

“Yeah?”

“Yeah.”

He smiled, rolling off her and onto his back. They lay side by side, staring at the ceiling, fingers intertwined between them.

“We should probably talk about what this means,” he said.

“Probably.”

Neither of them moved to start.

They lay there for what felt like a long time. Amanda’s breathing slowed. Cole’s hand found hers again. The room was quiet except for the distant hum of the air conditioning and the muffled sounds of Vegas through the window.

She might have dozed. She wasn’t sure. Time had gone soft at the edges.

Cole’s phone alarm shattered the silence—a sharp, insistent chime from the nightstand. He groaned and reached for it, fumbling to turn it off.

“Closing keynote,” he said, squinting at the screen. “Starts in forty-five minutes.”

“You set an alarm?”

“I’m a professional.” He dropped the phone back on the nightstand and rubbed his face. “I should probably show my face. Delgado’s expecting me.”

Amanda stretched, feeling the pleasant ache in her muscles. “Go. I’ll shower and start packing. Our flight’s at seven.”

He turned his head to look at her. “You sure?”

“I’m sure.” She kissed him, soft and easy. “Go network. Close the deal. Do whatever it is you do.”

He got out of bed and started gathering his clothes from the floor. She watched him dress—the same routine she’d seen a thousand times, but it felt different now. Everything felt different now.

“Hey,” she said as he buttoned his shirt.

He looked up.

“Thank you. For this weekend. For all of it.”

He crossed back to the bed and leaned down to kiss her forehead. “Thank you for coming home to me.”

She smiled. “Always.”

He grabbed his badge and his phone, checked his reflection in the mirror, and headed for the door. He paused with his hand on the handle, looking back at her—naked in the tangled sheets, hair a mess, looking more relaxed than she had in years.

“I love you, Mrs. Christianson.”

“I love you, too. Now go be impressive.”

The door clicked shut behind him. Amanda lay there for another minute, staring at the ceiling, smiling at nothing in particular. Then she got up to shower.




Epilogue

Three Months Later…

Amanda heard the front door close, followed by the sound of her mother’s SUV pulling out of the driveway. The kids were gone for the weekend, off to Grandma’s house for what had become a semi-regular arrangement. She smiled at herself in the bathroom mirror and went back to her mascara.

Cole appeared in the doorway, leaning against the frame. “They get off okay?”

“Ava forgot her stuffed elephant. Mom’s already texted that she’s inconsolable.”

“She’ll survive.” He crossed to the closet and pulled out the black dress she’d set aside earlier. “This one?”

“That one.” She finished her mascara and turned to take the dress from him. He unzipped the back without being asked—they had this down now.

She stepped into it and turned so he could zip her up. His fingers lingered at the nape of her neck for a moment before pulling the zipper closed.

“You look incredible,” he said.

“You always say that.”

“It’s always true.”

She slipped on her heels and checked her reflection. The dress was simple, flattering, the kind of thing she’d never have worn to drop kids off at school but felt right for tonight.

“So, who’s this one again?” Cole sat on the edge of the bed, watching her with easy curiosity.

“Nate. From the yoga studio.” She put in her earrings. “He teaches the Saturday morning class.”

“And he knows the situation?”

“Yeah, he knows.” She turned to face him. “In fact, I don’t think this is the first time he’s done this.”

“Why do you say that?”

“Well, he asked if you wanted to watch or just hear about it.”

Cole raised his eyebrows. “Did he now?”

“He did.” She smiled, checking herself one more time in the mirror. “I told him we’re still figuring that part out.”

“Fair enough.” Cole stood and crossed to her. He put his hands on her waist, the same way he had a thousand times before. “Have fun tonight.”

“I will.” She kissed him softly. “Don’t wait up. Or do. Your call.”

“I think we both know I’ll be up.”

“We do.” She smiled against his lips. “Lots to look forward to.”

“For both of us.”

She grabbed her clutch from the dresser and headed for the door. At the top of the stairs, she looked back. Cole was still standing in the bedroom doorway, watching her go.

“I love you,” she said.

“I love you, too.” He smiled. “Now go have fun.”

She did.

See the other books in the "Shared Wives" series here!


Sign up for our Mailing List here! We give away free stories all the time!


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 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. Note: Part One of a serial. Ends on a cliffhanger.

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 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.

And more are on the way!

About Raven Merlot

Raven Merlot has spent years exploring the thrilling world of erotic storytelling, crafting tales that push boundaries, ignite passions, and delve into the deepest desires of the human experience. With a signature blend of sensuality, power dynamics, and raw intimacy, Raven creates unforgettable characters who surrender to their most forbidden fantasies.

Whether it’s the delicate dance of dominance and submission, the intoxicating allure of cuckolding, or the seductive thrill of power exchange, Raven’s stories pull readers into a world where pleasure knows no limits.

When not writing, Raven enjoys discovering new ways to explore desire, indulging in decadent wine, and finding inspiration in the unspoken secrets of the night.

🔥 Follow Raven Merlot for more steamy tales:
📚 Amazon Author Page


📢 Twitter/X: @RavenMerlot

💋 You can also find exclusive content on Patreon!

You can join her email list at https://dl.bookfunnel.com/9b6futjhil  and get a free story! You’ll also hear about new books as they become available and how to get some books for free!
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