
        
            
                
            
        

    
Table of Contents

From the Author 

PROLOGUE

CHAPTER 1

CHAPTER 2

CHAPTER 3

CHAPTER 4

CHAPTER 5

CHAPTER 6

CHAPTER 7

CHAPTER 8

CHAPTER 9

CHAPTER 10

CHAPTER 11

CHAPTER 12

The Shared Wives Series

About Raven Merlot


Copyright © 2025 by Kumquat Publishing

All rights reserved. This book or any portion thereof may not be reproduced or used in any manner whatsoever without the express written permission of the publisher except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

Printed in the United States of America

Kumquat Publishing 

PO Box 350457

Westminster CO 80035-0457


From the Author

We all bury parts of ourselves.

Sharing Jane started with a question: Who were you before you became who you're supposed to be? The wild years we don't talk about at school board meetings. The person our spouse never met because we'd already packed her away by the time we said "I do."

Jane was someone else once. Someone freer, messier, more alive in certain ways. Then she grew up, got married, had kids, built a life worth protecting. The girl she used to be became a liability—something to hide rather than integrate.

This story asks what happens when that buried self gets discovered. Not by an enemy, but by the person who loves you most. What happens when your husband finds proof of who you were and responds not with judgment but with curiosity? With arousal?

The Midwest setting matters here. Small towns and suburbs where everyone knows your business, where reputation is currency, where reinvention requires burial rather than transformation. Jane didn't just outgrow her past—she had to pretend it never happened.

Steve's journey runs parallel to Jane's. He's not just watching his wife reclaim something she lost. He's discovering that the woman he married was always more than he knew. That's terrifying and exciting in equal measure. Watching him navigate that tension—the jealousy, the arousal, the pride, the fear—felt as important as Jane's own reckoning.

As always, we've compressed what would take years into months. Real integration doesn't happen over a few encounters. Real trust takes longer to build. But the core question felt true: What if the parts of yourself you're most ashamed of are exactly what your marriage has been missing?

Take what resonates. Leave what doesn't.

Thanks for reading.

Love Always,
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PROLOGUE

The hotel bar at the Paris was doing that thing Vegas bars do—pretending to be somewhere else. Fake gas lamps, wrought-iron railings, a mural of the Seine that wouldn’t fool anyone who’d actually been to France.

Steve nursed his bourbon and watched the room fill with name tags and handshakes, the particular energy of people who hadn’t seen each other since last year’s conference. Or the year before that. Or longer.

He recognized maybe half the faces. Medical device sales was a small world, and the MedTech Alliance Conference was where that world came to drink and compare territory numbers. Some people he’d worked with directly, back when he was still at Meridian. Others were just familiar from years of crossing paths at events like this.

“Steve! Steve Miller!” A hand clapped his shoulder, and he turned to find Kevin Marsh grinning at him like they were old fraternity brothers.

Kevin had put on weight since Steve had last seen him, and his hairline had retreated noticeably, but the enthusiasm was unchanged. Phoenix territory, if Steve remembered right. The kind of guy who collected people.

“Holy shit, how long has it been?”

“Three years? Four?” Steve shook his hand. “You’re still in Phoenix?”

“Till they pry it from my cold, dead hands. Best territory between the Mississippi and the Pacific, don’t let anyone tell you different.” Kevin was already scanning the room, waving at someone across the bar. “God, everyone’s here tonight. It’s like a reunion.”

It did feel like that.

Steve let Kevin pull him into a cluster of familiar faces, people swapping stories about accounts won and lost, companies that had merged or folded, colleagues who’d gotten out entirely. Derek from the Chicago office; Amanda, a once-rising star who’d left the industry a few years back; others he hadn’t seen since his Meridian days. The conversation had that warm, loose quality of people who shared history without having to explain it.

Kevin kept circulating, dragging people over, building the group like he was assembling a team for something. After twenty minutes, he clapped his hands together.

“Okay, okay. We need a photo. The old guard, all together. When’s the last time this many of us were in the same room?” He was already herding people toward better lighting near the window. “Come on. Squeeze in. Steve, get in there.”

Steve found himself wedged between Derek and a guy from the Denver office whose name he couldn’t remember. Kevin held up his phone, backing up to fit everyone in the frame.

“Wait, wait. Amanda, Damon, you two need to be next to each other.” Kevin gestured impatiently. “Come on, Mr. and Mrs. Supply Chain. The old duo.”

Amanda rolled her eyes but moved next to Damon, who put a hand on her back for the photo.

Steve had always found the whole “office spouse” thing annoying. It was one of those jokes that stopped being funny somewhere around the third time you heard it.

“Here, let me.” Amanda’s husband stepped forward, taking Kevin’s phone. Steve hadn’t caught his name during introductions. “I’ll get a better angle.”

He took three shots in quick succession, handing the phone back to Kevin.

“Beautiful.” Kevin checked the screen and nodded. “I’m making a group chat. Everyone’s getting these whether they want them or not.”

The group broke apart slowly, the way these things do. Handshakes and promises to grab lunch sometime, business cards exchanged with the comfortable knowledge that no one would actually follow up.

Steve finished his bourbon and ordered another. Somewhere across the bar, Kevin was already showing the photos to someone else, narrating who was who.

***

The flight home was half-empty, one of those late Sunday afternoon departures full of tired conventioneers and weekend gamblers who’d had enough. Steve had a window seat with no one next to him, which felt like a small gift. He watched Vegas shrink beneath the plane, all that neon ambition flattening into desert.

As they leveled off, he pulled out his phone and checked the WhatsApp group Kevin had created—“MedTech OGs 🏥.” The photos were posted, and messages had piled up underneath. He’d glanced at them over the past couple days but hadn’t added anything himself.

Lisa: Miss you guys already!

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

Someone he didn’t recognize: Remember when we felt like we could do anything?

Kevin: I still feel that way. Usually around my third bourbon.

Steve scrolled through the photos, watching his own face appear in the group shots. He looked tired but happy. Everyone did. There was something almost melancholy about it, all these people reaching back toward versions of themselves that didn’t exist anymore. The hungry twenty-somethings who thought the rules didn’t quite apply to them. The ones who still believed the next quarter would be the one that changed everything.

Remember when we felt like we could do anything?

He kept coming back to that line. It wasn’t bitter, the way it had been written. More like wonder. Like the person typing it was genuinely curious about who they used to be before mortgages, kids, and the slow accumulation of compromise. Everyone had a past self tucked away somewhere. A version of themselves they’d outgrown, or abandoned, or just quietly set aside.

He pocketed his phone as the flight attendant came through with the drink cart. Outside the window, the desert had given way to farmland, the long squares of the Midwest unrolling beneath him. In a few hours, he’d be home. Back to Jane, back to the kids, back to the life he’d built. The conference already fading into anecdote.

***

Jane was waiting at O’Hare arrivals, idling in the Volvo. She looked good, as usual. Linen blouse, hair pulled back, the kind of effortless put-together that came naturally to her.

He tossed his bag in the back and slid into the passenger seat, leaning over to kiss her.

“How was it?” she asked, pulling away from the curb.

“Good. Saw some old faces.” He settled into the seat, watching the familiar tangle of airport traffic give way to the tollway heading north. “Kevin Marsh started a group chat. Everyone getting nostalgic.”

“That sounds like Kevin.”

She asked about the sessions, the hotel, whether he’d eaten anything decent. He gave her the highlight reel while Lake Forest scrolled past outside the window. Normal life, rushing back in to fill the space.

But that night, lying in bed while Jane read beside him, he found himself thinking about the group chat again. All those faces. All those people who used to be someone else.




CHAPTER 1

Two weeks later, on a Saturday morning with the house to himself, Steve noticed the gap on his bookshelf. Third shelf, in the middle of his Patrick O’Brian collection,—between The Mauritius Command and The Fortune of War. He’d been looking for something to read, and there it was. Desolation Island, missing. He knew he owned it. He could picture the spine.

It was going to bother him.

Jane had taken the kids to soccer practice. The house was quiet. He had at least two hours, and now he couldn’t stop thinking about the missing book. There were boxes in the attic, stuff they’d never fully unpacked when they had moved in. Books, mostly. It had to be up there.

The attic access was a pull-down ladder in the upstairs hallway, the kind that folded into the ceiling and always felt slightly precarious. Steve climbed up into the warm, dusty air and clicked on the single bare bulb. Boxes everywhere, labeled in Jane’s neat handwriting or his own illegible scrawl. Christmas decorations. Baby clothes. Books – his. Books – Jane’s. Books – donate?

He started with the box marked “Books – his,” but it was mostly old textbooks from college—nothing useful. No O’Brian. The “donate” box was paperbacks he didn’t recognize, probably Jane’s. He shifted a box of Christmas lights and found another one behind it, unlabeled, flaps folded closed but not taped.

Inside, books were stacked haphazardly. Some his, some Jane’s, mixed together like they’d been shelved in a hurry during the move and never sorted. He flipped through them without much hope. Old Tom Clancy novels, a water-damaged copy of Zen and the Art of Motorcycle Maintenance, a few art history textbooks that had to be Jane’s from college.

He picked up one of them, a heavy survey of Renaissance paintings, and a photograph slipped out from between the pages. It landed face-up on the attic floor.

The girl in the photo was maybe twenty-two, twenty-three. She stood near the front of a crowd, arms raised, mouth open in a scream or a cheer. Her hair was dark—dyed, he realized. Nothing like the blonde she’d always been since he’d known her. Black or close to it, wild and not styled. Her eyes were lined with black, smudged and sweaty. She wore a faded T-shirt with a logo he didn’t recognize—Iron Wake, the letters jagged like broken glass—cropped or tied up to show a strip of belly above low-rise jeans. A spiked collar around her throat. A cigarette between two fingers of her raised hand.

Steve stared at the photo for a long time.

It was Jane. He knew it was Jane—the line of her jaw, the shape of her mouth. But it was a Jane he’d never seen, never imagined. There was something feral in her expression, something completely unguarded. The woman in this photo didn’t serve on school boards. She didn’t drive a Volvo, or coordinate carpool schedules, or host book clubs in her tastefully decorated living room.

He turned the photo over. Nothing written on the back. Just the glossy white of old photo paper, the kind you got from a one-hour developer at a drugstore.

He slid the photo into his back pocket. He didn’t think about it, just did it. Then he sat there for a moment, surrounded by boxes, the bare bulb swinging slightly overhead.

He should put it back. It wasn’t his—. It was something she’d kept, tucked away in a book from her old life. But he didn’t reach for the art history textbook. He didn’t return the photo to its hiding place.

Instead, he climbed back down the ladder, folded it up into the ceiling, and went downstairs. The coffee in his mug had gone cold. He poured it out and made a fresh cup, moving through the motions without thinking. The photo was a small weight against his hip.

Desolation Island was still missing. He’d completely forgotten about it.

***

Jane came home around noon, the kids tumbling through the door in their grass-stained uniforms. Lily had scored a goal. Brody was upset about something a teammate had said. The usual post-soccer chaos filled the house—cleats kicked off in the mudroom, requests for snacks, negotiations about screen time.

“How was your morning?” Jane asked, dropping her keys on the counter. She looked exactly like herself—linen blouse, hair pulled back, the calm competence she brought to everything.

“Good. Quiet.” He kept his voice even. “Poked around in the attic a little.”

“Find anything interesting?”

The photo pressed against his hip. “Just old boxes. We should probably go through them at some point. Donate some stuff.”

“Mmm.” She was already moving on, pulling sandwich fixings from the fridge. “Can you get Brody to wash his hands? He was digging in the dirt the whole second half.”

The afternoon unfolded the way Saturday afternoons do. Lunch, then Lily disappeared into her room while Brody lobbied for video game time. Jane put in a load of laundry. Steve said he was going to his office to catch up on emails.

He closed the door and took out the photo.

She couldn’t have been more than twenty-three. The same age as some of his junior reps now. He tried to imagine any of them in a spiked collar, screaming at the front of a metal show, and couldn’t. But Jane had been that girl. Jane had owned that shirt, lined her eyes like that, raised a cigarette in the air while a band called Iron Wake played somewhere.

He opened his laptop and typed “Iron Wake band” into Google.

“Dad?”

He closed the laptop. Brody stood in the doorway, holding a video game controller.

“What’s up, buddy?”

“The TV’s doing that thing again. Where it says no signal.”

Steve slid the photo under a stack of papers and stood up. “Let me take a look.”

By the time he got the TV sorted and Brody settled, Jane was home from Whole Foods. He helped her unload groceries, and then it was time to start thinking about dinner, and the laptop sat closed in his office, the search unfinished.

Dinner was rotisserie chicken and salad, the low-effort Saturday night default. The kids talked over each other while Jane refereed and Steve moved food around his plate. He watched her across the table—the way she cut Brody’s chicken into smaller pieces without being asked, the patient tone she used when Lily complained about a friend’s birthday party conflict. School board Jane. Carpool Jane. The Jane he’d been married to for sixteen years.

He kept thinking about the spiked collar. The cigarette. The way her mouth was open, mid-scream, like she didn’t care who heard her.

After dinner, the usual negotiations—showers, teeth-brushing, one more episode, please just ten more minutes. By nine, the kids were in their rooms and the house had settled into that particular quiet of a Saturday night with nothing planned.

Jane poured herself a glass of wine and picked up her book. Steve loaded the dishwasher and wiped down the counters, his mind somewhere else entirely.

He found her in bed around ten, propped against the pillows with her reading glasses on, some novel from her book club open in her lap. She’d changed into a tank top and cotton shorts, her face washed clean of the minimal makeup she wore. Comfortable. Familiar.

Steve stood in the doorway for a moment, just looking at her.

“What?” She glanced up, half-smiling.

“Nothing.” He crossed to the bed and sat on the edge, facing her. Then he reached out and slid his hand along her bare thigh.

Jane raised an eyebrow. “Oh?”

He didn’t answer. Just leaned in and kissed her—not the perfunctory goodnight kiss, but something slower. More deliberate.

She made a small, surprised sound against his mouth, and he felt her book slip from her fingers as she reached for him.

She chuckled against his lips. “It’s not even on the schedule.”

They’d taken the advice of a book Jane had read a few years back and actually started scheduling sex. Wednesday and Sunday nights, unless something came up. It had felt clinical at first, almost embarrassing to admit they needed a system. But it worked. As the book put it: If it’s important, make time for it and stick to it. And they had. Sixteen years of marriage, two kids, busy careers—you couldn’t just wait for the mood to strike.

But tonight was Saturday. Tonight was Steve pulling her reading glasses off and setting them on the nightstand, his hands finding the hem of her tank top.

“Consider it a bonus,” he said.

“I’m not complaining.” She lifted her arms and let him pull the shirt over her head. “Just surprised.”

He moved down her body with more purpose than usual. Their scheduled nights had a rhythm to them—comfortable, efficient, satisfying in the way that long-married sex could be. But tonight, he lingered. He cupped her breasts, full and heavy in his hands. Ran his thumbs across her nipples until she squirmed. Kissed down her belly. Hooked his fingers into her shorts and pulled them off. She lifted her hips to help, and he heard her breath catch when he settled between her thighs.

“Oh—” She arched when his mouth found her. “Steve …”

He didn’t rush. He used his tongue slowly, deliberately, the way he knew she liked but rarely got on a Wednesday night when they both had early mornings. His thumb traced the small heart-shaped birthmark on her inner thigh, a detail he’d stopped noticing years ago. Her thighs tensed against his shoulders. Her hand found the back of his head, pressing him closer, and she stopped being polite about it.

When she came, it was with her hips grinding against his face and a moan she had to muffle with her own hand so the kids wouldn’t hear.

He gave her a moment. Then he moved up her body and pushed inside her while she was still pulsing, still wet, still catching her breath. Her breasts pressed against his chest as he lowered himself over her.

“God,” she gasped. “What’s gotten into you?”

He didn’t answer. Just fucked her harder than he had in months.

She wrapped her legs around him, pulling him deeper, matching his rhythm. This wasn’t their usual choreography—the familiar positions, the efficient angles that got them both where they needed to go. This was messier. More urgent. Her nails raked down his back and he didn’t slow down.

He kept his eyes open, watching her face. The way her head tipped back against the pillow. The flush spreading down her neck to her chest. He thought about the girl in the photo—mouth open, screaming, completely uninhibited. And here was that same woman underneath him, forty-four years old, making sounds she usually kept quiet.

“Don’t stop,” she breathed. “Right there, don’t—”

He didn’t stop. He felt her clench around him, felt her whole body tense, and that was enough to pull him over the edge with her. He came hard, harder than he had in a long time, burying his face in her neck to muffle his own groan.

They lay there for a minute, breathing. His weight on top of her, her fingers tracing lazy lines down his spine.

“Mmm.” She stretched underneath him, a satisfied sound. “We should have more Saturdays like this.”

He rolled off her, and she curled against his side, her head on his shoulder. He kissed the top of her head.

Outside, a car passed on the quiet street, headlights sweeping briefly across the ceiling.

“Love you,” she murmured, already half-asleep.

“Love you, too.”

He lay there for a while, pleasantly tired, thinking about nothing in particular. The photo drifted through his mind—that wild girl, the dyed black hair, the spiked collar—but it felt more like a gift than a mystery. A secret layer to the woman he’d married. Everyone had a past.

He fell asleep smiling.




CHAPTER 2

A week passed. Maybe a little more. Life filled in the spaces the way it always did—work calls, soccer practice, a leak under the kitchen sink that turned into a whole thing with the plumber. Steve didn’t think about the photo. He’d tucked it into his desk drawer that Sunday morning, underneath some old checkbooks and a tangle of charging cables, and then the week had happened.

Wednesday afternoon, he was looking for stamps. Jane’s mother’s birthday was coming up, and Jane had asked him to mail the card because she had a school board meeting and wouldn’t pass a mailbox. The stamps were in his desk somewhere.

He found them in the back of the top drawer, wedged behind a stapler. When he pulled them out, the photo came with them.

Oh. Right.

He sat down and looked at it again. A week’s distance hadn’t changed anything. There she was—twenty-three, dark hair, spiked collar, cigarette raised, mouth open in mid-scream. That same feral energy he couldn’t reconcile with the woman who’d just reminded him to use the forever stamps because the regular ones weren’t enough postage anymore.

He smiled a little. His wife the metalhead. His wife the wild child. It was still more charming than disturbing, a hidden chapter from before they’d met. Everyone had a past.

Iron Wake. He’d never finished that Google search.

He opened his laptop.

The search results were sparse. A Wikipedia stub described Iron Wake as “an American heavy metal band from Green Bay, Wisconsin, active from 2001 to 2007.” There was a grainy photo of five guys in black T-shirts standing in front of a van, squinting into the sun. No one he recognized. The article mentioned regional touring, a self-released EP, and a breakup attributed to “creative differences and lack of commercial success.”

A dead link to a Myspace page. A Facebook group with 200 members that hadn’t posted anything since 2019. A YouTube channel with a few hundred subscribers.

Steve clicked through to the YouTube. The videos were what he expected—shaky phone footage from dive bars, bad audio, small crowds. He watched thirty seconds of one and closed it. The music wasn’t his thing. Heavy, aggressive, lots of screaming.

Then he found their Spotify page. Eight songs, uploaded six years ago. He scrolled through the titles. “Blood and Iron.” “Rust Belt Funeral.” “Cold Lake.” “Raising Jane.”

His finger stopped on the trackpad.

Raising Jane.

His wife’s name was Jane.

It was probably a coincidence. Jane wasn’t an unusual name. But his hand was already moving, clicking the play button. Heavy guitars filled his office, a driving drumbeat, then vocals that were half-sung, half-growled. He couldn’t make out most of the words through the distortion.

He paused the track and opened a new tab. Typed “Iron Wake Raising Jane lyrics.”

The first result was a lyrics website, the kind with too many ads and a cluttered interface. He clicked through and waited for the page to load.

The lyrics loaded, white text on a dark background.

RAISING JANE

Met her in Milwaukee, summer oh-four.

Blonde thing in the front row, begging for more.

Said she’d follow us anywhere, didn’t care where.

Just wanted to feel something, get out of there.

Janie, Janie, on her knees.

Pretty mouth doing whatever we please.

Steve stopped reading. He looked at the photo on his desk then back at the screen.

Ridiculous. There were a thousand Janes in the Midwest. Ten thousand. It was one of the most common names for women her age. This was a regional metal band writing crude lyrics about some groupie. It had nothing to do with his wife.

He scrolled down.

Heart on her thigh, fire in her eyes.

Took all five and never said goodbye.

“Oh, shit.”

He said it out loud, to his empty office. The words just came out.

Heart on her thigh.

Took all five.

He clicked back to the Wikipedia tab. Scrolled down to the “Members” section. Mitch Delaney, vocals. Tyler Borowski, lead guitar. Chris Holmgren, rhythm guitar. Pete Kessler, bass. Dave Tomczak, drums.

Five. There were five of them.

He clicked back to the lyrics.

From Green Bay down to Kalamazoo.

Janie in the van, nothing she wouldn’t do.

Backstage, front seat, motel parking lot.

Gave us everything she got

Janie, Janie, on her knees.

Pretty mouth doing whatever we please.

Heart on her thigh, fire in her eyes.

Took all five and never said goodbye.

Summer ended, she went back to her life.

Probably someone’s mother now, somebody’s wife.

But we remember, yeah we remember right.

Our Janie knew how to raise the night.

He sat back in his chair. The screen glowed in front of him. Somewhere down the hall, the refrigerator hummed. Outside, a dog barked.

Took all five.

His wife. Jane. The woman who’d asked him to mail her mother’s birthday card with forever stamps. The woman who sat on the school board, drove a Volvo, and organized the neighborhood block party every August.

She’d spent a summer fucking a metal band. All five of them.

He picked up the photo again. The spiked collar. The cigarette. The mouth open in mid-scream. He tried to make it fit with the woman he’d been married to for sixteen years.

It didn’t fit. It also couldn’t be anyone else.

He didn’t know what to do with his hands. He set the photo down, picked it up again, set it down. He closed the lyrics tab, then opened it again. The words were still there.

Pretty mouth doing whatever we please.

Took all five and never said goodbye.

A week ago, he’d found an old photo and thought it was kind of sexy. His wife had a wild phase. Who didn’t? It had been a fun little discovery, nothing more.

This was something else entirely.

The front door opened. Kids’ voices, Jane’s keys hitting the counter, the familiar sounds of his family coming home.

“Steve? Can you help with groceries?”

He closed the laptop. Slid the photo back into the drawer, under the checkbooks and cables.

“Coming,” he called.

His voice sounded normal. He had no idea how.




CHAPTER 3

Dinner was spaghetti and meatballs, Brody’s favorite. Steve sat at his usual spot and watched Jane move around the kitchen, draining pasta, spooning sauce, grating parmesan. She’d changed out of her work clothes into jeans and a soft gray sweater, her hair loose around her shoulders. Normal Wednesday. Normal wife.

“Lily, put your phone away. Brody, napkin in your lap, not on the floor.”

She said it without looking, some sixth sense mothers developed. Steve had never figured out how she did that. The kids complied with minimal grumbling, and Jane set the serving bowl in the center of the table before sliding into her chair.

“So,” she said, twirling spaghetti onto her fork, “how was everyone’s day?”

Lily launched into a complicated story about her friend Madison and some drama involving a group chat. Steve followed about half of it. Jane asked clarifying questions, nodded at the right moments, made sympathetic noises when required. Brody interrupted twice to complain about a kid in his class who kept copying his answers, and Jane managed to validate his frustration while also suggesting maybe he should cover his paper better.

Steve ate his spaghetti and watched his wife be a mother.

Janie, Janie, on her knees.

He took a sip of water. The lyrics kept sliding through his mind uninvited, like a song stuck on repeat.

Jane was asking Lily about a science project due Friday. Something about ecosystems. She remembered the details better than Steve did—when things were due, which teacher wanted what format, whose parents were hosting the next sleepover.

Pretty mouth doing whatever we please.

“Steve? You okay?”

He looked up. Jane was watching him, a small crease between her eyebrows.

“Fine. Just tired.” He managed a smile. “Long day.”

***

After dinner, the kids scattered to get their homework. Jane started loading the dishwasher while Steve wiped down the table, their usual division of labor. From the living room, Brody called out that he needed help with fractions.

“I’ve got it,” Jane said, drying her hands. She touched Steve’s shoulder as she passed, a casual gesture she probably didn’t even notice. He watched her settle onto the couch next to Brody, pulling his math worksheet onto her lap.

“Okay, so when you’re multiplying fractions, you don’t need a common denominator. That’s only for adding and subtracting. See?”

Her voice was patient, warm. She drew little diagrams in the margin of his worksheet, breaking it down until Brody’s face shifted from frustration to understanding. This was what she did—made hard things manageable, brought order to chaos. PTA meetings, school board agendas, and a nine-year-old’s math homework, all handled with the same calm competence.

Took all five and never said goodbye.

Bedtime was the usual controlled chaos—showers, teeth brushing, arguments about staying up later, negotiations about how many pages of reading counted as “enough.” Lily needed help French-braiding her hair for tomorrow, and Jane sat on the edge of her bed, working through the strands, while Lily scrolled through something on her iPad.

“Dad, can I have my baseball glove in my room tonight?” Brody appeared in the hallway, already in his pajamas. “I want to break it in more.”

“Sure, buddy.”

Steve wasn’t sure why that required permission, but Brody seemed satisfied. He disappeared into his room.

A few minutes later, Jane emerged from Lily’s room and they made the rounds together—goodnights, lights out, doors pulled mostly closed. The house settled into that particular quiet that came after the kids went to bed, all the noise and motion suddenly absent.

Jane stretched her arms over her head. “I’m going to get ready.”

She headed toward their bedroom. Steve stood in the hallway for a moment, listening to Brody shifting around in his bed, the faint sound of Lily’s white noise machine through her door. His family. His life. The life he understood.

When he walked into the bedroom, Jane was lighting the candle on her nightstand. It was a small thing, vanilla and sandalwood, something she’d bought years ago and kept replacing. Their Wednesday night ritual. She’d already changed into the silk camisole she wore on these nights, her face washed, her hair brushed. Ready.

She smiled at him over her shoulder. “Hey.”

“Hey.”

He stood in the doorway, not moving. The candle flickered, casting soft shadows across the bed.

Jane crossed the room to him, slid her arms around his neck, and kissed him. Her lips were warm, familiar. She tasted like the mint toothpaste she always used.

He kissed her back. But his body wasn’t in it, and she knew immediately. She pulled back, searching his face.

“What’s wrong?”

“Nothing. Just tired.”

“Steve.” She wasn’t letting it go. “I can tell something’s wrong. You’ve been weird all evening.”

He stood there, her hands still on his shoulders, and felt the question building in his chest. He could let it go. He could say he was stressed about work, kiss her again, go through the motions of their Wednesday night. She’d believe him, or pretend to. They’d have sex and fall asleep and tomorrow would be normal.

But the lyrics were right there, running through his head like a fever he couldn’t break.

“Jane.” His voice came out quieter than he intended. “What’s Iron Wake?”

She went still. Not just quiet—still, like something had frozen her from the inside out. Her hands dropped from his shoulders.

“Oh god.”

The color drained from her face. She took a step back, then another, until her legs hit the edge of the bed and she sat down hard. The candlelight caught the panic in her eyes.

“Oh god. Did you find the—” She couldn’t finish. Her hand came up to cover her mouth. “How did you—”

“I found the song, Jane.”

She closed her eyes. For a long moment, neither of them spoke. The candle flickered on the nightstand, filling the room with the scent of vanilla and sandalwood. Their Wednesday night candle. Their ritual.

When she opened her eyes again, they were wet.

“Steve, I—”

“Is it true?”

She didn’t answer. She didn’t have to.




CHAPTER 4

The silence stretched between them. Jane sat on the edge of the bed, arms wrapped around herself, staring at the floor. Steve lowered himself onto the bed beside her, leaving a few inches of space. The candle still flickered on the nightstand.

“I need you to talk to me,” he said.

She let out a breath that was almost a laugh. “I don’t even know where to start.”

“The beginning, maybe.”

“God, Steve. Of all the ways for you to find out.” She shook her head slowly, still not looking at him. “It was twenty years ago.” Her voice had an edge now, defensive. “I was twenty-three. I was a completely different person.”

“I know—”

“I didn’t think I needed to give you a list of everyone I’d been with before we met.” She stood up, pacing toward the window, her back to him. “We’ve been married sixteen years, Steve. Sixteen years. And you’re going to make me feel bad about something I did when I was barely out of college?”

He didn’t say anything. Just sat there, watching her shoulders rise and fall. She was waiting for him to attack, he realized. Waiting for the anger, the accusations, the disgust. She’d been waiting for twenty years.

“Have I said something to make you feel bad yet?”

She turned around. Her mouth opened then closed.

“I asked you a question,” he said quietly. “That’s all I’ve done.”

“You’re not mad?”

“No.” He paused. “Yeah. Maybe.” He rubbed his face with both hands. “I don’t even know at what. I mean, I’m mad that I heard all this in song lyrics. But I haven’t figured out how I feel after that.”

Jane stayed by the window, arms still crossed, but something in her posture shifted. The defensiveness draining out of her.

“I never thought you’d find out,” she said quietly. “Not like that. Not at all.”

“You didn’t want me to find out like that, but you didn’t want it bad enough to tell me yourself.”

She flinched. He hadn’t meant it to sting, but it did.

She moved back to the bed, sat down beside him again, closer this time. When she spoke, her voice was smaller.

“I didn’t know how.”

“So, how did this all start?”

Jane was quiet for a moment, gathering herself. Then she laughed, a short, bitter sound.

“God. Okay.” She stared at the candle flame. “College was over. I’d spent all of 2003 protesting the Iraq war, and that clearly didn’t change anything. I felt shitty about myself, didn’t know what I wanted to do with my life. Everything felt pointless.”

Steve waited.

“A friend invited me to her boyfriend’s gig. Some bar in Milwaukee.” She shook her head. “The music wasn’t … I mean, you heard it. It isn’t ‘great.’ But there was so much passion and anger in it. I loved it. I needed that. “It became a way to feel something else. Along with the alcohol, and the sex, and everything else.” She pulled her knees up to her chest, making herself smaller. “I just needed to feel different. Like I wasn’t me. So I did something I’d never do.”

“Sounds like more than one thing.”

She let out a breath. “Yeah. I did a lot of things I never thought I’d do.”

Steve sat with that. The candle flickered between them.

“And the band?”

“I followed them around that summer. Wisconsin, Michigan. Shitty bars, shittier motels.” She was looking at her hands now. “They let me ride in the van. I sold merch sometimes. And yeah, I slept with them. All of them.”

He looked at her and deadpanned, “It is really shitty music.”

She laughed, a real laugh this time, surprised out of her. “Yeah, I know.” She wiped at her eyes with the back of her hand. “I think loving something that other people wouldn’t understand made it even more … I don’t know. It just made it ‘more.’ And at that time, I just wanted ‘more’ than I’d had.”

“And then?”

“And then summer ended.” She shrugged. “I came home. Cut my hair, dyed it back, got a real job. Became the person you met.”

“Just like that?”

“Just like that.” She finally looked at him. “I buried it, Steve. I buried it so deep I almost forgot it was real. And then I met you, and we built this life, and it felt like it happened to someone else. Some other Jane.”

Steve nodded slowly. He understood, in a way. Everyone had a past self they’d outgrown. He’d been thinking about that since Vegas, all those people at the convention reaching back toward who they used to be.

But this was different.

“I don’t care that you did it,” he said finally. “I need you to understand that. You were twenty-three. We weren’t together. You don’t owe me an accounting of your life before me.”

Jane’s eyes were wet again. “Then what—”

“I care that I found out from a song.” He kept his voice steady, but the words came out harder than he intended. “I care that some band wrote lyrics about my wife’s mouth, and her birthmark, and put it on Spotify where anyone can hear it. And I had to piece it together like a fucking detective instead of hearing it from you.

“I care that other people—band members, the other”—he stumbled over the word—“groupies, they knew about this side of you and I didn’t.”

Jane winced.

“Sixteen years, Jane. We’ve been together sixteen years, and there’s this whole chapter of your life that you just … kept in a box in the attic.”

“I was ashamed,” she said quietly.

“Of what? Of having sex? Of being young and reckless?” He shook his head. “I don’t give a shit about that. What I can’t figure out is why you thought you couldn’t tell me.”

She didn’t have an answer. Or if she did, she couldn’t say it. The silence sat between them, heavy and unresolved.

She was quiet for a moment then looked at him. “If I’d told you before … would you have still wanted to marry me?”

The question came out small, almost pathetic. It hurt him to hear it. But he understood why she needed to ask.

He moved closer to her on the bed, their shoulders touching. “Yeah. I think so.” He let out a breath. “Like I said, I’m more bothered by not knowing than that it happened.”

She smiled, just a little. The tension in her face eased, not all the way, but enough. “Thanks.”

They sat there for a moment, side by side in the candlelight.

“I’m sorry,” she said quietly. “I should have told you.”

“Yeah. You should have.”

It wasn’t forgiveness, not exactly. But it wasn’t condemnation either. Just the truth, sitting between them.

The candle burned down while they sat there. Eventually, Steve stood up. “I’m going to shower.”

Jane nodded, not looking at him.

When he came back, the candle had been blown out and she was curled on her side of the bed, facing away from him. The silk camisole was gone, replaced by an old T-shirt. Their Wednesday night undone.

He climbed in behind her. For a moment, he just lay there, staring at the ceiling. Then he rolled onto his side and wrapped an arm around her waist, pulling her back against him. She didn’t resist, but she didn’t melt into him either. They lay there in the dark, both awake, both quiet.

He could feel her breathing. The familiar shape of her body against his. Twenty years ago, this body had done things he was still trying to process. With five different men. In vans, and motel rooms, and backstage at dive bars.

He was hard. He couldn’t help it. She had to feel it, pressed against the small of her back. Neither of them acknowledged it.

They stayed like that for a long time, not speaking, not sleeping. Just lying in the dark with everything unsaid.




CHAPTER 5

Jane woke to the sound of Steve in the shower. For a moment, she lay still, staring at the ceiling, the events of last night reassembling themselves in her mind. The candle. The question. His face when she’d confirmed it.

She’d slept, eventually. Not well, but she’d slept. And at some point in the night, Steve’s arm had tightened around her waist, pulling her closer. That had to mean something.

The shower shut off. She heard him moving around in the bathroom, the familiar sounds of his morning routine. She should get up. The kids needed breakfast, lunches needed packing. Thursday. She had an eleven a.m. lecture. Life didn’t stop because you had to admit to your husband that you spent a summer fucking five guys in a van.

She got up before he came out of the bathroom, not ready to face him in the quiet of their bedroom. By the time he emerged, she was downstairs in her robe, making coffee, listening to Brody complain that Lily had used all the hot water. Normal morning chaos. She moved through it on autopilot—pouring cereal, signing a permission slip she’d forgotten about, reminding Lily twice to brush her teeth.

Steve came down in his work clothes, checking his phone. Their eyes met across the kitchen. She couldn’t read his expression—not angry, not cold, but not quite normal either. Something unresolved sitting between them.

“I’ve got an early meeting,” he said.

“Okay.”

He crossed to her, kissed her on the forehead. Not the lips, but not nothing either. His hand rested on her hip for a moment.

“We’re okay,” he said quietly so the kids wouldn’t hear.

She nodded.

He grabbed his travel mug and was gone.

***

The lecture hall at Lake Forest Community College held maybe forty students, though only about thirty showed up on any given Thursday. Jane stood at the front, clicking through slides on her laptop, talking about Titian’s “Bacchanal of the Andrians.”

“What we’re seeing here is a celebration of excess,” she said, advancing to a detail of the painting—bodies sprawled across the landscape, wine flowing, inhibitions abandoned. “The Dionysian tradition represented a release from social constraints. A temporary permission to be something other than your everyday self.”

A girl in the front row was taking notes. Most of the others were half-listening, scrolling on their phones under their desks.

“Notice the positioning of the figures. There’s no shame here, no judgment. The bacchanal exists outside normal morality. It’s a space where the rules don’t apply.”

She heard herself saying the words and almost laughed.

A student raised his hand. “So, was this, like, actually how people behaved? Or is it just artistic fantasy?”

“Good question.” Jane clicked to the next slide. “The historical bacchanalia were real Roman festivals, though probably not quite as … picturesque as Titian depicts. But that’s not really the point. The painting isn’t documentary. It’s about the fantasy of release. The idea that there’s a version of yourself that exists without consequences.”

Without consequences. Right.

She kept lecturing, moving through the material she’d taught a dozen times before. The symbolism of the wine, the classical references, the composition. Her mouth formed the words while her mind drifted elsewhere. Steve’s arm around her waist in the dark. The way he’d stayed hard against her back, neither of them acknowledging it. The way he hadn’t pulled away.

She’d expected disgust. Or anger, at least. Cold silence, maybe divorce papers. Instead, he’d spooned her and told her they were okay.

“Mrs. Miller?”

She blinked. The girl in the front row was looking at her expectantly.

“Sorry—could you repeat the question?”

After class, she retreated to her office—a small room she shared with two other adjuncts, though neither of them was there on Thursdays. She closed the door and sat at her desk, staring at the stack of papers she should be grading.

Her phone sat next to her coffee. No messages from Steve. She wasn’t sure if that was good or bad.

A knock on the door made her jump. Linda from the English department poked her head in.

“Hey, you coming to the faculty meeting at three? Apparently, they’re talking about the new assessment rubrics again.”

“Wouldn’t miss it,” Jane said with enough sarcasm that Linda laughed.

“You okay? You seem distracted.”

“Just tired. Didn’t sleep well.”

Linda made a sympathetic face then disappeared.

Jane picked up her phone, checked it again. Still nothing.

She opened her laptop, ostensibly to check email. Instead, she found herself on Facebook, scrolling through nothing in particular. The usual parade of vacation photos, political arguments, and people she hadn’t talked to in twenty years.

Then she remembered.

She clicked over to her friend requests. There it was, sitting where it had been for almost two years now. Dave Tomczak. The drummer. She’d seen the notification pop up one afternoon and had felt her stomach drop, then promptly ignored it and never looked again.

Now she clicked on his profile.

She couldn’t see much, just his profile picture and cover photo. He looked older, obviously. Heavier. The profile picture showed him at what looked like a backyard barbecue, holding a beer and smiling. His cover photo was a fishing boat. Not a rock star. Just a middle-aged guy from Wisconsin.

She stared at the friend request for a long moment. Accept. Delete. The buttons sat there waiting.

She closed the tab and went back to her email.

Her phone buzzed. She grabbed it too quickly, almost knocking over her coffee.

Steve: Work emergency. Going to be late tonight. Sorry.

Her stomach tightened. The timing felt deliberate, even though she knew it probably wasn’t. He needed space. He was avoiding her. Last night had been too much, and now he was—

Another text arrived before she could spiral further.

Steve: I know the timing sucks. This is a real work thing, not me avoiding you. We’re good. I promise.

She let out a breath she didn’t know she’d been holding. Some men would have let her sit with the anxiety. Would have enjoyed watching her squirm, made her earn her way back into his good graces. Steve wasn’t that kind of man. He never had been.

She typed back: Thanks for telling me. See you tonight.

Then, after a moment: Love you.

The three dots appeared. Then: Love you too.

***

The house was quiet when she got home. Lily had drama club, Brody was at a friend’s house until six. Jane dropped her bag by the door and stood in the kitchen, not sure what to do with herself.

She made a cup of tea, more for something to hold than because she wanted it. Took it to the living room and sat on the couch, staring at nothing.

The memories came whether she wanted them or not. That summer. The van that smelled like sweat and stale beer. The motel rooms with scratchy sheets and air conditioners that barely worked. The way Mitch used to look at her when she walked in after a show, like she was the only thing he wanted in the world. The first time she’d been with two of them at once, how terrified she’d been, and then how it had felt like flying.

She hadn’t thought about it in years. Hadn’t let herself. But now, sitting in her quiet Lake Forest living room, it came flooding back. The recklessness of it. The freedom. She’d done things that summer she’d never done before or since—things she’d barely been able to name at the time. And she’d loved it. Every terrifying, exhilarating minute.

The guilt crept in behind the memories. But it wasn’t guilt about what she’d done. She’d made peace with that a long time ago. She’d been young, and lost, and searching for something, and she’d found it in the worst possible places, and then she’d moved on.

No, the guilt was about Steve.

She’d hidden herself from him. Not just that summer, but that whole version of who she was. The woman who could be fearless. Who could say yes to things that scared her. Who could want things she wasn’t supposed to want.

And now her husband knew.

She sat with that. The relief was there, underneath everything else. Twenty years of carrying a secret, and now it was out. He knew the worst thing about her—or what she’d always thought of as the worst thing—and he hadn’t left. He’d spooned her in the dark and told her they were okay.

But there was something else, too. Something she didn’t quite want to look at directly. If she squinted at it the right way, tilted her head just so …

She was a little turned on that he knew.

Her husband knew she’d spent a summer fucking a metal band. He knew that other men had known her mouth, her birthmark, the things she could do. He’d read those lyrics—took all five—and then climbed into bed behind her and gotten hard.

And then the other thought arrived, the one that made her set down her tea.

What if she’d told him years ago?

Not confessed, not apologized—just told him. “Hey, before we get serious, you should know I had a wild phase. A really wild phase.” What would he have done with that information? Would he have run? Or would he have leaned in?

Sex with Steve had always been good. Before kids, when they couldn’t keep their hands off each other. After kids, when they’d had to put it on the calendar just to make sure it happened. Good, loving, satisfying sex with a man she trusted completely.

But what else could it have been?

She’d never given him the option. By hiding that part of herself, she’d made the decision for both of them.

She laughed out loud, alone in her living room. A rueful little sound.

“God,” she said to no one. “If he’d known the stuff I was okay with back then …”

The irony of it. She’d spent sixteen years protecting Steve from a version of herself he might have actually wanted to meet. The adventurous one. The fearless one. The one who said yes.

But there was no point spiraling about it now. She couldn’t go back. She could only go forward, into whatever came next.

Her phone buzzed. A reminder—pick up Brody at six. She stood up, rinsed her tea mug in the sink, and grabbed her keys. Life kept moving whether you were ready or not.

She’d tell Steve about the Facebook friend request tonight. Maybe. Or maybe she’d wait, see where things landed first. They had time. They had sixteen years of marriage, two kids, and a life built together. One conversation wasn’t going to undo all of that.




CHAPTER 6

By nine-thirty, both kids were in their rooms for the night. Brody was probably asleep already; Lily was probably on her phone, but at least her door was closed. Jane loaded the dishwasher, wiped down the counters, moved through the motions of closing up the house for the night. Every few minutes, she found herself glancing out the front window, watching for headlights.

She’d picked up Brody, made dinner, supervised homework, refereed the usual arguments about screen time. Normal evening. But underneath it all, her mind kept circling back to the same places. Steve’s erection against her back. The lyrics on that website. The look on his face this morning when he’d kissed her forehead and said they were okay.

By ten, she was sitting on the couch with a book she wasn’t reading, listening to the quiet house. When headlights finally swept across the living room wall, her heart jumped.

She heard the garage door then the mudroom door opening and closing. Steve’s keys on the counter. His footsteps through the kitchen.

He appeared in the living room doorway, still in his work clothes, tie loosened. He looked tired—genuinely tired, not avoiding-her tired. But there was something else in his expression, something she couldn’t quite read.

“Hey,” he said.

“Hey.” She set her book aside. “Long day?”

“The Hendricks account. Complete disaster.” He rubbed his face. “I don’t want to talk about it.”

“There’s leftover pasta if you’re hungry.”

“I’m good.” He didn’t move from the doorway. Just stood there, looking at her. The way he was looking at her, it wasn’t like this morning. It wasn’t uncertain or unresolved. It was something else entirely.

“Are you okay?” she asked.

“Yeah.” He said it simply, like it was true.

“Steve …”

“I listened to it again.” He was still standing in the doorway, hands in his pockets. “The song. At the office, after everyone left. I sat there and listened to it three times.”

Jane felt her stomach tighten. Not with dread—with something else. “And?”

He crossed the room to her. She stood up without deciding to, meeting him in the middle of the living room. He was close now, close enough that she could smell his cologne fading after a long day. His eyes moved over her face like he was seeing her for the first time.

“I can’t stop thinking about it,” he said quietly. “About you.” He kissed her. Not gentle, not tentative—hungry. His hands came up to cup her face, then slid into her hair, pulling her closer. She made a small sound against his mouth and felt him respond, pressing her back a step.

This wasn’t their usual kiss. This wasn’t Wednesday-night, scheduled-intimacy, comfortable-after-sixteen-years. This was something else. His tongue in her mouth, his hands moving down her back, gripping her hips. She was already getting wet and they were still in the living room.

He pulled back just enough to speak. “Upstairs.”

It wasn’t a question. She nodded, anyway, and he took her hand and led her toward the stairs.

They barely made it through the bedroom door before he was pulling her shirt over her head. Jane reached for his tie, fumbling with the knot, and he batted her hands away and did it himself—faster, impatient. His shirt hit the floor. Then her bra. Then he was pushing her back onto the bed, and she was pulling him down on top of her.

“Steve—”

“Shh.” He kissed her neck, her collarbone, the swell of her breasts. His mouth was everywhere, urgent and focused. She arched into him, her fingers digging into his shoulders. This wasn’t the man who set calendar reminders for sex. This was someone she barely recognized.

He worked his way down her body, hooking his fingers into her yoga pants and pulling them off in one motion. Her underwear followed. Then he was between her thighs, his breath hot against her, and she had to press her hand over her mouth to keep quiet.

He didn’t tease. Didn’t warm up slowly the way he usually did. His mouth was on her immediately, tongue working against her clit with a focus that made her gasp. She gripped the sheets with one hand, the other still pressed to her mouth, trying to stay quiet. Down the hall, the kids were sleeping. She couldn’t make noise. She couldn’t—

“Oh god—”

It came out anyway, muffled against her palm. Steve didn’t slow down. If anything, he got more intense, his hands gripping her thighs, holding her open for him. She felt the orgasm building faster than it should, her hips rocking against his face. When she came, it hit her hard, wave after wave while he kept his mouth on her, drawing it out until she had to push his head away.

He looked up at her, his mouth wet, his eyes dark. Then he was climbing up her body, shoving his pants down, and pushing inside her while she was still trembling.

“Fuck,” she breathed.

He fucked her hard. There was no other word for it. Not rough, not violent—but hard, deliberate, each thrust pushing her deeper into the mattress. Jane wrapped her legs around him and held on, her nails raking down his back.

This wasn’t their usual rhythm. Usually Steve was attentive, careful, checking in with her. Tonight he was somewhere else. His eyes were open, watching her face, but she could tell his mind was working, seeing something beyond her. Layering images. The woman underneath him and the woman in that photograph. The wife and the wild girl. Both at once.

And god help her, it was turning her on.

“Steve,” she gasped. “Steve—”

He shifted his angle, hitching her leg higher, going deeper. She cried out before she could stop herself, then bit down on her lip. The headboard was tapping against the wall. She should tell him to slow down. She should—

She didn’t want him to slow down.

He pulled out suddenly, leaving her gasping. Before she could ask why, his hands were on her hips, flipping her over onto her front.

“Up,” he said, his voice rough.

She rose onto her hands and knees, heart pounding. Steve’s hands ran down her back, over the curve of her ass. Then he was pushing inside her again, one long stroke that made her bury her face in the pillow.

This angle was deeper. More intense. She could feel every inch of him as he started to move, his hands gripping her hips, pulling her back to meet each thrust. The sounds filling the room were obscene—skin against skin, the wet noise of him fucking her, her own muffled moans.

She turned her head to the side, gasping for air. “Don’t stop—”

He didn’t. His pace increased, relentless, and she felt another orgasm building, tightening low in her belly. One of his hands slid around to find her clit, rubbing in tight circles while he fucked her, and that was it—she came hard, clenching around him, shaking.

Steve groaned behind her, his grip tightening on her hips. His rhythm stuttered, became erratic. She could feel him getting close, that familiar tension in his body.

“Jane—” His voice was ragged. “Fuck, Jane—”

He slammed into her one last time and held there, pulsing inside her. She felt him come, felt his whole body shudder against hers. His forehead dropped to her back, his breath hot on her skin.

They stayed like that for a long moment, both of them breathing hard. Then he pulled out slowly and collapsed onto the bed beside her. Jane let herself fall flat, her face still half-buried in the pillow, her legs trembling.

“Jesus,” she said.

Steve let out a sound that was almost a laugh. “Yeah.”

They lay there in the dark, catching their breaths. The ceiling fan turned slowly overhead. Jane could feel sweat cooling on her skin, the pleasant ache between her legs. She turned her head to look at him.

“So,” she said. “You listened to the song again.”

He laughed softly. “Three times.”

“And that’s what got you …” She gestured vaguely at the bed, the tangled sheets, the evidence of what had just happened.

“Yeah.” He rolled onto his side, facing her. “I couldn’t get it out of my head. You. That summer. What you did.”

She should have felt embarrassed. Ashamed, maybe. Instead, she felt something else—a warmth spreading through her chest. “And it turned you on.”

“Yeah.” He didn’t look away. “It really did.”

Jane was quiet for a moment, processing. Her husband had listened to a song about her sucking off a metal band and it had made him want to fuck her like that. She didn’t know what to do with that information.

“I’ve been thinking about it, too,” she admitted. “All day. Since last night.”

“About the band?”

“About that summer. Who I was.” She stared at the ceiling. “I hadn’t let myself remember it in years. And now it’s all just … there.”

Steve’s hand found hers on the sheets. “Do you miss it?”

The question hung in the air. She thought about lying, giving him the safe answer. But after everything—the confession, the song, what had just happened between them—she couldn’t.

“The feeling,” she said slowly. “I miss the feeling. Being limitless. Like I could do anything, try anything, and it didn’t matter.”

Steve was quiet for a moment. His thumb traced circles on her palm.

“You could feel that way again.”

Jane turned her head to look at him. He was watching her, his expression serious. Not joking. Not testing her.

“What do you mean?”

“I mean …” He paused, choosing his words. “Have you ever thought about that life? About going back to that? About seeing them again?”

She stared at him. The question didn’t make sense. Or it made too much sense, and she wasn’t ready to hear it.

“Steve—”

“I’m not mad, Jane. I think we’ve established that.” He propped himself up on one elbow. “I’m asking if you’ve thought about it. If part of you wants to.”

She was quiet for a long moment. The ceiling fan turned slowly overhead.

“I haven’t let myself think about it,” she said finally. “I’m not twenty-three anymore. I’m a mom, a wife, a school board member.”

“Yeah.” He nodded slowly. “You are all those things. But that doesn’t mean you can’t be other things, too.”

She didn’t have an answer for that.

He leaned down and kissed her forehead. “We don’t have to figure it out tonight.”




CHAPTER 7

The drive from Lake Forest to Milwaukee took just under two hours with traffic. Jane had made it a hundred times before—visiting her college roommate, taking the kids to the zoo, day trips to the lakefront. But this time, every mile felt different.

Three weeks since that night with Steve. Three weeks since he’d fucked her like she was someone else—or like she was finally herself—and then asked if she ever thought about going back.

She’d accepted Dave’s friend request the next morning, before she could talk herself out of it. The messages had started casual. Hey, long time. How’ve you been? The kind of thing you’d send to any old acquaintance. But it hadn’t stayed casual for long. Within a week, she’d told him the truth—that her husband had found out about that summer, about the song, about everything. And that he wasn’t angry. That he was something else entirely.

Dave had been surprised. Then curious. Then he’d asked if she wanted to get coffee sometime.

She’d told Steve about the invitation that night, lying in bed, her heart pounding. Half expecting him to take it back, to say he’d been caught up in the moment, that he didn’t actually want her meeting up with a man she’d fucked twenty years ago.

Instead, he’d pulled her closer. “If you want to see him, I want you to.”

“You’re sure?”

“I’m sure.” His hand had slid down her hip. “Just keep me updated.”

So, here she was. Ninety minutes north of her real life, pulling off the interstate and into a Milwaukee neighborhood she didn’t recognize. Her phone showed she was three minutes from the coffee shop. She’d texted Steve when she crossed the state line: Almost there. He’d sent back a heart emoji and nothing else.

She found parking on the street, checked her makeup in the rearview mirror. Took a breath. Got out of the car.

The coffee shop was a small place on a side street, exposed brick and mismatched furniture. Not the kind of place that existed in Lake Forest. Jane spotted Dave immediately—he was sitting at a table near the window, a mug already in front of him.

He looked up when she walked in. Smiled.

Twenty years had changed him. He was heavier now, his hairline retreated, his face more lined. But the smile was the same—easy, a little crooked. He stood as she approached, and for an awkward moment, neither of them knew whether to hug or shake hands. They ended up doing both, a brief embrace followed by an embarrassed laugh.

“Damn,” he said, looking at her. “You look good, Janie. Real good.”

“So do you.” And she meant it. He’d filled out, settled into himself. Less wiry energy, more solid presence. He looked like a man who worked with his hands and drank beer on weekends. There was something appealing about that—something real.

They sat down. Jane ordered a latte from the girl behind the counter, then turned back to Dave.

“So,” she said. “Twenty years.”

“Give or take.” He shook his head. “Crazy, right? I see your name pop up on my phone and I’m like, no way. No fucking way that’s the same Jane.”

“I almost didn’t accept the request. It sat there for two years.”

“I know. I figured you’d moved on, didn’t want nothing to do with all that.” He shrugged. “Can’t blame you. Different life now.”

“What about you? What’s your life like these days?”

“Work at a plant in Kenosha, make parts for trucks. Divorced a few years back, but me and Lisa split the kids pretty fair—week on, week off. They’re with her this weekend, which is why I could do today.” He took a sip of his coffee. “Not exactly rock and roll, but it’s good. I like being a dad.”

“And the band?”

Dave laughed. “Man, that’s a whole story.” He leaned back in his chair. “We broke up in oh-seven. Just kinda fell apart, you know? Mitch and Tyler are still playing together—got a new thing going, play bars around Green Bay mostly. Chris married Bri, if you remember her.”

“Bri?” Jane blinked. “Tiny Bri? With the butterfly tattoo?”

“That’s the one. They got three kids now, live in Appleton. He works at a car dealership.” Dave grinned. “And Pete—you’re gonna love this—Pete’s a pastor.”

“You’re kidding.”

“Swear to God. Found Jesus around 2010, whole nine yards. Still funny as hell, though. He did the baptism for Chris’s youngest last year, had me crying laughing during the reception.”

Jane shook her head, trying to reconcile the Pete she remembered—wild-eyed, shirtless, screaming into a microphone between songs—with a pastor.

“People change,” Dave said, like he was reading her mind.

“What about you?” He nodded at her. “Husband, kids, the whole thing?”

“Two kids. Lily’s twelve, Brody’s nine. I teach art history at a community college, part-time.” She smiled. “And I’m on the school board.”

Dave raised his eyebrows. “School board. Damn, Janie. You went legit.”

“Someone had to.”

He laughed then his expression shifted. Got a little more serious. “So, your husband. He really knows? About that summer?”

“He found the song.” Jane wrapped her hands around her latte. “Googled the band, found ‘Raising Jane,’ read the lyrics. Put it together.”

Dave winced. “Yeah, about that.” He rubbed the back of his neck. “I’ve thought about that song over the years. Back then, it didn’t seem like a big deal—we were just writing about our lives, you know? But later, I realized … that could’ve fucked things up for you. Real bad. Your name, those details.” He shook his head. “I’m sorry. We should’ve thought about that.”

“It’s okay. It worked out.”

“Still.” He held her gaze. “I’m glad it didn’t blow up your life.”

“It might have.” She took a sip of her latte. “But not how you might expect. He wasn’t angry. He was … something else.”

Dave was quiet for a moment. “So, why are you here, Jane?”

“It started with my husband being fascinated with this version of me he never experienced.” She set down her latte. “Then I started thinking back to that person. She was a mess, without a doubt.”

“We all were—”

“Yes.” Jane smiled. “But that freedom … that willingness to just follow our desires. I’ve been thinking about it a lot.”

Dave nodded slowly, taking that in. Then he held up a hand. “Janie … don’t get me wrong, I think I know where you’re going with this. But I wouldn’t feel right about helping you step out on your husband.”

“No, no. It isn’t like that at all.” She reached for her phone, unlocked it, scrolled for a moment. “Here.” She slid it across the table.

Dave picked it up, started reading. His eyebrows rose.

The texts were all there. Steve asking where she was. Her responding: Just got to Milwaukee. About to go in. His reply: Have fun. Tell me everything later. And further back, the ones from last week—Steve asking what she remembered about Dave specifically, what they’d done together, her answers making him so hard he’d had to take a break from work.

Dave scrolled for a minute then looked up at her. “Well, shit.”

“I’m not gonna be upset if you’re not into this,” Jane said. “That’s a hundred percent fine. Just taking this step has been exciting for me.”

Dave leaned back in his chair and looked at her. Different than before. Appreciative. His eyes moved over her face, her neck, lower. She tried to read his expression. Couldn’t.

A beat.

“What are you thinking?” she asked.

“Just remembering all the things that pretty little mouth can do.”

Jane smiled. She picked up her phone, typed out a message to Steve: Getting laid—will write later. She turned the screen toward Dave so he could see it then hit send.

Dave stood up. “My place is pretty close.”




CHAPTER 8

She followed his truck in her Volvo, feeling absurd about it. A Lake Forest school board member tailing a Chevy Silverado through Milwaukee side streets. The neighborhood changed as they drove—smaller houses, more pickup trucks, yards with chain-link fences. Dave pulled into the driveway of a small ranch house with vinyl siding and a Packers flag hanging by the front door.

Jane parked behind him and got out. The afternoon sun was bright, the air cool. Somewhere nearby, a dog was barking.

“It ain’t much,” Dave said, walking toward the front door, “but it’s mine.”

The inside was cleaner than she’d expected. A leather couch, a TV mounted on the wall, framed photos of his kids on a bookshelf. A few toys in a basket in the corner—evidence of his week-on, week-off life. The kitchen was small but tidy, a six-pack of Spotted Cow visible through the open fridge door.

“You want a beer or something?”

“I’m good.”

He nodded then gestured toward a door off the kitchen. “Come here; I want to show you something.”

She followed him through the door and into the garage. It was cold, unheated, but set up like a practice space. A drum kit sat in the corner—not a cheap one, she could tell, even though she didn’t know much about drums. Cymbals, multiple toms, a bass drum with a faded Iron Wake logo still visible on the front.

“Still play?” she asked.

“On my off weeks, when the kids are at their mom’s. Helps me think.” He ran his hand along one of the cymbals, making it shiver. “Too loud when they’re here. But when I’ve got the place to myself”—he shrugged—“keeps me sane.”

“Play something for me.”

Dave looked at her, surprised. Then he smiled—that same crooked smile from the coffee shop. He sat down behind the kit, picked up the sticks from where they rested on the snare, and started to play.

It wasn’t a song she recognized. Just a rhythm, building slowly, his hands moving with an ease that came from decades of muscle memory. She watched his forearms flex, watched his foot work the bass pedal, watched his whole body settle into something familiar. For a moment he wasn’t the middle-aged, divorced guy who made truck parts in Kenosha. He was the drummer from Iron Wake, sweating under stage lights in some dive bar in Kalamazoo.

He stopped after a minute or so, slightly out of breath. Looked up at her.

“Still got it,” she said.

“Some things, you don’t forget.”

“Show me what else you can still do.”

Dave set the sticks down slowly. His eyes met hers, and something shifted in the air between them. He stood up from the kit and crossed the garage to where she stood. Stopped a few inches away.

“You sure about this, Janie?”

“I drove two hours to find out.”

He kissed her. It was different from kissing Steve—rougher, less careful. His hands went to her hips and pulled her against him. She could feel him getting hard through his jeans.

Twenty years fell away, and she was twenty-three again, in some back room after a show, not thinking about consequences.

He pulled back. “Inside.”

They barely made it to the couch. He was pulling at her clothes as they walked, and she was doing the same to him—his flannel shirt, her blouse, buttons and zippers in a rush. She fell back onto the leather cushions, and he came down on top of her, his weight unfamiliar, his body different from Steve’s. Broader through the shoulders, softer through the middle. The leather was cold against her bare back.

He kissed down her neck, her chest, unhooked her bra with one hand. His mouth found her nipple and she arched up into him, grabbing at his belt. She wanted him inside her. She wanted to stop thinking.

“Slow down,” he murmured against her skin. “We got time.”

But she didn’t want slow. She hadn’t driven two hours for slow.

She got his belt open, shoved his jeans down. He wasn’t wearing underwear—that made her laugh, a surprised sound that broke some of the tension. He grinned at her.

“Old habit.”

“I remember.”

He pulled her jeans off, then her underwear, and settled between her thighs. His fingers found her first, exploring, testing. It was strange—being touched by someone who didn’t have her body memorized. Steve knew exactly where to press, exactly what rhythm she needed. Dave was relearning her, figuring her out. There was something exciting about that. The uncertainty. The newness of being unknown.

“Still so wet,” he said. “Just like I remember.”

He moved back up her body, and his eyes landed on her breasts. He stopped, just looking.

“Jesus Christ, Janie.” He cupped them in both hands, lifted them, squeezed. “I forgot how fucking perfect these are.”

Steve loved her breasts too—but after sixteen years, they were just part of the landscape. He touched them the way you touch something you know will always be there. Dave was looking at her like he’d just unwrapped a gift. He lowered his mouth to one nipple, then the other, taking his time. Sucking, biting gently, his hands full of her.

“God, I missed these,” he muttered against her skin.

She let him. Let herself be appreciated, rediscovered. This was part of it—being seen fresh, being wanted by someone who didn’t know what came next.

He kept working her breasts with his mouth while his hand slid down between her legs again. Two fingers pushed inside her, and she sucked in a breath. He curled them, searching, and she felt herself clench around him.

“There?” he asked.

“Close. Little higher.”

He adjusted. Found it. Started working that spot while his thumb circled her clit—not quite the right pressure, but she didn’t correct him. There was something freeing about imperfect sex. About a man who was trying to figure her out instead of running the same familiar plays.

She felt the orgasm building, slower than it would with Steve, but building. Her hips rocked against his hand.

“That’s it,” he murmured. “That’s my girl.”

She came with a shudder, quieter than she would have been with Steve. Not less intense—just different. She couldn’t fully let go with someone she didn’t know this way, couldn’t make the sounds she made at home. Dave kept his fingers inside her through it, watching her face.

“There she is,” he said softly. “There’s the Janie I remember.”

She pushed herself up, put her hands on his chest, guided him to sit back against the couch. Then she slid down to her knees on the carpet between his legs.

“Janie—”

“You said you remembered what this mouth could do.” She wrapped her hand around his cock, already hard and straining. “Let’s see if it’s as good as you remember.”

She took him in slowly, watching his face. His head fell back against the couch, his hand finding her hair. Steve loved blowjobs too—but after sixteen years, it was part of their routine. Comfortable, expected. Dave was looking down at her like he couldn’t believe his luck.

She worked him with her mouth and her hand, finding his rhythm, remembering how to read a new body. He was thicker than Steve, different on her tongue. His hips started to move, pushing up to meet her, and she let him—let him use her mouth the way she’d let him twenty years ago.

“Fuck,” he groaned. “Fuck, Janie, you gotta stop or I’m gonna—”

She pulled back, keeping just the tip in her mouth. Teasing him. Her tongue traced circles around the head while her hand held the base, not letting him thrust deeper. He squirmed beneath her.

“Jesus Christ—”

She released him entirely, blew cool air across the wet skin. Watched his cock twitch. Then she licked slowly up the shaft, base to tip, and took just the head back in. Sucking gently. Making him wait.

“You’re killing me,” he breathed.

She smiled around him. This was the part she’d forgotten—the power of it. With Steve, blowjobs were something she gave. A kindness, appreciated but familiar. Here, she was in control. She decided when he got more, how much, how fast. She’d forgotten how much she liked that.

She took him deeper, just for a second, then pulled back again. Enjoying herself.

“Okay,” he groaned, reaching down to pull her up. “Get up here. I need to be inside you.”

She let him pull her back onto the couch, lying down against the leather cushions. He positioned himself between her legs, the head of his cock pressing against her—wet from her mouth, slick from how ready she was.

“Okay?” he asked.

“More than okay.”

He pushed inside her, and she gasped. Different angle, different thickness, different rhythm. Her body had to adjust, had to remember how to do this with someone else. He started moving, and it wasn’t the practiced choreography she had with Steve. It was rougher, less precise. He thrust too hard, then not hard enough, finding his way.

“Fuck,” he breathed. “Fuck, you feel good.”

She wrapped her legs around him, pulling him deeper. The leather couch squeaked beneath them. Somewhere in the back of her mind, she thought about how she’d tell Steve about this—the couch, the cold leather, the Packers flag she could see through the window.

Dave shifted his weight, changed the angle, and hit something that made her moan. There it was. He heard it, felt her response, and did it again. Learning her.

He fucked her steadily, finding a groove. Not Steve’s rhythm—something different, more insistent. His hands gripped her hips, tilting her up to meet each thrust. The couch creaked beneath them in time with his movements—of course he had good rhythm, she thought. Drummer.

She closed her eyes and let herself disappear into it. This was what she’d come for. Not Dave specifically—but this. The feeling of being taken by someone who didn’t know her routines, her schedules, her carpool pickups. Someone who just saw a woman he wanted to fuck.

“Turn over,” he said.

She did, rising onto her hands and knees on the leather cushions. He positioned himself behind her, his hands running down her back, over the curve of her ass. Then he was inside her again, filling her from this new angle.

The position triggered something. A memory, hazy and half-formed—being on her knees in the back of the van, not knowing whose hands were on her hips, not caring. That summer she’d let herself be passed around, used, shared. She’d loved it. The anonymity of it, the surrender.

Dave’s hands tightened on her waist. “You like that?”

“Yes.”

He picked up the pace, that steady drummer’s rhythm driving into her. She dropped her head, her hair falling around her face. Behind her, she heard him grunt with each thrust. She pushed back against him, meeting his rhythm, chasing the feeling she’d buried for twenty years.

This wasn’t careful. This wasn’t scheduled. This was a man she used to fuck twenty years ago, pounding into her on a leather couch in Milwaukee while her husband waited for updates back home.

The thought of Steve sent a jolt through her. He knew. He wanted this. He was probably sitting in his office right now, hard, imagining exactly what was happening.

“Harder,” she heard herself say.

Dave obliged. His hips slapped against her ass, the sound filling the small living room. One of his hands slid around to find her clit, rubbing in rough circles. Not quite right, but close enough. She felt another orgasm building, different from the first—deeper, slower.

“Come on, Janie,” he growled. “Give it to me.”

She did. It crashed through her, and she buried her face in the couch cushion to muffle the sound. Her whole body shook, clenching around him, and she heard Dave swear behind her.

“Fuck—Jane—“

He slammed into her one last time and held there, pulsing. She felt him come inside her, felt his fingers dig into her hips hard enough to leave marks. For a long moment neither of them moved, just breathing, the room suddenly quiet.

Then he pulled out slowly and collapsed onto the couch beside her. She let herself fall flat, her cheek against the cool leather, her legs trembling.

“Goddamn,” Dave said. He was staring at the ceiling, chest heaving. “Goddamn, Janie.”

She laughed. A real laugh, surprised out of her. She felt loose, light. Like something had cracked open.

They lay there for a minute, catching their breath. The leather was sticking to her skin. She could feel his come starting to leak out of her—a sensation she’d forgotten, that particular intimacy of unprotected sex with someone new.

“You want that beer now?” Dave asked.

“Water, maybe.”

He got up, pulled on his jeans, and padded to the kitchen. She heard the fridge open, ice clinking into a glass. She sat up slowly, looking around for her clothes. Her bra was somehow on the coffee table. Her blouse was half under the couch.

Dave came back with two glasses of water and handed her one. She drank half of it in one go.

“Bathroom’s down the hall if you need it,” he said.

“Thanks.”

She gathered her clothes and found the bathroom—small, clean, a row of colorful toothbrushes in a cup by the sink. His kids.

She cleaned herself up, got dressed, looked at herself in the mirror. Same face. Same Jane. But something was different behind her eyes.

When she came out, Dave was dressed, waiting by the door. He walked her out to her car. The sun was lower now, the shadows longer. Somewhere down the street, a lawnmower hummed.

“That was …” he started.

“Yeah.” She smiled. “It was.”

“Your husband’s a lucky guy. Knowing you’d come back to him after this.”

“He knows what he’s got.”

Dave nodded slowly. “You ever want to do this again, you know where to find me.”

She kissed him on the cheek then got in her car.

The Volvo still smelled like her morning—coffee, the lavender air freshener Lily had picked out. She sat there for a moment, hands on the wheel, before pulling out her phone.

On my way home. I’m good. Better than good.

She watched the three dots appear almost immediately.

Can’t wait to hear about it.

Then, a second later: Love you.

She typed back: Love you too.




CHAPTER 9

Steve’s mouth was between her legs before she’d even finished kicking off her shoes.

They’d made it as far as the living room couch—a different couch than a few hours ago, she thought deliriously, and almost laughed. He’d been on her the moment she walked through the door, kissing her hard, his hands already pulling at her clothes. She’d said something about showering first, and he’d said “no” in a voice she barely recognized. Not angry. Hungry.

Now she was on her back, jeans somewhere on the floor, and Steve was tasting what Dave had left behind. She knew he could tell. She was still wet, still swollen, still full of another man. And he was devouring her like it was the hottest thing he’d ever experienced.

“God,” he groaned against her. “God, Jane.”

She grabbed his hair, pulling him closer. The whole drive home she’d been a mess of emotions—pride, guilt, arousal, confusion. Did he really mean it? Would he look at her differently when she walked through the door? Would something in his eyes change when he saw what she’d become?

None of that. He’d taken one look at her and practically tackled her. The kids were at his mother’s, he’d told her between kisses. He’d sent them over an hour ago. They had all night.

His tongue worked against her clit, and she arched off the couch. She was already sensitive from Dave, already primed, and Steve knew her body in ways Dave never could. He found the exact spot, the exact pressure, and she felt herself hurtling toward the edge embarrassingly fast.

“Steve—I’m going to -”

He didn’t slow down. She came with a cry, louder than she’d let herself be in Milwaukee, her thighs clamping around his head. He kept going, drawing it out, until she had to push him away.

He crawled up her body, his face wet, his eyes dark. He kissed her and she tasted herself—and something else underneath. Dave. She was kissing her husband with another man still on her lips, inside her, and Steve was harder than she’d ever felt him.

“Tell me,” he said, positioning himself at her entrance. “Tell me what you did.”

“I fucked him.” The words came out raw. “On his couch. He bent me over and—”

Steve pushed inside her in one thrust. She gasped, grabbing his shoulders. He was bigger than Dave, or maybe she was just more open now, more ready. He filled her completely and held there, his forehead pressed against hers.

“Keep talking.”

“I sucked his cock,” she breathed. “He said he remembered what my mouth could do.”

Steve groaned and started to move. Long, slow strokes, pulling almost all the way out before pushing back in. His eyes never left her face. She could see the questions there—wanting to know everything, wanting to hear it all. But he didn’t ask. Just fucked her steadily while she talked.

“He bent me over his couch. Fucked me from behind.” She gasped as Steve thrust harder. “Made me come twice.”

Steve’s rhythm stuttered. He grabbed her hips and slammed into her, and she knew he could feel it—she was wetter than usual, more open. Dave had been inside her hours ago. Now her husband was.

“He came inside you,” Steve said.

It wasn’t a question. He’d tasted it.

“Yes.”

Something broke loose in him. He stopped holding back, stopped being careful. He fucked her hard, the couch creaking beneath them, and she held on and let him take what he needed. This wasn’t like the sex before Milwaukee—tender, exploratory. This was claiming. This was him saying mine with every thrust.

She came again, unexpectedly, clenching around him. He kept going, relentless, chasing his own release. His face was buried in her neck, his breath hot against her skin.

“Fuck,” he gasped. “Fuck, Jane, I love you—”

He slammed into her one last time and came, pulsing inside her. Filling her where another man had been just hours ago. She held him through it, her fingers in his hair, her heart pounding.

They lay there afterward, tangled together on the couch, both breathing hard. The house was quiet around them. No kids, no interruptions. Just the two of them and everything that had changed.

Steve shifted onto his side, pulling her against him. His hand traced lazy patterns on her hip.

“So,” he said. “How do you feel?”

She considered the question. An hour ago, driving south on I-94, she hadn’t known the answer. Now, with Steve’s come mixing with Dave’s inside her, his arms around her, she did.

“Good.” She smiled. “Really good.”

“Yeah?”

“I wasn’t sure how it would feel after. I thought maybe I’d be weird about it. Or you would.” She turned to face him. “But you weren’t weird at all.”

“I was the opposite of weird.” He grinned. “I was extremely enthusiastic.”

She laughed. “I noticed.”

They lay there for a while, just being together. Eventually, Steve propped himself up on one elbow. “So, tell me about it. Not the sex part. I mean … what was it like seeing him? After all this time?”

“Strange.” She thought about it, tracing circles on his chest. “He’s so different now. Works at a plant, has kids, lives in this little ranch house with a Packers flag out front. But then he sat down behind his drum kit, and it was like … there he was. The guy I remembered.”

“He still plays?”

“On his off weeks, when his kids are with their mom.” She smiled. “He showed me the garage. Still has the Iron Wake logo on the bass drum.”

Steve shook his head. “Wild.”

“He told me what happened to everyone.” Jane shifted, settling more comfortably against him. “Mitch and Tyler still play together, doing bars around Green Bay. Pete’s a pastor now.”

Steve laughed. “No shit?”

“I know.” She was quiet for a moment, watching the ceiling fan turn slowly overhead. “And Chris—the rhythm guitarist—he married Bri.”

“Who’s Bri?”

“She was a groupie that summer. Tiny little thing, butterfly tattoo.” Jane paused, feeling Steve’s hand still on her hip. “We were … friendly.”

Steve’s eyebrows went up. “Friendly how?”

“You know.” She watched his face, enjoying this. “Friendly.”

He was quiet for a moment. She could see him processing—he’d probably suspected, maybe even assumed, but hearing it confirmed was different.

“How friendly are we talking?”

Jane laughed. “I lost count of how many times she went down on me.”

Steve shifted beside her. She glanced down. He was getting hard again.

“You okay over there?”

“I’m processing.” But he was smiling. “So you and Bri …”

“Me and Bri. Me and the band. Sometimes all of us together.” She shrugged. “It was that kind of summer.”

Steve lay back, staring at the ceiling. His hand had found her thigh, thumb stroking absently.

“I knew,” he said finally. “I mean, I assumed. The lyrics mention … things. But I guess I didn’t want to think about it too hard.”

“Does it bother you?”

“No.” He said it quickly then paused. “It’s just another door, you know? Another thing I didn’t know about you.”

She turned on her side, looking at him. “A door you want to open?”

“Maybe.” He met her eyes. “So … are you bisexual, then?”

Jane considered it. “I don’t really know. I never felt attracted to women necessarily. But when the chaos began, it just happened and felt good.”

Steve didn’t look satisfied with that answer. She could see him trying to fit it into a category, the way men did.

She laughed. “Okay … I probably wouldn’t put a lot of effort into getting with a woman. But if she’s there and offering …”

He laughed, too. “I guess I can understand that.”

They lay there in comfortable silence for a moment. Jane’s mind drifted back to Bri—her laugh, her enthusiasm, the way she’d always been game for anything. Twenty years ago, they’d been wild together. Now Bri was married to Chris, living in Appleton, probably driving a minivan to soccer practice like Jane did.

“You’re thinking about her,” Steve said.

“Maybe.”

“You should look her up.”

Jane glanced at him. He was serious. Another door, another possibility.

“Maybe I will.”




CHAPTER 10

The drive from Lake Forest to Appleton took just over two hours. Jane watched the suburbs give way to farmland, the flat expanse of Wisconsin unrolling beneath a gray November sky. Steve had the radio on low, some classic rock station he liked.

Neither of them had said much since they’d crossed the state line.

A month ago, she’d been lying on the couch with her husband, wondering if she’d actually reach out to Bri. The next morning, she had. A simple Instagram message: Hey, it’s Jane. Dave told me you and Chris got married. Hope you’re doing well. Bri had responded within the hour, and they’d been talking ever since. Between the messages, life had kept moving—Lily’s school play, Brody home sick for three days with something they’d tried and failed to keep from spreading to everyone else. Normal family chaos. But underneath it, this had been building. The invitation. The possibility. The thing they were driving toward right now.

“So, this will be different,” Steve said, eyes on the road. “Me being there.”

“Yeah.”

“With Dave, I just … heard about it after.” He shifted in his seat. “This time, I’ll see it.”

Jane was quiet for a moment. “What do you want to do? When we’re there?”

“I don’t know.” He glanced at her. “Watch, I think. At least at first.”

“You don’t have to do anything you’re not ready for.”

“I know.” He was quiet for a moment. “I’ve only ever been with you. Since we got together.”

“I know.”

“So the idea of being with someone else …” He trailed off. “I’m not sure I even want that. But watching you? Being there while it happens?” His grip tightened on the steering wheel. “Yeah, I want that.”

She watched the fields roll past for a moment. “Sometimes people don’t know what they want until it’s right in front of them. I didn’t know I’d enjoy being with a woman until it happened.”

Steve made a noncommittal sound.

“I’m just saying—if the opportunity comes up tonight, don’t let what you just said stop you from taking it.”

He looked at her, something shifting in his expression. Then the GPS announced their exit, and he put on his blinker.

The neighborhood was aggressively normal. Split-levels and ranch houses, basketball hoops in driveways, lawns just starting to brown for winter. Steve slowed as they passed the house numbers, looking for 847.

“There.” Jane pointed.

It looked like every other house on the block. Gray siding, white trim, a minivan in the driveway next to a pickup truck. A swing set was visible in the backyard. Christmas lights already up along the gutters, though it wasn’t even Thanksgiving yet.

Steve pulled to the curb a few houses down and turned off the engine. They sat there for a moment, looking at the house.

“So that’s it,” he said.

“That’s it.”

Neither of them moved.

A car pulled up to the house—a sensible Honda Accord. A couple got out, maybe early forties, dressed casually. The woman carried a bottle of wine. They walked up to the front door, and it opened before they could knock. Jane couldn’t see who greeted them, but the couple disappeared inside.

“They look so normal,” Steve said.

A few minutes later, another car. This time an SUV. Another couple, a little younger. The man had his hand on the woman’s lower back as they walked up the path. Same thing—door opened, they went in.

Jane looked at Steve. He looked at her.

“This is real,” she said.

“Yeah.” He let out a breath. “It is.”

They’d known it was a party. Bri had told her there would be other couples. But seeing it—normal people in normal clothes walking into a normal house to do not-normal things—made it concrete in a way the idea hadn’t been.

“Do you want to do this?” Steve asked.

Jane watched another couple walk up—this one older, silver-haired, holding hands. The door opened and closed.

“Yes.” She turned to face him. “Do you?”

“I think so.” He laughed nervously. “I’m terrified, but yes.”

“We can leave anytime. If it gets weird, if you’re uncomfortable—we just go.”

“Same for you.”

She leaned over and kissed him. Not a long kiss, just a moment of connection. His hand found hers and squeezed.

“Ready?” she asked.

“No.” He opened his door. “Let’s go.”

The evening air was cold as they walked up the block. Jane’s heels clicked on the sidewalk—she’d worn the black dress Steve liked, the one that hugged her hips. He was in slacks and a button-down, no tie. They looked like they were going to a dinner party. Which, in a way, they were.

The front path was lined with solar lights. A welcome mat that read “The Holmgrens” sat by the door. Jane could hear music from inside, muffled laughter. Steve reached for the doorbell, hesitated, looked at her.

She nodded.

He pressed it.

A moment passed. Then the door swung open, and there was Bri.

Twenty years had softened her, filled her out. But the smile was the same—wide, and warm, and a little mischievous. Her hair was shorter now, a practical mom cut, and she wore a simple wrap dress that showed off curves she hadn’t had at twenty-three. Behind her, Chris appeared—broader than Jane remembered, his hair gone gray at the temples.

“Jane!” Bri’s arms were already open. “Oh my god, look at you.”

They embraced, and Jane breathed in perfume, wine, and something that felt like the past reaching forward to meet her.

“Come in,” Bri said, stepping back. “Both of you, come in.”

Jane looked at Steve. He took her hand.

They crossed the threshold together.




CHAPTER 11

The inside of the house was exactly what Jane had expected and nothing like what she’d expected at the same time. Family photos lined the hallway—Chris and Bri at their wedding, kids at various ages, a vacation shot in front of what looked like Mount Rushmore. A child’s drawing was pinned to the refrigerator with a magnet shaped like Wisconsin. The smell of appetizers drifted from the kitchen.

And in the living room, a dozen adults stood around, chatting, like it was any Saturday night gathering.

“Let me get you guys something,” Bri said, squeezing Jane’s arm. “Drinks are in the kitchen—wine, beer, soda, whatever you want.”

“I’m good for now,” Steve said. Jane noticed he wanted to stay sharp. She didn’t blame him.

“I’ll grab a water,” Jane said.

Bri smiled like she understood completely. “Smart. Come on; I’ll introduce you around.”

She led them toward the kitchen, where a spread of cheese, crackers, and vegetables covered the counter. A handwritten sign propped against the hummus read, “For health and safety—pants on around the snacks!”

Steve snorted. “Good rule.”

“You’d be surprised how often we have to remind people,” Chris said, grinning.

Bri introduced them to a few couples. There was Mark and Denise, high school sweethearts from Oshkosh who’d been in the lifestyle for a decade. Kevin and Tara, younger, maybe early thirties, who seemed slightly nervous themselves. An older couple whose names Jane immediately forgot, both silver-haired and completely at ease, joking about their grandkids.

Everyone was friendly. Normal. No one leered or made assumptions. It was, Jane realized, just a party. People talking about work, about the Packers, about the weather turning cold. The only difference was what might happen later.

“How are you doing?” Steve murmured near her ear, his hand finding the small of her back.

“Good.” She meant it. “You?”

“Processing.” He looked around the room. “It’s so … normal.”

“That’s the point, I think.” She leaned into him. “Normal people who do not-normal things.”

They mingled for maybe half an hour. Jane found herself relaxing into it, the strangeness fading into something almost comfortable. She talked to Denise about her job—she was a dental hygienist, of all things—and to Tara about a Netflix show they’d both been watching. Steve seemed to be holding his own with the husbands, nodding along to a conversation about fantasy football.

Then Bri appeared at her elbow, close enough that Jane could smell her perfume.

“Having fun?”

“More than I expected,” Jane admitted.

“Good.” Bri’s hand brushed her arm, lingered. “Listen, Chris and I were thinking … if you and Steve are interested, we have a space downstairs. More private. Just the four of us, at least to start.”

Jane’s pulse picked up. She looked across the room to where Steve was listening to Kevin talk about something. As if sensing her gaze, he turned. Their eyes met.

She raised an eyebrow.

He gave a small nod.

“Yeah,” Jane said, turning back to Bri. “We’re interested.”

Bri led them down a hallway past the kitchen, to a door that looked like it led to a basement. Chris fell in behind them, his hand warm on Jane’s shoulder as they walked.

The stairs opened into a finished basement that was clearly designed for this purpose. Soft lighting, a large sectional couch, a king-sized bed against one wall with clean white sheets. Candles on various surfaces, unlit but ready. A mini fridge in the corner. It was tasteful, Jane thought. Comfortable. Not what she’d imagined when she pictured a “sex dungeon.”

“Make yourselves at home,” Chris said, closing the door behind them. The sound of the party upstairs faded to a distant murmur.

Steve looked around, taking it in. Then he settled onto one end of the sectional, leaning back into the cushions.

Bri turned to him, her expression warm. “Steve … Jane told me that when you found out about her”—she laughed at the word she was about to use—“escapades, that you were curious?”

“Yeah.” Steve nodded. “I was.”

“A lot of husbands would feel threatened.” Bri held his gaze. “It’s very cool, and frankly sexy, that you rolled with it instead of turning away.”

Steve’s shoulders relaxed a little. “She’s still her. Just … more than I knew.”

“That’s a beautiful way to put it.” Bri smiled. “You deserve to get rewarded for seeing it that way.” She winked then turned back to Jane.

For a moment, they just looked at each other—two women who’d been wild together twenty years ago. Bri’s hair was still blonde, styled in soft waves that framed her face. She’d put effort in tonight—makeup done, wrap dress showing off curves she hadn’t had at twenty-three. Jane had, too—the black dress, the heels, more attention to her appearance than she usually bothered with.

“Hi,” Bri said softly.

“Hi.”

“I’ve thought about you, you know. Over the years.” Bri reached up and touched Jane’s face. “Wondered what happened to you.”

“I wondered about you, too.”

Bri leaned in and kissed her. Soft at first, tentative—a question. Jane answered it, her hand coming up to Bri’s waist, pulling her closer. The kiss deepened, and twenty years fell away.

It was different from kissing a man. Softer lips, no stubble, a gentleness that came from knowing what it felt like on the other side. Bri’s hands slid into Jane’s hair, and Jane heard herself make a small sound she hadn’t made in decades.

When they pulled apart, Bri was smiling. “Still got it.”

“So do you.”

Jane glanced over at Steve. He was watching, his expression intent, his hands resting on his thighs. She couldn’t read everything in his face, but she could see he wasn’t uncomfortable. He was riveted.

She turned back to Bri and kissed her again.

Chris had settled into the other end of the sectional, giving them space. He watched with the easy patience of a man who’d done this before—no pressure, no urgency. Just appreciation.

Bri’s hands found the zipper at the back of Jane’s dress. “Can I?”

“Yes.”

The zipper slid down, and the dress loosened around Jane’s shoulders. Bri eased it down, her fingers trailing along Jane’s skin. Cool air hit her back, then warmth as Bri’s palms moved over her.

“God, you’re gorgeous,” Bri murmured. “You know that? You were gorgeous then and you’re gorgeous now.”

Jane reached for the tie on Bri’s wrap dress, pulled it loose. The fabric fell open, revealing black lace underneath. Bri shrugged out of it, let it drop to the floor.

They stood there for a moment, half-undressed, looking at each other. Then Bri pulled her toward the bed.

They fell onto the bed together, a tangle of limbs and laughter. It felt natural in a way Jane hadn’t expected—the awkwardness of earlier melting into something familiar. Bri’s mouth found her neck, her collarbone, the curve of her breast. Jane arched into her touch.

“I forgot how good this feels,” Jane breathed.

“I didn’t.” Bri unhooked Jane’s bra, tossed it aside. Her mouth closed around one nipple, and Jane gasped. Bri knew what she was doing—knew how to touch another woman, where to linger, when to move on.

Jane reached for Bri’s bra, fumbled with the clasp. Bri laughed against her skin and helped her, shrugging out of it. Then they were pressed together, skin to skin, and Jane remembered why she’d loved this. The softness. The intuition. No guessing, no translating—just two bodies that understood each other.

Bri’s hand slid down Jane’s waist, fingers tracing the waistband of her underwear. “Can I?”

“Please.”

The underwear came off. Then Bri’s. They lay together, naked now, and Bri’s hand slipped between Jane’s thighs. Her fingers found the wetness there and she smiled.

“Someone’s been looking forward to this.”

Jane couldn’t argue. She spread her legs wider, giving Bri access, and Bri took it—two fingers sliding inside while her thumb circled Jane’s clit. The rhythm was different from a man’s, more patient, more attuned. Bri watched her face, adjusted based on every breath and twitch.

Jane glanced over at Steve. He was leaning forward now, elbows on his knees, completely focused. Their eyes met and something passed between them—permission, excitement, love. She let herself moan louder than she had to.

“I want to taste you,” Bri said. “I’ve been thinking about it since you messaged me.”

She didn’t wait for an answer, just slid down Jane’s body, settling between her thighs. Her mouth replaced her fingers, and Jane’s hips lifted off the bed. Bri’s tongue was soft, knowing—finding the exact rhythm Jane needed without being told.

Jane grabbed a fistful of the white sheets, her other hand finding Bri’s hair. It was different from when Steve did this—less aggressive, more exploratory. Bri took her time, circling, teasing, building her up slowly.

“Fuck,” Jane breathed. “Bri—”

Bri hummed against her, and the vibration sent a shiver through Jane’s whole body. She was getting close, faster than she expected. Twenty years and Bri still knew exactly what she was doing.

Bri lifted her head for a moment, glanced over at Chris. Some silent communication passed between them. Chris leaned over, opened a drawer in the side table next to the sectional, and pulled out a small hand vibrator. He crossed to the bed and handed it to his wife without a word, then returned to his spot.

Bri clicked it on—a low hum filled the room. She pressed it against Jane’s clit while her tongue slid lower, pushing inside her. The combination was overwhelming. Jane’s back arched, her thighs trembling.

“Oh god—”

She came hard, her whole body shaking, one hand in Bri’s hair and the other clutching the sheets. Bri kept the vibrator on her through it, drawing out every wave until Jane had to push her away.

“Too much,” Jane gasped. “Too much.”

Bri chuckled. “Tapping out? Fine, your turn.” She rolled onto her back and spread her legs, settling into the pillows with an expectant smile.

Jane moved between her thighs, her heart pounding. It had been twenty years since she’d done this. But looking down at Bri—flushed, open, waiting—her body remembered what to do.

She lowered her mouth and tasted her. Different from a man, obviously. Softer, sweeter. Bri sighed above her, one hand finding Jane’s hair. Jane explored at first, relearning the territory, then found her rhythm—tongue flat against Bri’s clit, slow circles that made Bri’s hips rock up to meet her.

“That’s it,” Bri breathed. “Right there, Jane. Just like that.”

Jane glanced up. Steve was still watching, completely still. And beyond him, she could see Chris shifting on the sectional, his hand adjusting himself through his pants. The energy in the room had changed—heavier, charged. Everyone waiting for what came next.

Bri gestured toward Chris without breaking eye contact with the ceiling. He stood, crossed to the bed, and unzipped his pants. By the time he was beside her, his cock was out, already hard.

Bri turned her head and took him in her mouth without missing a beat. Jane kept working between her thighs, listening to the wet sounds above her—Bri moaning around her husband’s cock while Jane’s tongue circled her clit. It was obscene and familiar all at once. How many times had she been in this position twenty years ago? Different men, different rooms, but the same surrender.

She looked up along Bri’s body—past her breasts, past Chris’s hand in her hair—and found Steve. He was gripping the arm of the sectional now, his knuckles white. She could see the bulge in his pants. Their eyes met, and she didn’t look away. She wanted him to see this. Wanted him to see who she used to be, who she still was.

Bri came with a muffled cry, her thighs clamping around Jane’s head. Jane felt her pulse against her tongue, tasted the flood of wetness, and kept going until Bri squirmed away.

“Fuck,” Bri gasped, letting Chris slip from her mouth. “Fuck, Jane.”

Chris looked down at his wife, then at Jane. She was still on her hands and knees, her ass in the air, her face wet. He raised an eyebrow—a question.

Bri laughed breathlessly. “Don’t look at me. Ask her.”

Chris moved around the bed until he was behind Jane. His hand ran down her spine, over the curve of her ass. “Jane?”

She looked at Steve. He was watching, his chest rising and falling. She could see the conflict in his face—arousal and something else, something he was still figuring out. But he didn’t shake his head. Didn’t look away.

“Yes,” she said.

Chris pushed inside her slowly, giving her time to adjust. He was different from Steve, different from Dave—thicker, maybe, or just a different shape. Her body stretched to accommodate him, and she heard herself moan.

“Okay?” Chris asked.

“More than okay.”

He started to move, finding a steady rhythm. His hands gripped her hips the way Dave’s had, the way so many hands had that summer. But this time Steve was watching. This time her husband was ten feet away, seeing another man fuck her.

She lifted her head and found his eyes. Held them as Chris thrust into her. Steve’s jaw was tight, his hands gripping his thighs. But he wasn’t looking away. And he wasn’t telling her to stop.

“You like watching?” Bri asked him, her voice teasing. She’d propped herself up on her elbows, enjoying the show. “Watching your wife get fucked?”

Steve swallowed. “Yeah.”

Chris fucked her harder, his rhythm picking up. Jane dropped her head, hair falling around her face, and just let herself feel it. The fullness, the stretch, the obscenity of being taken in front of her husband. Bri had moved beside her, stroking her back, running fingers through her hair.

“That’s it,” Bri murmured. “You look so good like this.”

Chris slowed suddenly, pulling almost all the way out. Jane whimpered at the loss.

“Turn over,” he said. “I want to see your face.”

She rolled onto her back, and he settled between her thighs. This angle was different—she could see everything now. Chris above her, his chest flushed. Bri beside her, one hand tracing lazy circles on Jane’s breast. And beyond them, Steve on the sectional, leaning forward, his hands gripping his knees.

Chris pushed back inside her, and she gasped. He started moving again, slower this time, deeper. Bri leaned down and kissed her, swallowing her moans.

Jane broke the kiss with Bri and looked past her to Steve. He was rigid on the sectional, every muscle tense. His hand had moved to his thigh, fingers pressing hard into the fabric of his pants. She could see the outline of his erection straining against the material.

Their eyes met. She was spread open beneath another man, being fucked while his wife kissed her, and her husband was watching every second of it. She expected to see jealousy, or doubt, or something that would make her want to stop.

Instead she saw hunger. Raw, undisguised hunger.

“Steve,” she breathed, reaching one hand toward him. Not to pull him in—just to connect. To let him know she was still his, even like this. Especially like this.

He took her hand. Squeezed it. Didn’t let go.

Chris picked up the pace again, fucking her with purpose now. Bri’s mouth found Jane’s breast, sucking her nipple while her hand slid down to where Chris was entering her. Jane felt Bri’s fingers brush her clit, circling in time with Chris’s thrusts.

It was too much. The fullness, the stimulation, Steve’s hand in hers, the knowledge that he was watching—all of it crashing together.

“I’m going to come,” she gasped. “Oh god, I’m—”

The orgasm ripped through her. She squeezed Steve’s hand hard enough to hurt, her whole body arching off the bed. Chris groaned above her, his rhythm stuttering.

“Fuck,” he managed. “Jane, I’m—”

“Inside,” she breathed. “Do it.”

He thrust deep and held there, pulsing. She felt him fill her, felt Bri’s fingers still working her clit, drawing out the last tremors. Steve’s hand never let go of hers.

When Chris finally pulled out, Jane lay there gasping, legs still trembling. Bri curled against her side. Chris collapsed on the other side of the bed, breathing hard.

And Steve sat on the sectional, still holding her hand. The bulge in his pants was impossible to miss.

Bri noticed too. She propped herself up on one elbow, looking at Steve with an appreciative smile.

“Well,” she said. “I think I’ve been a terrible hostess.”

Steve blinked. “What?”

“You’ve been sitting over there this whole time, being so patient.” Bri slid off the bed, moving toward him with an easy confidence. “Meanwhile, you’re clearly … affected.”

Jane watched, still catching her breath. Bri stopped in front of Steve, looking down at him.

“I’d like to help with that.” Bri glanced back at Jane, then at Chris. “If everyone’s okay with it.”

“You already know I’m okay with it,” Chris said. “But thanks for checking anyway.”

Steve looked at Jane. She could see the question in his eyes—the same question she’d had in Milwaukee. Is this really okay?

She smiled and nodded.

Bri grinned. “Besides, I told you earlier—you deserve to be rewarded for how you handled all this.” She knelt between his legs, her hands sliding up his thighs. “I always keep my promises.”

Steve let out a shaky breath as Bri undid his belt, then his zipper. She freed his cock—hard, straining—and wrapped her hand around it.

“Very nice,” she murmured approvingly. Then she looked up at him. “Relax. Let me take care of you.”

Jane watched from the bed, Chris’s come still leaking out of her, as another woman took her husband’s cock into her mouth. She expected to feel something complicated—jealousy, possessiveness. Instead she felt a strange kind of pride. He’d given her this. Now she was giving him something back.

Steve’s head fell back against the sectional. “Fuck.”

For such a tiny woman, Bri really knew how to get a cock in her mouth. Jane was skilled, enthusiastic—but Bri’s technique was something else entirely. Watching Steve’s face, she could see it. His mouth had fallen open, his hands gripping the cushions. It was like his dick had entered a wet, pressurized chamber. Every small movement Bri made sent a visible shockwave through him.

“Oh god,” he managed. “That’s—”

Bri hummed around him, and his whole body jerked.

Jane shifted on the bed, propping herself up to watch. Chris settled beside her, one hand resting casually on her thigh. They were an audience now—watching Bri work Steve over with the same focused attention Jane had seen in her twenty years ago.

Bri held him deep, barely moving, just creating that incredible suction while her tongue worked against the underside of his shaft. Steve’s hips twitched, wanting to thrust, but she pressed him back down with one hand on his abdomen. In control. No rush.

“She’s good, isn’t she?” Chris said quietly.

“Yeah.” Jane couldn’t look away. “She is.”

Steve’s breathing had gone ragged. His hand found Bri’s hair—not pushing, just holding on. Jane recognized the tension in his shoulders, the way his thighs were trembling. He was close.

“Bri,” he gasped. “I’m gonna—”

Bri didn’t pull off. If anything, she took him deeper, her throat working around him. Steve made a sound Jane had never heard from him—desperate, almost pained—and then he was coming, his whole body shuddering as Bri swallowed around him.

Bri pulled off slowly, wiping her mouth with the back of her hand. She looked up at Steve with a satisfied smile.

“There,” she said. “Better?”

Steve laughed weakly, his head still tipped back against the cushions. “I don’t have words.”

“That’s usually a good sign.” Bri stood, stretching, completely unselfconscious in her nakedness. “Take your time. Bathroom’s through that door if you need it. Come back upstairs when you’re ready—there’s food, and the party’s still going.”

She grabbed her wrap dress from the floor and pulled it on, not bothering with the underwear. Chris was already dressed, tucking his shirt back in.

“You two okay?” Chris asked, looking between Jane and Steve.

Jane glanced at her husband. He was still catching his breath, but there was a dazed smile on his face. She felt the same way—loose, light, something unlocked.

“Yeah,” she said. “We’re okay.”

They took a few minutes to clean up. Jane found her dress, stepped into it, checked her reflection in a mirror on the wall. Her makeup was smudged, her hair a mess, but she didn’t care. Steve came out of the bathroom looking more composed, though his eyes still had that glazed quality.

“Ready?” she asked.

“Yeah.”

They went back upstairs together. The party was still going strong—music playing, conversations flowing, the kitchen counter restocked with fresh appetizers. Jane found herself suddenly starving. She loaded a plate with crackers and cheese and some kind of spinach dip while Steve got them both waters.

The couple from Oshkosh—Mark and Denise—found them near the kitchen island. “First time, right?” Denise asked, smiling knowingly.

“That obvious?” Steve said.

“You’ve got the look.” Mark laughed. “Don’t worry; it fades after the first few times. Then it’s just … normal.”

They chatted for a while, easy small talk that felt surreal given the circumstances. Then Bri appeared at Jane’s elbow, freshly touched up, a glass of wine in her hand.

“Having fun?”

“More than I expected,” Jane admitted. She paused. “Hey, so Mitch and Tyler are still playing together?”

“Yeah, they’ve got a thing going. Call themselves Rust Belt now.” Bri rolled her eyes affectionately. “Still playing the same dive bars, just with less hair.”

“They any good?”

“They’re not bad, actually. Tighter than the old days. Tyler’s gotten better—or maybe he just cares more now that it’s just the two of them.” Bri took a sip of her wine. “They play at a place in Green Bay pretty regularly. Stockyard, I think it’s called. Every other Saturday.”

Jane felt Steve shift beside her. She didn’t look at him.

“Chris and I went a few months back,” Bri continued. “For old times’ sake. Mitch still puts on a hell of a show. Tyler’s mellowed out some, but put a guitar in his hands, and he’s the same guy.”

“And Mitch?”

Bri laughed. “Mitch is Mitch. Never married. Still thinks he’s gonna make it big someday.” She shrugged. “Some people don’t change.”

Jane filed the information away. The Stockyard. Every other Saturday. Green Bay was only about an hour from Appleton, maybe ninety minutes from Lake Forest.

“You thinking what I think you’re thinking?” Bri asked, a knowing smile on her face.

“Maybe.”

Bri just nodded, leaving it at that.

They stayed another hour, talking with Bri and Chris, chatting with other couples, sampling more of the food. By the time they said their goodbyes, it was nearly midnight. Bri hugged Jane tight at the door.

“This was fun,” she said. “Really fun.”

“It was.” Jane squeezed her back. “We’ll do it again.”

“You better.”

An hour later, they were driving south on I-41, the dark Wisconsin farmland rolling past. They hadn’t talked much since getting in the car. The radio was off. Just the hum of the engine and the occasional whoosh of a passing truck.

Jane glanced over at Steve. His face was lit by the glow of the dashboard, his expression hard to read.

“You okay?” she asked.

He was quiet for a moment. “Yeah, I think so.”

“That was a lot.”

“It was.” His hand found hers on the center console. “But I’m glad we did it.”

She laced her fingers through his. Outside, a sign announced they were sixty miles from the Illinois border. Home. Kids. Normal life. All of it waiting for them.

“Green Bay,” Steve said quietly. “Every other Saturday.”

Jane smiled. “You heard that.”

“I heard it.”

Neither of them said anything else.




CHAPTER 12

It had taken a month to make it happen. Between Lily’s dance recital, Brody’s basketball schedule, and the reality of having two kids who needed their parents around, they couldn’t just disappear to Wisconsin every weekend. But they’d found a Saturday that worked—Steve’s mother taking the kids overnight, a hotel room booked in Green Bay, and Rust Belt playing at The Stockyard.

The bar was exactly what Jane had expected. Sticky floors, neon beer signs, a small stage at one end with equipment that had seen better days. The crowd was maybe sixty people, mostly locals in flannel and work boots, nursing cheap beers and waiting for the music to start.

She and Steve had found a spot near the bar, close enough to see the stage but not right up front. He’d gotten them both waters—neither of them wanted to be fuzzy tonight. The hotel key was already in her purse, a room at the Comfort Inn two blocks away.

“You okay?” Steve asked, leaning close to be heard over the jukebox.

“Nervous.” She smiled. “Good nervous.”

The lights dimmed, such as they were, and Rust Belt took the stage. Four guys—Mitch on vocals, Tyler on guitar, plus a bassist and drummer Jane didn’t recognize. Fill-ins, probably. The core of Iron Wake, stripped down and rebuilt.

Mitch looked older, but he’d held up. His hairline had retreated some, but he kept what was left cropped short, which worked for him. He still had that wiry energy, that coiled intensity that made you watch him even when he wasn’t doing anything.

Tyler was shorter, darker—his mother was Mexican, Jane remembered now. He moved to his spot at stage right with the quiet confidence of a man who’d been doing this for thirty years.

“Green Bay!” Mitch grabbed the mic. “How the fuck are you?”

The crowd roared back, and then they launched into their first song.

It was loud. Aggressive. The kind of music that had made her feel alive at twenty-three—all distortion and fury and fuck-you energy. Jane watched Mitch prowl the small stage, watched Tyler’s fingers move across the fretboard with practiced ease. They were good. Better than she remembered, actually. Tighter, more focused. Two guys who’d been playing together for decades, who knew each other’s rhythms without thinking.

They played four or five songs, the crowd getting looser, more into it. Between numbers, people shouted requests—covers mostly, a few Rust Belt originals the regulars seemed to know. Mitch bantered with them, told dirty jokes, kept the energy up.

Steve’s hand found the small of her back. She leaned into him, feeling the bass vibrate through the floor, through her chest. This was real. She was here. Twenty years later, standing in a Green Bay dive bar, watching the men who’d written a song about fucking her.

Then, during a lull between songs, Steve cupped his hands around his mouth. “Play ‘Raising Jane’!”

Mitch squinted into the crowd, trying to find the source. “What was that?”

“‘Raising Jane’!” Steve yelled again.

A few people near them looked over, confused. It wasn’t a song anyone here would know—an old Iron Wake deep cut, never released properly, just played at shows twenty years ago.

Mitch found Steve in the crowd, then his eyes moved to Jane standing beside him. Even in the dim light, even after twenty years, she saw the moment recognition hit. His whole body went still.

“Holy shit,” he said into the mic then caught himself. “Uh … hold on a second.”

He turned to Tyler, said something she couldn’t hear. Tyler looked out at the crowd, found her, and his eyebrows shot up. They had a quick conversation, gesturing. The fill-in drummer looked confused.

Mitch turned back to the mic. “All right, we got a special request. Old song, haven’t played it in years. Teddy, just watch me for the changes, okay? You’ll pick it up.”

Tyler hit the opening riff, and Jane’s breath caught.

She hadn’t heard it in twenty years—not since that summer, not since she’d buried that version of herself. But her body remembered. The chord progression, the build, the moment before Mitch’s voice came in.

He started singing, rougher than he used to, but the words were the same. Words about a blonde thing in the front row. Words about following them anywhere. Words about a heart on her thigh and a mouth that did whatever they pleased.

Steve’s arm tightened around her. She leaned into him, eyes stinging.

This song had nearly blown up her life. This song had brought her back to herself.

And now she was standing in a dive bar in Green Bay, listening to it with her husband, the man who’d found it and hadn’t run away.

The crowd didn’t know what they were hearing. Just another song, heavy and fast. But Jane knew. And Mitch knew, his eyes finding her during the chorus, a small smile playing at the corner of his mouth.

The song ended. The crowd applauded, not knowing they’d witnessed anything special. Mitch said something about taking a short break, and the house music came back on.

“Come on,” Jane said, taking Steve’s hand.

They made their way toward the side of the stage, where a hallway led to what passed for a backstage area—really just a storage room with some cases and a mini fridge. Mitch and Tyler were already there, toweling off sweat, cracking beers.

Mitch saw her first. “Holy shit. Janie.” He crossed the small space and hugged her—a real hug, tight and warm. He smelled like sweat and beer and something that took her straight back to 2004.

“Look at you,” he said, pulling back to see her face. “Jesus Christ, look at you.”

Tyler was right behind him, quieter but just as warm. “We thought you disappeared off the face of the Earth.”

“I grew up.” Jane smiled. “Got married, had kids. The whole thing.”

She turned to Steve, who was standing a step behind her. “This is my husband, Steve.”

Mitch and Tyler both shook his hand, sizing him up the way men do. Polite, but curious.

“Steve found your song.”

A beat. She watched understanding dawn on their faces—Mitch first, then Tyler.

“Oh,” Mitch said slowly. “Oh shit.”

They stayed for the second set. Jane found it hard to focus on the music, her mind already racing ahead to what came next. Steve kept his hand on her back, steady and grounding.

When the show ended, Mitch and Tyler packed up quickly. The fill-in guys said their goodbyes and headed out. The four of them found a booth in the back corner as the bar emptied, the bartender giving last call.

“So”—Mitch leaned back, beer in hand—“Steve found the song. And you’re still together.”

“Still together,” Jane confirmed.

Mitch rubbed the back of his neck. “Look, we were young and stupid. We shouldn’t have written that, not with your name, not with those details. I’ve thought about it over the years.”

“Dave said the same thing,” Jane said.

“Dave’s smarter than me. Probably thought about it sooner.” Mitch shook his head. “I’m glad it didn’t fuck up your life.”

“It didn’t,” Steve said. “It opened some doors, actually.”

Tyler raised an eyebrow. “Doors?”

“I never knew my wife was open to … certain things.” Steve glanced at Jane. “The song made me curious. She started remembering who she used to be. We’ve been exploring.”

“Exploring,” Mitch repeated, a hint of a smile forming.

“We reconnected with Dave a few months back,” Jane said.

Tyler sat up straighter. “Wait. Did you talk to Chris and Bri?”

“Actually …” Jane paused. “We went to one of their parties.”

Mitch let out a laugh. “Holy shit. Chris and Bri’s parties.”

“You’ve been?” Steve asked.

“Once or twice.” Tyler shrugged. “Years ago. Lost touch after we moved up here.”

“Small world,” Jane said.

“Getting smaller by the minute.” Mitch was looking at her differently now, something shifting behind his eyes. “So, you and Steve have been … exploring. And now you’re here. At our show. Requesting that song.”

“Here we are,” Jane said.

Tyler tilted his head. “So … is this some kind of reunion?”

Mitch laughed. “Janie, are you here trying to seduce us?”

Everyone laughed, even Steve, which seemed to put Mitch and Tyler more at ease.

“Maybe,” Jane said. “Is it working?”

Mitch looked at Tyler. “When’s the last time we …?”

“Couple years, at least,” Tyler said.

Mitch turned back to Jane. “We’re out of practice. And”—he gestured at Steve—“this is new territory. Never had a husband in the room before.”

“He likes to watch,” Jane said simply.

Steve nodded. “I like to watch.”

Another beat. The bartender was wiping down tables, clearly ready for them to leave.

“We have a hotel room,” Jane said. “Two blocks from here.”

Mitch drained the last of his beer and set the glass down. “Well, Tyler? What do you think?”

Tyler was quiet for a moment, studying Jane, then Steve. Whatever he was looking for, he seemed to find it.

“I think,” he said slowly, “that we’d be idiots to say no.”

They settled the tab and walked out into the cold Green Bay night. Jane led the way, Steve beside her, Mitch and Tyler a few steps behind. She could hear them talking in low voices—not nervous exactly, but working something out between themselves.

The Comfort Inn was nothing special. A chain hotel off the main road, anonymous and clean. Jane’s hand was steady as she slid the key card into the door. The room was standard—king bed, desk, chair by the window, terrible abstract art on the walls.

The four of them stood there for a moment, the door clicking shut behind them.

“So,” Mitch said, “how do we do this?”

Jane looked at Steve. He’d already moved to the chair by the window, settling in like he’d done this before. Because he had, she realized. At Chris and Bri’s. He knew his role now.

“However you want,” Steve said. “This is Jane’s show.”

She turned back to Mitch and Tyler. Two men she’d known intimately twenty years ago, standing in a hotel room, waiting for her to tell them what came next. The power of it hit her—she wasn’t the lost twenty-three-year-old following a band around anymore. She was a forty-four-year-old woman who knew exactly what she wanted.

“Come here,” she said.

Mitch reached her first. He kissed her the way he always had—confident, claiming, like he had every right to her mouth. His hands went to her hips, pulling her against him. Tyler came up behind her, his chest against her back, his lips finding her neck.

She was sandwiched between them. Two men, four hands, twenty years of memory flooding back.

“Fuck, you feel good,” Mitch murmured against her lips. “Still so fucking gorgeous.”

Tyler’s hands slid up her sides, found the hem of her shirt. “Can I?”

“Yes.”

He pulled her shirt over her head, and Mitch’s hands were immediately on her breasts, cupping them through her bra. Tyler unhooked it from behind—smooth, practiced—and it fell away. Both men stepped back for a moment, looking at her.

“Jesus Christ,” Mitch breathed. “Time’s been good to you, Janie.”

She glanced at Steve. He was watching intently, his hands on the arms of the chair, his breathing already heavier. Their eyes met, and she saw what she needed—hunger, not hesitation.

Tyler turned her to face him, kissed her slower than Mitch had. His hands were different—guitarist’s hands, calloused fingertips, precise and patient. Mitch pressed against her from behind now, his mouth on her shoulder, his erection obvious through his jeans.

They moved her toward the bed. She wasn’t sure who guided her—maybe both of them, working in tandem the way they did on stage. She sat on the edge, then lay back, watching as they undressed. Mitch first, pulling his shirt over his head, revealing a body that was still lean, still hungry. Then Tyler, darker, more compact, his chest broader than she remembered.

Both of them hard. Both of them watching her.

“Pants,” Mitch said. Not a question.

She lifted her hips, and Tyler slid her jeans down, then her underwear. She was naked now, spread out on a hotel bed in Green Bay, two men standing over her and her husband in a chair by the window.

“God, I missed this,” she said. She wasn’t sure if she meant them specifically or all of it—the heat, the attention, the feeling of being wanted by more than one person at once.

Mitch climbed onto the bed, positioning himself over her. “I’ve thought about this, you know. Over the years. Wondered what happened to you. Wondered if you ever thought about us.”

“I tried not to,” she admitted. “But yeah, I thought about it.”

He kissed her hard, his hand finding her throat—not squeezing, just holding. Possessive. She moaned into his mouth, her hips lifting toward him. From the corner of her eye, she saw Steve shift in his chair.

“She likes that,” Tyler observed. He’d moved to the side of the bed, his hand stroking slowly along his cock. “She always liked it a little rough.”

“I remember.” Mitch’s hand slid down between her legs, found her already wet. “Fuck, Janie. You’ve been thinking about this all night, haven’t you?”

“Longer than that.”

Mitch pushed two fingers inside her, and she gasped. He wasn’t gentle—didn’t need to be. He knew what she could take. His thumb found her clit, rubbing in rough circles while his fingers worked her.

“That’s it,” he said. “Let me hear you.”

She stopped holding back. The sounds came out of her freely—moans, gasps, his name. Tyler moved closer, and she turned her head, took him in her mouth without being asked. The taste of him, the weight on her tongue—it unlocked something. She was twenty-three again, in the back of a van, taking whatever they gave her.

But she wasn’t twenty-three. She was forty-four, and her husband was watching, and this was a choice she was making with her whole self.

She sucked Tyler deeper, and Mitch’s fingers picked up their pace.

“I want to fuck you,” Mitch said, pulling his fingers out. “Now.”

He didn’t wait for an answer. He positioned himself between her legs and pushed inside in one long stroke. She cried out around Tyler’s cock, her back arching off the bed.

Mitch set a punishing pace immediately—nothing like Steve’s lovemaking, nothing like Dave’s steady rhythm. This was hunger, pure and raw. He fucked her like he’d been waiting twenty years to do it again.

Tyler pulled out of her mouth, letting her breathe, letting her make noise. She was loud now, not caring who heard through the hotel walls. Mitch’s hands gripped her hips hard enough to bruise.

“Look at your husband,” Mitch said. “Look at him while I fuck you.”

She turned her head. Steve was gripping the arms of the chair, his knuckles white, his erection straining against his pants. Their eyes locked.

“You like watching this?” Mitch asked him, not slowing down. “Watching your wife get fucked?”

“Yes,” Steve managed. His voice was rough. “Don’t stop.”

Mitch pulled out suddenly, leaving her gasping. “Switch.”

Before she could process it, Tyler was between her legs, sliding inside her. Different angle, different thickness. He fucked her slower than Mitch had, more deliberate, those guitarist’s hands holding her hips with precision.

Mitch moved to her head, his cock wet with her. She opened her mouth and took him in, tasting herself on him. The two of them found a rhythm together—Tyler thrusting into her from below while she sucked Mitch above. She was full at both ends, overwhelmed, exactly where she wanted to be.

“Fuck,” Tyler breathed. “Forgot how good she feels.”

“I didn’t,” Mitch said. His hand was in her hair, guiding her head. “I never forgot.”

They used her. There was no other word for it. Passed her between them, took turns, found configurations she’d almost forgotten were possible. At some point Tyler sat back against the headboard and pulled her onto his lap, his cock sliding into her from below while she rode him. Mitch watched for a moment, stroking himself, then moved behind her.

“You remember this?” he asked, his hands on her hips, slowing her rhythm on Tyler.

She knew what he was asking. Her heart pounded. “Yes.”

“You want it?”

She looked at Steve. He was frozen in the chair, barely breathing, his eyes locked on what was about to happen.

“Yes,” she said. “I want it.”

Mitch’s fingers found her other opening, slick with something—she didn’t see where he’d gotten the lube, didn’t care. He worked her slowly, patiently, while Tyler held still inside her. The stretch, the fullness, the vulnerability of it.

“Relax,” Mitch murmured against her shoulder. “I’ve got you.”

She breathed out, let her body open. Then he was pushing inside, inch by inch, and she was fuller than she’d ever been. Both of them. At the same time. Twenty years since she’d done this, and her body remembered.

“Oh god,” she gasped. “Oh fuck—”

They started to move. Slowly at first, finding their rhythm, one pushing in as the other pulled out. She was suspended between them, impaled, completely at their mercy. The sounds coming out of her weren’t words anymore.

Tyler’s hands cupped her breasts from below, thumbs brushing her nipples. Mitch’s teeth grazed her shoulder. They moved together, inside her together, and she lost track of where one ended and the other began.

She opened her eyes, found Steve. He’d given up pretending to be composed—his hand was pressed against the bulge in his pants, his mouth slightly open. Watching his wife get fucked by two men at once. This was what he’d signed up for. This was what he’d wanted to see.

“Steve,” she managed. Just his name. A tether to the life she’d built, even as she surrendered to the life she’d buried.

“I’m here,” he said. “I’m right here.”

The pace quickened. Mitch and Tyler had found their rhythm now, fucking her in tandem, years of playing together translating into something else entirely. She felt an orgasm building—different from anything she’d felt before, deeper, fuller.

“I’m going to—” she couldn’t finish the sentence.

“Do it,” Mitch growled in her ear. “Come for us, Janie.”

It crashed through her like a wave, her whole body clenching around both of them. She screamed—actually screamed—and they kept going, kept fucking her through it, drawing it out until she thought she might break apart.

“Fuck,” Tyler gasped beneath her. “I can’t—”

“Inside her,” Mitch said. “Do it.”

Tyler thrust up hard and held there, pulsing, filling her. She felt every twitch, every spasm. Then Mitch’s rhythm stuttered too, his grip tightening on her hips.

“Janie—”

He slammed deep and came, and she felt that too—both of them, inside her, at the same time. Full. Complete. Reclaimed.

For a long moment, nobody moved. They stayed tangled together, breathing hard, sweat cooling on skin. Then Mitch pulled out slowly, and Tyler eased her off him, and she collapsed onto the hotel sheets between them.

“Jesus Christ,” Mitch said to the ceiling.

“Yeah,” Tyler agreed.

Jane laughed. A real laugh, full and free. She felt hollowed out in the best way—empty and complete at the same time. She turned her head toward Steve. He was still in the chair, still hard, looking at her like she was something miraculous.

“Come here,” she said.

He crossed the room and sat on the edge of the bed. She reached for his hand, pulled him down beside her. Mitch and Tyler shifted to give them space but didn’t leave, just watched, comfortable, unhurried.

“You okay?” Steve asked quietly.

“More than okay.” She kissed him, soft and slow. “I love you.”

“I love you, too.” His hand brushed her cheek. “That was …”

“I know.”

She reached for his belt. He was still hard, aching. She freed him and stroked slowly, watching his face.

“You don’t have to—”

“I want to.”

She took him in her mouth, tasting him, bringing him home. It didn’t take long. He’d been on the edge for an hour, watching everything. When he came, she swallowed, and he exhaled her name like he’d been holding his breath all night.

They eventually cleaned up. Mitch and Tyler got dressed, said their goodbyes—warm, easy, no awkwardness. Hugs all around.

“Don’t be a stranger this time,” Mitch said at the door. “Twenty years is too long.”

“It won’t be twenty years,” Jane promised.

Then it was just her and Steve, alone in the hotel room.

They showered together, not talking much, just being close. She was sore in places she’d forgotten existed. It felt good. Real.

They climbed into the hotel bed, clean sheets cool against their skin, and she curled into him the way she always did.

“How are you feeling?” Steve asked into the darkness.

She thought about it. Really thought. After Dave, she’d felt like something had cracked open. After Appleton, like something had shifted. Now …

“Complete,” she said. “Like I finally stopped hiding from myself.”

His arm tightened around her. “Good.”

They slept late, checkout not until eleven. Jane woke to sunlight through the thin hotel curtains and Steve’s arm still around her. She lay there for a moment, taking inventory. Her body ached in a dozen places. She felt claimed, used, satisfied. She felt like herself.

They grabbed coffee from the lobby then hit the road. The drive back to Lake Forest was familiar now—she’d made this trip so many times in the past few months. Wisconsin farmland giving way to Illinois suburbs, the ordinary world reassembling around them.

“The kids are going to ask how the concert was,” Steve said somewhere around Kenosha.

“We’ll tell them it was great. Old friends, good music.” Jane smiled. “Not a lie.”

They drove in comfortable silence for a while. Jane watched the landscape roll past, thinking about the woman she’d been twenty years ago. Lost, reckless, searching for something she couldn’t name. She’d found it in dive bars and motel rooms, in the back of a van with five guys who wrote a song about her.

Then she’d buried it. Became someone else. Someone respectable.

“You know what’s funny?” she said.

“What?”

“I spent twenty years thinking those were two different people. Wild Janie and responsible Jane. Like I had to choose.”

Steve glanced at her. “And now?”

“Now I think they were always the same person. I just didn’t let them meet.”

They pulled into the driveway a little after two. Steve’s mother’s car was still there—she’d agreed to stay until they got back. Through the front window, Jane could see Lily on the couch, probably on her phone. Normal. Ordinary. Home.

Steve turned off the engine but didn’t move to get out. “So, what happens now?”

Jane considered the question. “Now we go inside. We thank your mom. We hear about Brody’s basketball game and whatever drama Lily’s dealing with this week. We make dinner. We help with homework.” She paused. “And sometimes, when we can arrange it, we drive up to Wisconsin.”

He laughed. “That simple?”

“That simple.” She leaned over and kissed him. “I’m still me, Steve. School board member, art history teacher, mom. I’m just … all of me now.”

He looked at her for a long moment. Then he smiled. “I love all of you.”

“I know.” She opened her door. “Come on; let’s go home.”
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