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On fantasy vs. reality


Hello friends! Thank you so much for downloading this book. We had so much fun writing it. 

In our blogs and newsletters we make clear that the Kumquat Publishing writers are actual kinky perverts. However, we want it to be known that the stories which follow aren't instruction manuals on how to have a BDSM relationship or experience. 

In our stories people deceive each other, they drink alcohol before engaging in kink activities, they don't always make their expectations clear, they don't have safe sex, and sometimes don't consent to every activity that occurs. We write the stories this way because we think it makes them more interesting. These stories are for fun. In healthy relationships communication, consent, and trust are paramount. 

We would love for you to get inspired by the stories and have wonderful and safe adventures of your own, but please make sure you are conducting yourselves honestly, transparently, and with the full consent of everyone involved. Please look up concepts like Risk Aware Consensual Kink (RACK) or Safe, Sane, and Consensual (SSC) or consider attending live classes before engaging in risky behaviors.


From the Author

Sometimes desire arrives as an intrusion.

Sharing Nora came from thinking about what happens after the kids leave. Decades of marriage. The house finally quiet. And then new neighbors move in who are anything but.

Nora's life is comfortable. Predictable. She thought that was enough. Then she starts hearing Ally and her husband through the walls. Passionate. Shameless. Alive in a way Nora has forgotten how to be.

What I loved exploring in this story is Nora's fascination with Ally specifically. Not just the sounds, but the woman herself. Someone who glows from the inside out. Someone who seems to have figured out something Nora hasn't. When Nora discovers Ally's secret, that her devoted husband isn't the only man in her life, it opens a door she didn't know existed.

This is a story about learning. About watching someone else live boldly and wondering if you could do the same. About a mature woman confronting desires she never dared say out loud, decades into a marriage she thought she understood.

The suburban setting matters. Privacy fences and Thursday night routines and the careful performance of having it all figured out. Nora's awakening doesn't come from crisis. It comes from proximity to someone who stopped pretending.

As always, we've compressed what would take longer. Real transformations don't happen over a few weeks. But the question at the heart felt true: What if the life you've been watching is the life you wanted all along?

Take what resonates. Leave what doesn't.

Thanks for reading.

Love Always,

[image: ]

Sharing Nora

A "Shared Wives" Novel

By Raven Merlot





Chapter 1

Nora

The laundry was warm. That was the only thing I could focus on. Still warm, still fresh, still waiting for me to do something with it.

I folded a towel with more precision than necessary, creased the edges neatly, and then placed it on the growing stack beside me.

Then I did nothing.

Just stood there, towel still in my hands, listening.

It wasn’t obvious at first. Just a soft sound. A thump. A rhythmic creak. The kind of thing you could pretend was the wind, or the dryer, or a neighbor dragging furniture across the floor.

Except, it wasn’t.

I knew it wasn’t.

The bedroom window was cracked open—it always was this time of year—and the sound carried through the evening air in waves. A low moan. A laugh. A brief, breathless cry that made my heart skip.

Then silence.

Then another thump.

I froze.

Across the room, Mark’s voice floated up from the den. "You gonna say something?"

I didn’t answer right away.

"They’re louder than last time," he added.

Still, I didn’t respond.

Because he was right.

Our neighbors had moved in three months ago. A young couple, early thirties, maybe. Friendly enough, though I couldn’t remember if I’d actually caught their names. They would wave. Took morning walks. Drove a sleek black SUV that never seemed to stay parked for long.

And, at least once a week, usually in the evening, they had sex loud enough to hear through the walls. It wasn’t obnoxious. Not exactly. But it wasn’t … casual, either.

It was intense. Rhythmic. Sometimes breathy, sometimes rough. Always unmistakable.

And lately, it had been getting louder.

I finally laid the towel down, smoothed it with my palm like it had done something wrong. Then I crossed to the window and paused.

It wasn’t just the sounds. It was the way they made me feel.

Embarrassed. Curious. Restless.

I hadn’t told Mark that I sometimes waited for it. That I had noticed the pattern. That Thursday nights, after dark, seemed to be their time.

I certainly hadn’t told him how long I stood by the window afterward, alone in the quiet, trying to remember the last time we’d made those kinds of sounds. The kind that started low in the belly and escaped without permission.

I touched the windowsill. The paint was chipped.

Downstairs, the microwave beeped.

Life was ordinary. Safe.

Predictable.

I closed the window. Not all the way. Just enough to pretend.




Chapter 2

Nora

I hadn’t meant to linger by the flowerbeds. I was just checking the rosemary. It had gotten overwatered last week—too much rain, not enough drainage—and I’d been worried about root rot. But then the gate creaked open, and Ally stepped out onto her porch.

Barefoot. Tank top. Coffee mug in hand. Hair twisted up in a messy knot that probably took zero effort and somehow still looked perfect.

My fingers were still damp with soil.

"Morning!" Ally chirped, walking down her steps with a bounce that made her look younger than she already was.

I returned the smile. "Morning."

We met at the edge of the lawn, just across the property line, under the shade of the sycamore tree that both couples politely pretended wasn’t technically on either lot.

"You gardening or spying on me?" she asked with a wink.

I blinked. "Sorry?"

She laughed. "Kidding. Though I wouldn’t blame you. It’s a gorgeous morning."

It was.

Even with my hair pulled back too tightly and my knees slightly damp from kneeling in the dirt, even with last night’s sound still echoing somewhere in my memory, it was—objectively—a beautiful morning.

She tilted her mug. "Want a coffee?"

"Oh, no, I’m—"

"Come on. I made extra. And I’ve seen the look on your face. You’re either judging my hydrangeas or debating world domination. Either way, you need caffeine."

I hesitated. Then followed.

Inside, the kitchen was sunlit and warm. Minimalist, but not sterile. A few open shelves. A vinyl record playing softly in the background, something moody and French.

Ally moved like someone who was used to being watched. Not deliberately. Not performatively. Comfort in her own skin.

She poured a second mug and slid it across the counter. "Hazelnut. Don’t tell my husband—it’s his least favorite."

I smiled, grateful. "He out?"

"Work trip," she said, waving a hand. "He’s back tomorrow."

I sipped. "You two travel a lot?"

"Some. More him than me." She leaned against the counter. "We’ve got it down to a rhythm. I like the quiet, honestly. Gives me space."

My throat tightened, and I wasn’t entirely sure why.

"You and your husband still working?" she asked.

I nodded. "He is. I consult now. Marketing stuff. Remote."

"Smart," Ally said, genuinely impressed. "God, I’d kill to work from home and not answer to a twenty-six-year-old with a man bun."

I laughed softly. But I was still watching her.

There was something about her face. Her energy. The subtle flush to her cheeks and the way she carried herself—not just this morning, but in general. Like she was always just a little post-orgasmic. Like someone had reminded her recently she was desirable and the glow hadn’t worn off yet.

It irritated me. And it embarrassed me to realize that.

And yet … it tugged at something. Because it wasn’t like I didn’t take care of myself. I moisturized. I wore fitted jeans. I knew what looked good on my figure. Mark and I had a solid relationship—comfortable, stable. So, why did she look like she was living in an entirely different weather system? What the hell did she have that I didn’t?

We chatted for another fifteen minutes—books, work, weekend plans. Easy things.

When I finally stood to leave, Ally tilted her head. "You guys should come over for drinks sometime. No big thing, just wine, maybe a board game if we’re feeling nerdy."

I smiled. "I’ll ask Mark."

She grinned. "Ask him nicely."

I laughed. It was the polite thing to do.

But as I stepped outside, mug still warm in my hands, I felt something slip. Something internal.

I told myself it was just envy. But envy didn’t usually feel like this. Not hot. Not low in the belly.




Chapter 3

Nora

We didn’t talk about our son much anymore, not because anything was wrong, but because the grief had settled into something manageable. Muted. Like an old scar you only felt when the weather turned.

He wasn’t gone, of course. Just away.

First semester, sophomore year. Pre-med, maybe. Or psychology. He’d changed majors twice already and hadn’t told us about the second one until we’d visited in October.

He texted when he remembered. Called every other Sunday. Sent memes that Mark never understood, but I always laughed at.

We were proud. But we were also adjusting.

The house was too quiet now. And too clean. And the calendar was too empty, except for the things we put there ourselves.

"Did you book the anniversary dinner?" I asked, drying my hands on a dish towel.

Mark didn’t look up from his crossword puzzle. "Which one?"

I gave him the look. "What do you mean which one?"

"We’ve got the wedding anniversary, the day we met, the day we lost our virginity—"

I tossed the towel at him.

He caught it mid-air, smirking. "Yes, I booked the dinner. Eight o’clock. That Italian place you like with the soft bread."

"That’s all Italian places."

"Then I nailed it."

It was easy with him. Still. Easier than I would admit to anyone. We got each other in the ways that mattered.

But sometimes I wondered if getting each other had turned into predicting each other. And then scheduling each other.

Mark could read my moods better than I could. He could tell when I was about to sneeze, about to cry, about to change my mind about dinner.

It was comforting. But also …

I couldn’t finish that thought.

***

We ate takeout on the couch that night, something spicy that Mark couldn’t pronounce and I pretended not to like, even though I ate every bite. A movie played in the background. We didn’t talk much, but we were close.

Afterward, I reached for the wine.

"You thinking about something?" Mark asked.

"I’m always thinking about something."

"You’re thinking about the rest of our lives," he said casually.

I paused with the cork halfway twisted. He was annoyingly good at that.

I poured slowly. "Maybe."

"You worried?"

"Not exactly."

Mark leaned forward, elbows on his knees. "What does not exactly mean?"

"It means I’m not having a crisis. Just …" I took a sip. "Noticing."

He waited.

"I was talking to Ally this morning. We were joking around. She’s …" I hesitated. "She’s kind of hard not to notice."

Mark tilted his head. "How so?"

I shrugged. "She’s just … bright."

He gave a small, unreadable smile. "She does glow."

I raised an eyebrow. "Don’t get poetic on me."

"I’m not," he said. "I just know you, Nora. When you bring someone up like that, it’s not because you want to gossip. It’s because you’re trying to figure something out."

I didn’t answer right away, and he let me sit in it.

"I’m not jealous," I said, which wasn’t the question.

Mark nodded. Then he reached out, took my foot into his lap, and started rubbing it like he always did when we were quiet, close, and a little uncertain.

"I don’t think you’re jealous," he said. "But maybe you’re remembering something."

I looked at him.

"Or someone," he added.

I swallowed. "Us?"

"Maybe."

And for once, I didn’t argue.




Chapter 4

Nora

It wasn’t wild, but it was good.

Mark took his time. He kissed my neck. He touched my hips the way I liked. He didn’t rush. He didn’t talk much. Neither did I.

We didn’t have to.

He slid into me with a soft sound, and I let him in, just like always.

There was comfort in that. Stillness. The kind of sex that didn’t try to impress anyone but still made me feel held.

I closed my eyes and let my body remember what it felt like to be desired in a way that wasn’t showy, or fast, or urgent. But real.

When I came, it was quiet. Soft. More of a release than an explosion.

He followed soon after, burying his face in my shoulder, breathing hard into my skin. Whispering something I couldn’t quite hear, but I didn’t ask him to repeat it.

I just held him.

We lay there for a while. Breath slowing. Bodies tangled. His hand traced soft circles on my side. My fingers curled lightly against his chest.

I didn’t want to move. Because it felt like the moment, the one just after pleasure, when everything felt slightly weightless, like we’re floating in the aftermath.

"I love you," I whispered.

He kissed the top of my head. "I know."

But when I closed my eyes after the lights were off and the covers pulled up around us, I couldn’t stop thinking about the sound Ally had made last night.




Chapter 5

Nora

The yarn slid through my fingers like it knew what it was doing.

Knit. Knit. Purl.

Knit. Knit. Purl.

My breath matched the rhythm after a while, like my body remembered what my mind kept forgetting—that this was how I found myself again.

I didn’t think about Ally. I didn’t think about what I heard. I didn’t even think about Mark. I thought about the row in front of me, the edge of the cuff I was shaping, the feel of the bamboo needles tapping softly in my hands. I thought about the project bag I’d stitched myself last spring, the way the zipper always caught unless I held it just right.

And for once, I didn’t spiral.

Knitting had always been a kind of therapy. Quiet, personal, tactile. A thing I did with my hands that didn’t require a screen, or a password, or anyone’s permission. I didn’t even follow a pattern anymore, not strictly. I just felt it out. Let the texture tell me what came next.

The sun was warm through the windows. The yarn was soft. And I felt—God, it sounded simple—okay.

The kettle clicked off in the kitchen.

I finished the row, held the fabric up to admire it, and allowed myself a rare thing—a small, real smile.

And then I saw him.

Through the side window.

Tall. Solid. Confident. Walking up to Ally’s front door like he’d done it before.

He didn’t knock. He used a key.

My fingers stopped moving. The needles froze mid-air. I blinked once, like that would somehow explain it.

But it didn’t. Because her husband was still out of town—she’d said so herself.

And this man? This was someone else.

He disappeared inside. The door shut behind him. And I sat there, still holding the yarn, hands quiet, breath even.

The kettle whistled again, louder this time. But I didn’t get up. I didn’t move. I just stared at the door across the street. And felt the tension begin again—slow, deliberate, curling up the base of my spine like smoke.

Like it had just been waiting for the right moment to return.

I didn’t mean to snoop. That was what I told myself as I stood by the stairwell window, the one that looked out toward the side of their house, half-hidden behind the curtain. I wasn’t spying. I was just … curious.

Because Ally’s husband was still out of town. And that man wasn’t him. And whatever was happening behind that closed door, it didn’t feel innocent.

I stared for a long time. Five minutes. Maybe ten. And then I cracked the window.

The house was quiet. Too quiet. Mark was out running errands. The street was still. The kind of quiet where everything feels like it’s holding its breath.

And then I heard it. Soft at first. The low pulse of movement. Floorboards. A breath. A laugh. Then her voice, slick with want.

The first sound I truly understood came as a whisper …

"Yes."

It didn’t sound like consent. It sounded like permission. Like she’d said yes before and was saying it again now, just for the thrill of repeating it.

I leaned a little closer to the window, hot enough to be seen, but enough to feel complicit.

The rhythm changed. Sharpened.

I couldn’t see them, but I could hear everything. The soft slap of skin on skin. The creak of a mattress. The muffled gasp of someone trying not to wake the neighbors. And underneath it all—my heartbeat pounding.

My thighs pressed together again. Not on purpose.

I stayed there. Listening. Not imagining—knowing.

When it finally quieted—fifteen minutes, maybe more—I didn’t move. Because I felt something I hadn’t felt in years.

Hunger.

Not for a different life, but something.




Chapter 6

Nora

I was still sitting in the living room when Mark got home, knitting in my lap, needles unmoving. I hadn’t touched them since I had set them down after … well, after him. After them.

Mark came in through the side door, juggling two grocery bags and a six-pack like it was some kind of puzzle he’d promised not to solve with help. "Smells like sunshine in here," he said, dropping the bags on the counter. "And yarn. Are you winning?"

I smiled too quickly. "Always."

He gave me a quick kiss on the top of the head. "Dinner out or in?"

"Whatever’s easy."

That wasn’t like me. I always had an opinion about dinner. And he knew it.

He paused, looking at me for a beat longer than he should have. "You okay?"

"Fine."

"You seem quiet."

I shrugged. "I guess I’m thinking."

"About?"

"Patterns."

He nodded like that made perfect sense. And maybe it did.

We ate something simple—pasta, wine, nothing special—and he did most of the talking. Stories from work. A podcast episode I’d half-listened to but didn’t want to discuss.

I kept nodding. Smiling. Touching his hand every now and then.

But my mind was upstairs. At the window. At the sound of someone else’s breath. Someone else’s body. The thump of a bed frame against a shared wall. And the way Ally had moaned like her body had been taken apart and rebuilt around someone else’s rhythm.

I thought about telling Mark. Just a quiet mention. A joke, maybe. You’ll never guess who I saw with Ally today. Just to get it out. Get it over with.

But I didn’t.

Because the truth was I didn’t want to talk about it yet. Not out loud. Not until I figured out what the hell it was doing to me.

It wasn’t just the fact that she had another man. It was the way I felt about it.

Ashamed. Intrigued. Aroused.

And somewhere under all that—angry.

Not at her. Not even at Mark. At myself for feeling like I’d touched something electric and couldn’t let go.

If I told him now, it would come out wrong. I needed to understand what it meant before I handed it over.

So, I smiled and nodded, and I kept the secret for one more night.

***

After dinner, we watched a show I barely followed. I sipped wine I didn’t taste. When we finally crawled into bed, Mark pulled me close the way he always did—spooned behind me, hand on my hip, warm breath against my neck.

"I love you," he whispered.

I said it back. Meant it. But when I closed my eyes, it wasn’t his voice I heard.

It was hers.




Chapter 7

Nora

It didn’t start like a dream. It started like a memory. Except it wasn’t one of mine.

A man’s breath in my ear. My body pressed against a door I didn’t recognize. The fabric of a dress pulled high around my hips. Fingers slipping into my panties.

Not Mark.

Not a stranger, either.

Him.

I moaned, low and soft. I couldn’t help it.

My knees parted. His hands gripped my thighs. And then he was inside me.

Not with love.

Not with tenderness.

With need.

With hunger.

With a kind of permission that made me feel dirty and whole at the same time.

I heard myself say, "Don’t stop." Then louder, "Fuck me." Then faint and dangerous, "He doesn’t need to know."

I woke up gasping. Sheets twisted around my legs.

The room still dark, Mark breathing steadily beside me.

My heart was pounding. My body hot. And between my thighs … I was wet. Not just damp—soaked.

My panties clung to me, slick and sticky and obscene.

I lay there for a full minute, stunned. No movement. No sound.

A dawning realization came to me.

That wasn’t just a dream. That was my body telling the truth. And it wanted something I couldn’t explain.




Chapter 8

Nora

Ally was outside again.

I didn’t plan to go over. I was still in my house shoes, hair pinned up in a halfhearted twist. But she saw me through the window and waved—bright, breezy, effortless as always.

So I waved back.

And then, for some reason I still can’t explain, I walked over.

She was watering the planters. A little aggressively, if I was honest. There was something in her shoulders—tight, tense—that I hadn’t noticed before.

"Hey, you," she said, smiling like it was nothing. "You ever get the feeling your petunias are judging you?"

"Only when I forget to deadhead," I said, glancing down at the half-drowned flowers.

"Ugh, same." She sighed. "Sorry, I didn’t sleep great."

"Everything okay?"

"Fine," she said too quickly. "Just … thoughts. You know how it is."

I nodded like I did. And maybe I did.

We didn’t say more about it. We talked about the weather, weekend plans, a new café that opened near the farmer’s market. It was all normal.

But I couldn’t unsee what I’d seen. I couldn’t unhear the sound of her voice through the window—those moans that didn’t belong to her husband. And I definitely couldn’t stop wondering how she could stand there so calmly with wet soil on her hands and a secret in her mouth.

After I went back inside, I tried to knit. I really did. I pulled out the cardigan I’d been working on and sat in the sunroom like I always did, yarn in my lap, needles in my hands.

I cast on.

Row one. Row two.

But, by row three, I’d already dropped a stitch.

By row five, I was clenching my jaw.

I wasn’t mad at her. Not exactly. I was mad that she had something I didn’t understand. And maybe I was mad at myself for caring.

***

That night, after dinner, I told Mark. Not the whole thing. Just the part that sounded reasonable.

"There’s something going on with Ally," I said, folding a dish towel a little too tightly.

Mark was still at the sink. "What kind of something?"

I hesitated. "I saw someone go into Ally’s house the yesterday," I said, folding a dish towel too tightly in my hands. "A man. Not her husband."

Mark looked up from the sink. "Okay … who was he?"

"I don’t know."

"Delivery?"

"No. He had a key."

Mark raised an eyebrow. "So, what? You think she’s cheating?"

"I didn’t say that."

"You’re definitely implying it."

I shrugged. "It just seemed … off."

He rinsed his hands, thoughtful. "Could be a friend, family, work contact. I mean, if we’re playing detective here."

"It didn’t feel like that," I said.

He turned, leaning on the counter now. "Okay. But how would you know? What exactly did you see?"

I hesitated. "He just … walked in like he belonged there."

"That’s it?"

I said nothing.

Mark tilted his head, studying me. "Nora …"

"What?"

He gave me a moment; a little window to fill in the blanks, to be honest.

I didn’t take it.

So, he waited another beat, and then said, "Did you go to the stairwell window?"

I blinked. "What?"

He raised both eyebrows, just slightly. "It’s the best spot in the house. You can hear right into their bedroom if the weather’s right."

I opened my mouth. Closed it.

He smiled. "Look, I get it. But I think we’re better off staying out of it."

"I wasn’t spying," I said. "I just … heard something."

"Okay." He nodded. "Let’s say you’re right. Let’s say something’s happening over there. Even then, cheating’s not the only possibility."

I gave him a look.

He held up his hands. "I’m serious. People have … arrangements. Open stuff. Kinks. Things they don’t talk about with their neighbors."

"You think that’s what this is?"

"I don’t know." He stepped closer. "But I think, if it is, we’re the ones making it weird by guessing." He kissed my cheek, soft and warm. "Let people live how they live."




Chapter 9

Nora

I was in the garden when he came home. Hair up, boots muddy, hands half-buried in the soil. I was planting late lettuce and pretending I wasn’t thinking about Ally for once. And then I saw them.

Him—, er husband, walking up the path with a duffel bag over his shoulder.

She met him at the sidewalk like something out of a romance film—sundress, bare feet, loose hair. They collided mid-laugh, his arms around her waist, hers up around his neck. And then he lifted her off the ground and kissed her like it had only been three days but he hadn’t breathed in four.

I froze, one glove still halfway off, staring from behind the tomato trellis.

She wrapped her legs around his waist for a second. He spun her once then set her down. She swatted his chest. They laughed again. And then they went inside.

I didn’t mean to follow. I just told myself I needed to put away the basket of folded laundry upstairs. Something responsible. Normal.

But once I was at the top of the stairs, I stopped.

Their bedroom window was open.

Mine was, too.

I didn’t mean to stop, but I did.

At first, all I heard was water. The shower, maybe. Then a thud. Then a laugh. Hers. Dripping wet, delighted. Then his voice, low and full of heat. And then …

The unmistakable sound of a woman being taken by someone who already knew exactly how she wanted it.

God, it was passionate. Not polite. Not perfunctory. Not marriage sex with a choreographed ending.

This was … raw. Fast, hungry, and familiar.

They weren’t making up for lost time. They were returning to something that had never been broken.

I clenched the laundry basket too tightly, my breath sharp in my nose. And for the first time, I wasn’t curious.

I was angry.

Jealous.

And not just of the sex. Not just of the moaning, or the body sounds, or the sharp slap of hips colliding.

I was jealous of her freedom, her boldness, her ease.

She had one man who loved her. Another who took her. And somehow, she didn’t seem to lose anything in the process.

I went back downstairs, threw the laundry basket on the couch without even folding the last towel, poured a glass of wine I didn’t want, stared at the wall like it might blink first, and whispered something to myself I’d never dared say before.

"I want something else."




Chapter 10

Nora

"They invited us over," I said casually, like it was just a neighborly gesture. Nothing more.

Mark glanced up from his phone. "For what?"

"Board games. Wine. Friday night."

He made a sound—half-grunt, half-sigh—and returned to scrolling.

I waited.

"Is that a yes?" I asked.

He didn’t look up. "I mean, we can. Sure."

"But?"

"But you’re not going over there to play Codenames," he said. "You want to look around."

"That’s not fair."

"It’s a little fair."

I crossed my arms. "Maybe I just want to be social."

Mark looked up at me finally. "You don’t even like board games."

I stared back. "I like … some games."

He smirked. "This is research."

I didn’t deny it.

He wasn’t wrong.

Part of me felt ridiculous, like a teenager trying to sneak glances at a crush’s notebook. But another part of me—the louder part now—wanted answers.

I wanted to see how Ally looked at her husband.

I wanted to see how he looked at her.

I wanted to know if they touched casually or constantly. If they flirted across the table. If they laughed too hard or not at all.

I wanted to know if two people could share that much heat and still host a polite night of snacks and strategy.

Mark finally put his phone down. "I’ll go," he said. "But I’m not interrogating anyone."

"I wouldn’t ask you to."

"And I’m not playing along with some secret investigation."

"Of course not."

"I know you," he added.

I gave him a look.

"You want to see it for yourself," he said. "You want to find out what’s really going on."

I didn’t respond. I didn’t have to.

Friday night, then. Board games. Wine.

And maybe a few answers.

If I was lucky.




Chapter 11

Nora

I wore the blouse that made my collarbone look sharper than it really was, wanting to arm myself.

Mark noticed, but he didn’t say anything. He just gave me that look—half-teasing, half-wary—and held the wine bottle like it was a peace offering.

Their house was too clean. That was the first thing I noticed.

Not perfect. Not staged. But lived-in. Bright and warm in a way that felt like someone actually liked being there.

The second thing I noticed was Jason. He was already at the door when we walked up, opening it before I even knocked.

"Hey! You found us."

His smile was so genuine it annoyed me. He looked like someone who volunteered on Saturdays and still brought flowers home on weekdays. Button-down rolled at the sleeves, a wedding band that looked worn but not neglected. The kind of man who called his mother and meant it.

Ally kissed his cheek when he passed her a wine glass. He kissed her back on the forehead like they’d been doing it for twenty years and still hadn’t run out of warmth.

We played Scattergories, then Codenames, then some card game Ally said she’d learned on vacation in Oaxaca that somehow ended with Mark and Jason arguing about whether "sandalwood" counted as a fruit.

Everyone laughed, especially Ally.

God, she laughed easily. Like nothing pressed on her. Like desire didn’t make her coil, or second-guess, or shift in her seat the way I kept doing every time Jason leaned in to whisper something in her ear.

Mark caught me watching once. I pretended to scratch my cheek.

After the card game broke down into light banter and second pours, Jason turned to Mark. "You into home projects at all?"

Mark shrugged. "Some. I mean, I know how to use a drill and not kill myself."

Jason grinned. "That shelf in the den, I just finished it last week. Took me forever to get the damn corners square."

"Looks good," Mark said. "You route that edge yourself?"

Jason lit up. "You noticed!"

Ally groaned. "Oh God, please don’t get him started on router bits."

Jason leaned in. "I’ve got a bottle of single malt I’ve been saving. You should come by next weekend—talk shop, drink something dark, pretend we know what we’re doing."

Mark glanced at me, smirking. "Sounds like a plan."

After the second bottle of wine, Jason stood up to put on music. Jazz. Vinyl.

He came back to the table, poured Ally another splash without her asking, then ran his fingers through the back of her hair so gently it made my chest tighten.

"You good, sweetheart?"

She nodded, touching his knee under the table.

And I wanted to scream because: what the hell?

If she was cheating—and I was certain she was—how could she look at him like that? How could she touch him, laugh with him, build a life with him and still have another man’s hands on her?

It felt insulting. Unfair. Cruel.

Yet she didn’t seem cruel. She seemed whole.

And he—God, he looked at her like she was sacred.

***

When we walked home, Mark was quiet.

So was I.

Halfway up the driveway, he said, "Jason really loves her."

I stopped. "Yeah, I noticed."

He glanced sideways at me. "You sure you saw what you think you saw?"

"I’m sure." But I didn’t say it with as much fire this time. Because now I wasn’t sure what was more unsettling: the idea that Ally was lying to him, or the possibility that she wasn’t.

"Dammit," Mark said before heading to the shower.




Chapter 12

Nora

I saw him again. Midday. Bright sun. No reason for anything to feel dark. But there he was, walking up to Ally’s front door with the same easy confidence I’d seen before. Same worn jeans. Same broad shoulders. Same backward glance, just once, before she opened the door.

No hesitation this time. She let him in like she’d been waiting.

And Jason wasn’t home.

That part struck harder than I expected.

It wasn’t even jealousy now. Not entirely.

It was confusion. And a heat in my chest I didn’t know what to do with.

Because if she was cheating—really cheating—how could she look so light? So radiant? So untouched by guilt?

I didn’t plan on doing anything. Just looked out the window longer than I should have. Then I moved to the stairwell—slowly, light-footed. Like that mattered.

I stood there, tilted my head, and listened.

Nothing.

Not yet.

Just my own heartbeat. Loud and fast.

The front rooms must be too far.

That’s when the thought came, quiet and sharp, The attic window.

It was barely used. We kept off-season coats and dusty boxes up there. But it had a narrow, old-pane window that faced east.

Toward their house.

Toward their bedroom.

I didn’t run. I climbed the steps deliberately, each creak of the wooden stairs making me feel like a criminal. Or worse—like a teenager again, breaking rules that no one had actually said aloud.

I opened the attic door and the stale air hit me immediately. Dry dust and forgotten linen.

I stepped carefully around the boxes, knelt, and then brushed aside a stack of old wrapping paper rolls to reach the small window. The glass was smudged, but the angle was perfect. I could see their bedroom window clearly.

Curtains: open.

Lights: on.

And inside?

Ally.

Standing in the middle of the room in nothing but a pale pink bra and thong. Her hair was down, her back arched slightly as she adjusted her straps.

The man stood behind her. Tall. Dark shirt. Calm. Still fully clothed. He touched her hip like he already owned it.

She didn’t flinch. She leaned back into him.

I didn’t mean to watch.

That’s a lie.

I didn’t mean to stay.

But I did.

I crouched low, my hand braced on a box of old holiday decorations, and I watched.

He kissed her neck. She tipped her head. Then she whispered something I couldn’t hear it, but whatever it was made him move quickly.

He bent her over the bed. She didn’t resist.

I gasped quietly, my breath catching in my throat like I’d swallowed something sharp.

She moaned loud enough that I heard it through the open attic vent.

My thighs pressed together automatically.

His hand gripped the back of her neck. She arched for him.

And I …

I didn’t touch myself.

Not yet.

But my body pulsed like I had.

Like it wanted to.

I didn’t know how long I stayed there. Five minutes? Ten? Long enough to feel like I’d done something I couldn’t take back.

When I finally stood, my legs ached from crouching and my face felt hot.

I went back downstairs like I was coming down from a fever. But I didn’t go back to my knitting. I didn’t start dinner. I sat on the bottom step and whispered to no one, "How does she live like this?" Because it didn’t feel like sin.

It felt like she’d built herself a world that let her breathe deeper.

And I wanted to know how.




Chapter 13

Nora

I didn’t even wait until he got his shoes off.

Mark walked in the door with a paper bag in one hand, keys jangling in the other, and I met him in the hallway with a kiss that made him freeze.

"Nora?"

"Shut up."

He blinked then dropped the bag.

I pulled him by the collar into the bedroom, kicking the door shut behind us.

I didn’t waste time. Shirt off. Bra gone.

I pushed his back against the wall and kissed him like I needed to taste something honest.

His hands gripped my waist. "Are you okay?"

"No," I said into his neck. "But I will be."

I shoved his pants down, climbed into his lap, and rolled my hips once—slow, deliberate. He groaned.

"Nora …"

"Don’t talk. Just give me what I want."

He did.

We didn’t undress all the way. We didn’t fold clothes or light candles. He pulled his jeans down just enough, and I straddled him on the edge of the bed, my thighs wide, my breath shaking.

I lowered myself onto him with a gasp.

God, he felt good. Familiar.

But tonight, I didn’t want familiar.

I wanted full.

I rocked hard, back and forth, fingers digging into his shoulders.

His hands found my hips, guided me, matched me stroke for stroke. He kissed my chest, my throat, my mouth.

"Nora," he breathed, voice ragged, "what is this?"

"I don’t know," I gasped. "Just—don’t stop."

And he didn’t. He pulled me tighter, thrust up harder, let me ride him until my thighs burned and I was moaning in sharp, broken bursts.

He grabbed my ass with both hands and slammed me down until I cried out—loud, desperate, near tears.

I came so hard I had to bite his shoulder just to stay anchored.

***

Afterward, we lay side by side, sweaty, tangled, breathless, and quiet.

Until Mark finally said, "Okay. Tell me what’s going on."

I told him everything. The man. The attic. The window. The way it made me feel—angry, jealous, fascinated.

I didn’t lie. I didn’t downplay. I didn’t pretend.

And Mark? He listened.

Afterward, he looked at the ceiling for a long time, like he was rearranging pieces in his head. Then he rolled onto his side and said, "You need answers."

"I don’t know what I need."

"You do," he said. "You just don’t want to say it yet."

I stared at him. "What if I’m not supposed to want this?"

Mark reached out, tucked a strand of hair behind my ear, and kissed my temple. "I’m not saying I like it. But I like you. And I know when something’s pulling at you."

I swallowed hard.

"I’m supposed to go over there this week," he added. "Jason invited me for drinks, and tools, and some woodshop bonding."

"Do you think he knows?"

"I don’t know," Mark said. "But I’ll do my best to find out."




Chapter 14

Mark

Jason wasn’t the type of guy who needed help, but he was the kind of guy who knew when to say yes.

"Come on," he said when I arrived. "You get to hold things while I pretend I know what I’m doing."

The shop smelled like sawdust and warm oil. There was a small Bluetooth speaker playing something low and bluesy in the background, and a project already laid out—a half-finished set of maple floating shelves, perfectly routed, sanded to the kind of smooth that made you feel like your hands were the problem, not the wood.

We didn’t talk much at first. Mostly grunts, small adjustments, Jason talking to himself under his breath as he measured twice and cut once. I liked the quiet. I liked the way he checked things three times even though I already believed he was probably right the first.

There was something about two men working on a project together that made everything else easier. The rhythm of tasks. The comfort of distraction. It was easier to get to know someone when you were both looking at the same piece of wood and not each other.

An hour in, we were wiping our hands on shop rags and looking at the shelf like it had tried to fight us and lost.

Jason reached into a small cabinet and pulled out a bottle. "You drink rye?"

I nodded, even though I didn’t know the difference.

He poured two fingers into a pair of glasses and handed me one. "WhistlePig Ten-Year," he said. "Neat. Best way to finish a build."

I took a sip. Spicy. Sweet. Warm. It sat in my chest like it belonged there.

We talked about woodworking, music, college towns, how both our sons didn’t call enough and how it was probably a good sign that they didn’t.

He told me he used to be a jazz drummer. I told him I used to pretend to be a bass player. We laughed and sipped, letting the evening turn golden around the edges.

I liked him. Maybe that was the problem.

Because Nora’s questions were still sitting at the back of my mind like a rock under a welcome mat.

I waited until the second glass.

Jason swirled his, looking at the way the amber clung to the sides.

"You and Ally seem really good together," I said.

He smiled. "We are."

"It’s refreshing," I added. "You don’t see that kind of … ease, I guess. Not often."

Jason tilted his head. "You and Nora doing okay?"

I laughed quietly. "Yeah, we’re solid. I think she just"—I paused—"gets curious. About people. About what makes something work."

He nodded. "She’s smart. I like her."

I took another sip. "You ever get people making assumptions? About your marriage?"

Jason exhaled through his nose, amused. "All the time."

"Like what?"

"That I’m clueless." His voice was calm, measured. "That Ally’s too radiant to be tethered. That if she ever strays, it’s a tragedy I haven’t figured out yet."

I didn’t say anything. Just let that hang between us for a few breaths.

Then Jason looked down into his glass and said, almost casually, "Did Nora see something?"

The question landed like a hammer wrapped in velvet. My stomach flipped. My throat went dry. I set my glass down too fast and watched the liquid slosh sideways, just short of spilling.

"I … Shit." I rubbed a hand over my face. "I don’t know if I should even say anything. I wasn’t sure coming over here was the right move or the worst idea I’ve had in a long time."

Jason didn’t respond. He didn’t look angry. He didn’t look anything. Just patient.

"I guess I thought …" I trailed off. "I don’t know. That maybe if I brought it up and you didn’t know, I’d be … ruining something. Ruining you. And you don’t deserve that."

Jason raised his hand, palm open. A small, still motion. Then he finally looked at me. "I know all about it."

He said it like it was no big thing.

But once it was out there, once the words settled into the space between us, Jason didn’t rush to explain. He just let it breathe.

I stared at my glass for a long moment before I finally asked, "So, you’re … open?"

Jason tilted his head, considering. "We were for a while. But not in the way people think. It wasn’t some free-for-all. It started with rules, with conversations. And yeah, other partners—for both of us."

"But now it’s just … her?"

He nodded. "By choice."

I blinked. "Hers?"

His smile was quiet. "Mine." Jason leaned back against the workbench, fingers loosely cradling his glass. "It’s not always the same," he said. "Sometimes she goes out. Sometimes he comes here. Sometimes I watch. Sometimes I join."

That hit me harder than I had expected. "You … join?"

"Yeah," he said easily. "If it feels right. If we’ve talked about it. I’m not some ghost floating around the edges while other men touch my wife. I’m her husband. I’m still part of it. Every bit of it."

I sat with that. The way he said it.

"And you’re okay with that?" I asked.

He nodded. "It doesn’t look like what people expect, but it works for us. And it took time to get there. A lot of time. A lot of honesty. And a lot of jealousy we didn’t try to run from."

We finished the last of the whiskey in silence.

Then Jason looked over at me. "I know this probably wasn’t easy for you."

I shook my head. "It wasn’t."

"I appreciate that you said something," he added. "Most people wouldn’t. They’d assume the worst. Gossip behind our backs. But you gave me the benefit of the doubt. And you gave me a chance to tell you the truth. That means something."

I exhaled. "I didn’t want to cause a problem."

"If Ally were sleeping with someone behind my back," Jason said, "I’d want to know so I could deal with it. One way or another." He took a sip. "If it was Nora, wouldn’t you want to know?"

I nodded.

He raised his glass. "You did the right thing."

I nodded again.

But then the weight of his words really hit me.

If Nora were sleeping with someone, would I want to know?

Of course I would.

Right?

Except now, after this conversation, I wasn’t so sure what I’d do with the answer. Or what Nora might want to do next.

And that’s when I realized I wasn’t walking home to end a mystery.

I was walking into a new one.




Chapter 15

Nora

I heard the door open and close. I didn’t turn around right away. I was stirring something on the stove. Something I’d barely paid attention to while making it.

Mark’s footsteps were slow, thoughtful, measured. He walked past me in the kitchen and sat down at the table, like he didn’t want to interrupt. Like he was giving me time.

I finished stirring, put the lid back on the pot, and then turned around and leaned against the counter, arms folded.

He didn’t say anything. Just looked at me. Calm. Not smirking. Not nervous.

That’s when I realized he wanted me to ask.

"You talked to him?" I asked.

Mark nodded.

"What did he say?"

He tilted his head, resting an arm on the table. "He’s a good guy."

"That’s not what I asked."

Mark smiled—small, tired, maybe a little smug. "I know."

I crossed the kitchen and sat across from him. For a moment, we just sat there, watching each other.

There was something different in his eyes. He had something I didn’t, and he was going to make me ask for it.

"You’re enjoying this," I accused.

"A little."

I narrowed my eyes. "Is it because I’ve been going crazy trying to figure it out?"

He shrugged. "It’s nice being the one who knows more. Doesn’t happen often."

I exhaled through my nose. "You’re milking this."

"I’m thinking," he corrected. "I’m still sorting through what he told me."

"And?" I leaned forward, elbows on the table. "Sort faster."

He smiled again, but there was something else behind it now—weight, maybe. Or something closer to awe. "Let’s just say," he said softly, "you were right."

Right. Of course I was. I’d seen the man. I’d heard the sounds. I’d watched Ally wrap herself around two different men like it was the most natural thing in the world.

I sat back in my chair, arms crossed, a little warmth blooming in my chest. Then I tilted my head and gave him a smile I couldn’t help.

Mark watched me for a second, that same stillness in his eyes. Then he added, "You were also very, very wrong."

The words hit harder than I expected.

I blinked. "What?"

He leaned forward slightly, his voice low, careful, like he was unwrapping something delicate between us. "He knows, Nora."

My stomach flipped.

"He’s known the whole time."

I stared at him.

Mark went on. "They have … an arrangement. It’s how their marriage functions."

I swallowed. "You mean, they’re poly or something?"

He shook his head. "It’s not a label. It’s just … them. She has lovers. He doesn’t. And it works."

I couldn’t process it fast enough. "She doesn’t hide it?" I asked.

"No," Mark said. "He watches. Sometimes joins. Sometimes he just waits for her to come home and tell him everything."

I didn’t know what to say.

I didn’t know how to feel.

The pot hissed. Then it crackled. Then smoke started to curl from the lid like it had been waiting for us to forget it.

Mark stood, crossed the kitchen without a word, and lifted it. A plume of steam rose into the air, thick with the sharp scent of overcooked rice.

He turned off the burner. Ran a little cold water into the pot. Said nothing.

I didn’t move. Didn’t even flinch. Because it was so stupidly fitting—something bubbling over while I sat here, not even noticing. Too distracted by someone else’s marriage to keep an eye on my own stove.

He scraped the mess into the sink then started rinsing.

I stared at the table.

My thoughts weren’t clear. They were fragments. Heat. Noise. Glimpses of Ally’s laugh. Jason’s calm.

Finally, I said, "Am I so old and out of touch?"

Mark glanced over his shoulder but didn’t speak, just rinsed the spoon and set it in the drying rack.

I kept going, not even sure who I was talking to anymore.

"I thought I knew how marriage worked. You meet someone. You fall in love. You commit. You make it work. You keep your vows. You share everything." I looked at my hands. "But we’ve only ever shared each other. Just the two of us."

Mark leaned back against the counter, drying his hands on a dish towel.

"And it worked," I said. "I mean … didn’t it?"

He gave the smallest nod. "Yeah."

I looked up at him. "So, how does that happen? How do two people end up with something so … different? So far outside what we were taught? And still call it love?"

Mark didn’t answer right away. And maybe that was the most honest answer he could give.

He tossed the towel onto the counter then leaned against the sink, arms folded. Then he chuckled.

"What?"

He shrugged. "Just … thinking about high school. Senior year. Mr. Kalinski’s Shakespeare class."

I raised an eyebrow.

Mark smiled. "‘There are more things in heaven and earth, Horatio, than are dreamt of in your philosophy.’"

I blinked. "Seriously?"

He grinned. "Hey, it stuck."

I let out a breath that was half-sigh, half-laugh.

But it landed.

Because that was the truth, wasn’t it?

There were things out there—real things, working things—that just didn’t exist inside the neat little diagrams we’d built our lives around.




Chapter 16

Nora

Dinner was quiet. We didn’t talk much. Not about Jason. Not about Ally. Not about the other man, or their arrangement, or what any of it meant for us. We just ate. Like a couple. Like we always did. And afterward, I curled up on the couch with my knitting and didn’t stitch a single row. Just held it in my lap while my mind ran laps around itself.

Mark didn’t push. He cleaned the dishes. Kissed the top of my head on his way upstairs. And left me there, wrapped in a blanket and thoughts I couldn’t name.

I didn’t fall asleep right away. It took hours. I tossed and turned, counted the lights from passing cars on the ceiling. Replayed Jason’s words in Mark’s voice. Replayed Ally’s laughter and wondered how long I’d been hearing it all wrong.

But eventually, sleep took me.

And when it did … he was there.

Ryan Temple.

The only boy I’d ever dated before Mark. High school senior. Football player. Soft mouth. Terrible poetry. We kissed once under the bleachers after a pep rally, and he fumbled with the clasp of my bra before I pushed his hands away, giggling like a girl who thought she had all the time in the world.

In real life, nothing happened.

In the dream? Everything did.

He was older now, like me. Broad-shouldered. Rough around the edges in the way time sculpted men who used to be beautiful. And he wasn’t asking.

He was taking.

He backed me against a bedroom wall I didn’t recognize. His mouth was on mine—hot, full, breathless. His hands tangled in my hair like he’d been waiting twenty years to touch me.

"You should’ve let me," he growled.

My head tipped back. My legs parted. "I was a good girl," I whispered.

"Not anymore." He dropped to his knees, grabbed my thighs, and yanked me open like he owned me.

I gasped—real, guttural.

Then he was licking me. Fast. Deep. Like he was trying to devour the years between us in one stroke.

My hands grabbed his hair. My hips rolled into his face. "Oh my god—Ryan—"

He growled against my clit, "You’re mine tonight."

Then the bed.

Then the stretch.

I cried out as he pushed inside me—thick, rough, relentless.

He fucked me like I’d said yes twenty years ago and never told him to stop.

My head hit the pillows. My legs went around his waist. I clawed at his back. I moaned his name.

And when I came, I screamed. Loud. Broken. Wanting.

He didn’t stop.

He flipped me onto my stomach, pulled my hips back, and drove into me again—harder. Filthier.

I was dripping, wrecked, owned.

And when he whispered, "You were always meant to be a slut," I agreed.

"Yes," I moaned. "Yes, please, god, yes—"

My eyes shot open.

Dark room.

Cool sheets.

Empty space beside me.

My heart was thudding. My thighs were soaked.

I pressed my hand between my legs and gasped.

Still wet. Still full of him.

But Ryan wasn’t real. And that was the worst part.

Because I’d never wanted him more.

I lay in bed for a full minute before I moved. Still breathing hard. Still tasting him in my mouth, even though he was never there.

My thighs were slick. My heart was pounding. And my hand … was already moving.

I stopped. Swallowed. Then slipped quietly out of bed.

The bathroom light was too bright, so I didn’t turn it on. Just let the pale blue glow from the nightlight stretch shadows across the tiles.

I sat on the closed toilet lid, legs pressed together, trying to catch my breath. Trying to decide if I was really going to do this.

And then I was.

My hand slid under the hem of my sleep shirt. I wasn’t wearing anything underneath.

I didn’t touch myself like I usually did. Not soft. Not careful. Not romantic.

I went straight for it. Two fingers over my clit, slick, hot, and aching.

And in my head? Ryan was still there. Fucking me against a window. Pulling my hair. Telling me I was his.

I moaned, barely audible. Bit my lip and rocked my hips into my hand.

It didn’t take long. Thirty seconds. Maybe less.

The orgasm crashed into me like it had been waiting for days—tight, sharp, nearly violent.

I arched. I gasped. I clamped my free hand over my mouth to keep from crying out.

And then I just sat there. Breathless. Trembling. Eyes glassy in the dark.

When I finally stood, I rinsed my fingers then splashed cold water on my face.

I didn’t look in the mirror. I didn’t want to know what I looked like right now. Because something inside me was different. And I wasn’t sure if I wanted it to stop.




Chapter 17

Nora

She was in the side yard when I "just happened" to wander out. Kneeling beside a wild-looking rose bush, pruning shears in one hand, straw hat tilted back just far enough to make it look effortless. Her sundress was loose, bare-shouldered. A little dirt smudged on her calf.

I stood there with a pair of gloves in my hand I had no intention of using.

"Hey," I said.

She looked up, smiling like it was the most natural thing in the world. "Morning."

I nodded toward the rose bush. "That one giving you trouble?"

"Just a little overzealous," she said. "Wants to take up more space than I let it." She clipped a branch. Let it fall.

I hesitated. "Do you mind if I …?"

Ally sat back on her heels. "Nope."

I knelt on the other side of the bush, even though I knew I’d just end up pretending to prune. The silence stretched for a beat too long before she broke it.

"Jason told me."

My head jerked up. "Told you—"

"That you and Mark know. About us."

I froze. A dozen feelings bloomed at once. Shame. Curiosity. Heat. Relief.

Ally went back to trimming. Calm. Comfortable. Like we were discussing compost ratios and not the fact that her husband watched her get fucked by another man.

I swallowed. "You’re really okay with me knowing?"

She looked up again. "Nora," she said gently, "you’ve been watching me watch you for weeks. Let’s not pretend either of us is oblivious."

I opened my mouth. Closed it. Then I laughed, too loud and too nervous.

Ally smiled. "It’s okay. You’re curious. That’s not a crime."

I stared down at the shears in my hand, not really seeing them. "I’m just …" I shook my head. "I didn’t know people really did that."

"They do," she said. "They just don’t always talk about it."

"Jason said …" I trailed off. "He said you have lovers. But he doesn’t."

She nodded. "It works for us."

"But how?" I asked before I could stop myself. "Don’t you get jealous? Doesn’t he?"

Ally tilted her head. "Sure, sometimes. But for us, jealousy isn’t a threat. It’s fuel."

I didn’t know what to do with that.

She set down the shears and brushed dirt from her knees. "The real question," she said, "is whether you’re asking for understanding … or permission."

That one hit like a dart to the chest.

I didn’t answer.

Ally let the silence hang for a moment longer then grinned and waved a hand through the air like she was clearing smoke. "I’m not an evangelist for our lifestyle," she said, chuckling. "I’m just kidding around."

I blinked.

She leaned back on her hands, stretching her legs out in front of her. "But you haven’t organized an intervention or invited us to Bible study, so my assumption is that you’re not disgusted by it."

I opened my mouth again with nothing ready to say.

Ally’s smile softened. "It’s okay, Nora. Really. You don’t owe me a reaction. I just figured, since you and Mark know, there’s no reason to play dumb."

I nodded slowly. "We’re not … judging."

She raised an eyebrow, amused. "No?"

"I mean—" I paused, flustered. "I guess we’re still figuring out how we feel. I’m still figuring out how I feel."

Ally nodded like she understood something I hadn’t said yet. "Well, when you do … I’m around." She stood, dusted off her hands, and picked up her shears. Then she glanced back at me once more, eyes kind but unreadable. "You’ve got questions," she said. "Everyone does at first. You’ll either let yourself ask them … or you’ll drive yourself crazy pretending you don’t want to know."

And with that, she turned and walked back toward her side of the yard, hips swaying, sunlight catching the back of her bare calves.

I stayed kneeling in the dirt, hands still, mind racing.




Chapter 18

Nora

I wasn’t trying to see anything. Not really. I was just putting things away. A few stray bins. An old fan we didn’t need anymore. I hadn’t been up in the attic since … well, since last time. And maybe that’s why I brought the chair up. Just to … sit. Just for a moment.

It faced the window by coincidence.

Obviously.

The house next-door was quiet. Still. Curtains half-drawn. But one of the windows—their bedroom—was wide open.

No sign of movement. No sounds. Just a late afternoon stillness that felt almost too quiet.

I stared a little too long. Then I stood. Told myself I should go.

And that’s when I saw it.

Her.

Ally.

She walked into view, wearing nothing but a short black robe and a pair of heels. Hair up. Skin bare at the thighs. Her posture—intentional.

She didn’t look at the window. But she walked like she knew someone was watching.

I froze, every part of me on fire.

And then? She reached for the tie at her waist. Pulled it loose. Let the robe fall open.

No bra. No panties. Just that same impossible, casual confidence I’d seen in her yard.

But this wasn’t gardening. This was a show.

A man stepped into view behind her. Tall. Broad. I couldn’t see his face.

She looked over her shoulder, smiling like she’d already been fucked.

Then she turned. Faced the window. Faced me. And for a split-second—I swear to God—our eyes met.

She didn’t cover herself. She didn’t look away. She just smiled. A slow, wicked thing. And then she dropped to her knees.

The man stepped forward, unzipped.

I couldn’t look away.

Ally tilted her face up, licked her lips, and opened her mouth. Wide.

His cock slid in deep.

She moaned. I moaned.

I hadn’t even realized my hand was between my legs until I felt how wet I was.

She sucked him slow. Then faster. Head bobbing. Hands on his thighs. One long strand of spit glistening across her chin.

She looked up at him. Then at me.

Then she opened her mouth wider. Begging.

And he gave it to her.

I was shaking. Knees together. Fingers slick.

I came hard—silently. Jaw clenched. Hand pressed tight over my panties. My breath caught in my throat as I gasped through it.

Ally never stopped. She was still sucking. Still moaning. Still smiling.

And then, just before I turned away, body trembling, guilt climbing up my spine, she winked. Like she knew exactly what she’d done to me.

And that I’d be back.




Chapter 19

Nora

I didn’t sleep. I tried. But every time I closed my eyes, I saw her again.

Ally on her knees. Mouth open. Eyes on mine.

The image looped over and over like my body hadn’t had enough, like my orgasm in the attic had only been a prelude.

By morning, I was raw with want and shame and something that felt too much like anticipation.

She was in her front yard when I "happened" to be watering mine. Hair up. Sunglasses on. Casual, like nothing had happened the day before.

I should have walked the other way. Instead, I waved.

She waved back. "Hey, Nora!"

That was all it took.

We ended up on her porch with iced tea, both pretending the air was cooler than it was. She was lounging in a wicker chair, one leg tucked under the other, her robe gaping just slightly at the thigh.

I couldn’t stop looking.

And she noticed.

"Did you enjoy the show?" she asked casually, like she was asking if I liked the tea.

I choked a little.

Ally smirked. "Come on; you were there. You think I didn’t see you?"

I swallowed. "I wasn’t trying to—"

"Yes, you were." She leaned forward. "And I’m glad you did."

I blinked. "You are?"

"Of course." She set her glass down. "I love an audience. Always have." She let that hang in the air like something warm and wicked. Then she added, "You could be in the room next time."

My whole body locked up. "What?"

She smiled. "You already watched once. Why not get a better seat?"

I shook my head slowly. "I’d have to talk to Mark."

Her eyebrow lifted. "Does he tell you every time he watches porn?"

I opened my mouth, but she cut me off.

"Did you tell him you watched me yesterday?"

I didn’t answer.

She leaned back. "Exactly. You’ve already crossed the line. I’m just saying you can cross it with your head up."

I couldn’t breathe.

"I’m not asking you to do anything," she added. "Not touch. Not fuck. Just … see it. See what it’s really like."

I stood before I knew why. My skin was too hot. My heart too loud. "I should go."

She didn’t stop me. She just sipped her tea and said, "The door’s always open."




Chapter 20

Nora

The text came just after six p.m.

Ally: Tonight. 7:30. No pressure. Come if you want. Side door’s unlocked.

I stared at it for a full minute.

Then another.

Then I set my phone down like it had burned me.

Mark was working late. I’d already had dinner. Already cleaned up.

I told myself it would be stupid to sit around all night with that kind of curiosity clawing at the inside of my chest. So I went upstairs and took a shower. Didn’t plan to, but I did.

And I shaved. Didn’t plan to, but I did.

I wore a bra I hadn’t worn in months. Lip balm, just a little. Enough to feel like I had a secret.

I didn’t look in the mirror before I left. I didn’t want to know what kind of woman would do this.

The side door was, in fact, unlocked.

I slipped inside like a thief.

The house was quiet. Lights low. Music playing softly upstairs, something ambient and low-beat, like breath made sound.

I didn’t call out. Didn’t knock. Just followed the sound. Up the stairs. Down the hallway. To the open bedroom door.

And there she was.

Ally. Kneeling at the foot of the bed, nude except for a pair of heels and a silk ribbon around her neck.

Her lover stood beside her—shirtless, tall, dark. Not Jason.

Not Mark.

She looked at me, met my eyes, and smiled. Then she turned and kissed the man’s thigh.

I stood there. Frozen. Inside the room, but not of it. My hands clenched at my sides. My whole body vibrating with something too big to name.

The man looked at Ally. "Ready?"

She nodded.

He undid his belt.

And I didn’t leave.

Her tongue flicked out and teased the underside of his shaft—just barely—and he groaned like she’d shocked him.

She smiled, and then she went to work.

I’d never seen anything like it.

Her mouth didn’t just suck. It worshiped. It danced.

She swirled her tongue around the tip then flattened it along the underside like she was tasting him for science.

Then her hand moved—slow, rhythmic strokes—twisting just slightly as she slid from base to head.

When she took him deeper, her throat worked like it had been trained. Practiced.

Whatever his name was—this tall, muscular stranger—grunted something low and needy.

Ally moaned around him.

And I gasped.

My thighs pressed together.

I’d only ever had Mark in my mouth.

Only ever known the shape, the rhythm, the ritual of our sex.

Watching Ally now? It was like watching someone speak a dialect I didn’t know existed.

The way she sucked the head while stroking the shaft with both hands. The way she paused to kiss his balls, suck them gently into her mouth, then go right back to deepthroating him like it was nothing.

It wasn’t porn. It was a lesson.

And I was failing to breathe.

I don’t know how long it lasted. Minutes? Hours?

My knees were weak. My fingers gripped the doorframe.

And then Ally pulled off with a soft pop.

Her mouth was glistening. Her chin wet. Her eyes shining.

She wiped her lips with the back of her hand, turned toward me like I wasn’t a secret anymore, and said with perfect, unbothered poise, "God, how rude of me." She gestured to the man beside her. "Nora, meet Samuel."

"Hi," I said. But it wasn’t my voice. It was higher, softer, breathier than I meant it to be.

I sounded like a teenager. Not a woman who’d been married twenty years. Not a mother. Not someone who was supposed to be composed, mature, in control.

And standing there, watching Ally wipe her lips while Samuel’s cock hung there, hard and glistening, I didn’t feel like that woman either.

I felt like I was seeing a dick for the first time.

He was bigger than Mark. Longer, thicker, heavier. But I didn’t even know if that was good or bad. I just knew it made my breath catch.

My mouth actually watered.

And I hated that.

Except, I didn’t.

Ally stood beside him now, hands relaxed at her sides, like nothing about this was strange. Like it was perfectly reasonable to introduce your lover’s cock to your neighbor.

"Nora," she said gently, "come sit. You’ll see better from here." She patted the edge of the bed, right beside him.

I hesitated. My legs moved anyway.

Then, each step felt like stepping out of one version of myself and into another.

The air smelled like sex, and skin, and candle wax.

My knees bent. My body lowered. And I sat beside him. Close enough to feel the heat radiating off his thigh. Close enough to see the veins on his cock. Close enough that one lean forward would put my lips at the head of it.

And for a terrifying, thrilling moment, I wanted to do it.

I didn’t really believe that I was about to do it. Not even as I sat beside him. Not even as Ally’s hand brushed gently across my lower back, her voice soft as velvet.

"Take your time."

I nodded, but I wasn’t listening. Because Samuel was right there. His cock hard and heavy and real.

My mouth watered. My cheeks burned.

I leaned in. I didn’t ask permission. I didn’t think. I just opened my lips and tasted him.

He was warm, salty, smooth.

My tongue circled the head, soft and slow, and I felt his whole body shift. Heard his breath catch.

That sound—that sound—made my cunt clench.

I wrapped one hand around the base and let my mouth sink lower.

He groaned.

Ally’s hand was on my back again, gently stroking. Guiding. Encouraging.

I closed my eyes and let go. I sucked, licked, let my jaw stretch, my throat open, and my wrist begin to stroke him in rhythm with my lips.

I bobbed my head, slow at first. Then faster. I was moaning around him and didn’t even realize it. Spit slicked my chin.

I didn’t care.

He whispered my name once.

And when I pulled off, gasping, wiping my lips with the back of my hand just like I’d seen Ally do, she was smiling.

I was lost in it.

My mouth slid over him, my wrist pumping, slow and greedy. My tongue working the underside of his cock like it had a mind of its own.

And then I felt it …

A hand on my shoulder. Gentle. Firm.

I looked up.

Ally.

Smiling.

"Mmm," she said, voice low and warm. "A taste is all you get, sweetheart." She winked. "This one’s mine."

I blinked. Pulled back.

My lips were slick. My throat open. My hands still curled like they didn’t want to let go.

I sat back on my heels. Obedient. Flushed. Starving.

And Ally took her place.

She climbed into his lap first. Straddled him. Let her knees find their place on either side of his thighs. Then she reached down, guided him in, and sank onto his cock like it belonged to her.

They both moaned.

I did, too.

Her hips rocked slowly, her hands braced on his chest. Her head tilted back as she started to move. Long, slow strokes. Deep and dirty. Like she needed him to know she could take every inch.

I watched her tits bounce. I watched his hands grip her ass, spread her open. I watched the whole thing like it was a dream I didn’t know I was allowed to have.

My fingers were in my panties before I realized it. Sliding over wetness that had soaked straight through. I touched myself slowly at first. Just one fingertip circling my clit while I watched Ally grind on him, ride him, use him.

And then she leaned forward, whispered something I couldn’t hear.

And he flipped her.

Now she was on her hands and knees. Hair falling into her face. Ass arched perfectly in the air.

He slid back into her from behind with one hard thrust that made all of us moan. And then he fucked her. Fast. Hard. Relentless.

I rubbed faster.

Watched her take it.

Watched him slap her ass.

Watched her shove her face into the pillow and beg for more.

And when she came—loud, trembling, gasping his name—I came, too. Hard. Messy. Silently screaming, fingers slick and shaking, thighs clamped together on the floor like I could hold the orgasm in.

He didn’t stop. He wasn’t done.

Another position—flat on her back, legs up.

Her eyes met mine. Locked.

I didn’t look away.

He slammed into her again.

Her mouth fell open.

And then I heard it …

That growl from deep in his chest. That desperate, broken sound. As he came inside her.

Ally bit her lip. And smiled.




Chapter 21

Nora

I didn’t tell him right away.

I came home, undressed in the dark, showered like I could rinse the guilt away, but I didn’t want to. Not really. Because under the shame was something else.

Power.

And I wanted to use it.

Mark was already in bed, reading. Glasses on, hair mussed from the pillow. He looked up when I came in.

"You okay?" he asked. "You look …"

"Different?"

He smiled. "Beautiful."

I crossed the room slowly, slipped the robe from my shoulders, and let it fall.

Naked. On purpose. Not shy. Not his wife. His fantasy.

I crawled up the bed like I had something to prove. And I did.

I didn’t say where I’d been. Didn’t say what I saw. Or what I did. I didn’t give him time to ask questions. I just slipped the sheets down his body, found his cock already half-hard, and wrapped my hand around it.

He exhaled like he hadn’t realized he was holding his breath.

I bent down, kissed the tip once, then whispered, "Let me show you something." And then I began.

I didn’t just suck. I worshipped.

I held the base with one hand and let my tongue swirl around the head, slow and deliberate, like I was savoring something rich. Then I flattened my tongue and licked up the underside in one long stroke, ending with a kiss just beneath the ridge.

Mark groaned.

I flicked my tongue across the slit—once, twice—then sucked just the head into my mouth and held it there, letting my lips tighten and my tongue move in small, lazy circles.

He twitched in my mouth.

I moaned softly, knowing the vibration would drive him crazy. And it did.

His hips bucked.

But I pulled back just enough to take control again.

I stroked him with one hand—slow, tight, twisting slightly at the top—while my mouth worked the head. Then I eased down. Further. Let my lips stretch. Let my throat open.

He gasped. Because I’d never done that before. Not like this.

I took him until my nose brushed his belly then pulled back with a long, wet slide.

His cock was glistening. My mouth was dripping.

I stroked him again. Firmer. Faster. Let my lips kiss his tip while my tongue licked under it like a secret.

I looked up at him. He was watching me like he didn’t recognize his own wife.

I smiled then sucked him deep again.

He came with a sound I’d never heard before—raw, almost frightened. Like he couldn’t believe how fast it had happened. How helpless it felt.

His cock pulsed against my tongue. His hands fisted the sheets. And I kept going, just a few more strokes, milking every drop while I swallowed.

When I finally let him go, I wiped my lips on the back of my hand, sat up slowly, and crawled up beside him like nothing had changed.

But everything had.

He was staring at the ceiling, chest rising and falling, lips parted.

I kissed his shoulder. Soft. Sweet. Then I whispered, "Can I tell you something?"

He didn’t speak. He couldn’t. Still catching his breath. Still stunned by what I’d done.

I ran my fingers along his chest. Slow. Thoughtful. Then I said it. Calm. Clear.

"I watched Ally again."

That got his attention.

His head turned. Eyes sharp, confused. "When?"

"Tonight."

His mouth opened, closed.

"I was invited," I added, like it explained everything.

Because it did.

He blinked. "You … went over there?"

I nodded. "She texted me. Told me to come if I wanted. The side door was open."

Mark sat up slightly, the sheet slipping down his stomach. "What did you see?"

I tilted my head, feigning innocence. Then I said quietly, "What I just did to you? That was Ally. With her friend, Samuel."

His face changed. Something behind the eyes. Something that tightened, then softened, then looked for something to hold onto.

"You … watched her?"

"Yes."

He swallowed. "Doing that?"

"Mmm." I smiled faintly. "And more."

He didn’t ask what more meant. He didn’t have to. He looked down at my mouth like he could still feel the imprint of it on his skin. And then, slowly, he lay back again. Silent. Breathing. Processing.

I kissed his chest then rolled over. Not to sleep. But to let him sit with it.

Because I’d planted something.

And I wanted to see what it would grow into.




Chapter 22

Mark

It was 3:23 a.m.

I had checked the clock three times in five minutes, like it might tell me something different if I stared hard enough.

Nora was asleep beside me. On her side, one arm curled under her pillow. Peaceful. Like she hadn’t just blown my fucking mind a few hours ago.

I’d never seen her like that.

The confidence.

The technique.

The way she took control of my body like she was performing a demonstration, not a favor.

It wasn’t a blowjob. It was a message.

And the part that scared me? It didn’t feel like something she had practiced. It felt like something she had learned.

She said she had watched Ally. Said that’s what Ally did to her friend’s cock. But the way Nora’s tongue had moved … The way she had licked under the head, flicked the slit, twisted her wrist at the base just right? That wasn’t just watching.

That was experience.

My cock stirred under the sheet.

Hard. Again.

I rolled onto my back and stared at the ceiling. Tried to tell myself I didn’t care. Tried to picture her on her knees, just observing, like a curious student. But that image didn’t do it anymore.

Now, every time I closed my eyes, I saw her mouth around his cock. I saw her spit glistening on her chin. I heard her moaning with her mouth full.

And I imagined …

She wanted it.

I didn’t know what I’d do if it was true. Didn’t know what it would mean. But I knew one thing …

I wanted to hear her say yes.

Yes, I took him in my mouth.

Yes, I wanted to see how he tasted.

Yes, I did it because I needed to know.

And yes…

I thought of you the whole time.

I turned toward her, just a little.

She stirred. Not fully awake.

And I whispered it, just once.

To no one.

To myself.

To the dark.

"Did you?"




Chapter 23

Nora

Mark left early. A quick kiss. A half-smile. His usual coffee half-finished on the counter.

There was something in his eyes—soft and strange, like he wanted to say something and didn’t. And I was glad. Because I didn’t know what to say either.

I made a second cup of tea. Let the sunlight warm the kitchen floor. Opened the basket and pulled out my needles.

Knitting always helped. It gave my hands a job while my brain sorted through whatever mess I’d made of my thoughts.

Stitches. Loops. Counted rows.

Comfort in repetition.

Except, today, it didn’t work.

The yarn felt too soft. Too sensual. Every slip of the thread through my fingers made me think of other textures.

A tongue.

A pulse.

His breath when I sucked just a little deeper.

My jaw ached just remembering it.

I dropped a stitch. Then another. Then I swore under my breath and yanked the whole thing loose, frogging back three rows like I could unravel the heat from my bloodstream if I pulled hard enough.

It didn’t help.

Because I was wet.

Again.

And it wasn’t going away.

I sat there, staring at my ruined rows and whisper-thought, "What the hell is happening to me?"

Because I’d always been in control.

And now? I was dreaming of another man’s cock. Tasting it again in the back of my throat like it belonged there.

I reached for my phone out of instinct.

No missed calls.

No messages.

And then …

Ping.

The message wasn’t what I had expected.

Ally: Just checking in. You okay?

That was it. No winks. No taunts. No temptation wrapped in lace. Just a quiet question from the woman whose mouth I had watched, and followed.

I stared at the screen. For a moment, I didn’t know how to answer.

Because was I okay?

I didn’t feel guilty.

I didn’t feel ashamed.

But I didn’t feel settled, either.

I felt … lit. From the inside. Like something was still burning, Low and steady, and not quite dangerous. Not yet.

I typed.

Paused.

Deleted it.

Typed again.

Me: I think so. Still processing.

She read it instantly.

The typing bubble appeared, then stopped, then started again.

Ally: That’s normal. It doesn’t hit all at once. Sometimes the aftershocks are better than the quake.

I didn’t know what she meant by that. But I wanted to.

I stared at the thread a moment longer then typed one more message.

Just four words.

Simple.

Loaded.

Me: Did he like it?

I didn’t wait to read it over.

I just hit send.

And felt my pulse stutter.




Chapter 24

Mark

She was chopping garlic when I came in. Hair pulled back. No makeup. Bare feet on the tile.

It should’ve looked ordinary. But it didn’t.

Something about the way she moved—loose, unbothered, like the air around her was just a little thicker than usual and she liked it that way.

She looked up and smiled. "Hey."

I dropped my keys in the bowl then kissed her cheek.

The scent of her skin was warm, and bright, and different. Still hers, but deeper somehow.

We made small talk. Traffic. The neighbor’s dog.

I opened a bottle of wine, watched her slice tomatoes, and finally said it.

Soft.

Curious.

No accusation.

"So, what’s going on with you lately?"

She froze for just a second, the blade hovering over the cutting board. Then she resumed. "What do you mean?" She leaned against the counter, arms folded, watching me like she was waiting for a verdict.

I took another sip of wine. Shrugged. "You’ve just been different lately," I said. "More … alive, thoughtful. Distracted in a hot way. Plus, you’re knitting less, sleeping less, walking around like you’ve got a secret taped to the inside of your thigh."

She raised an eyebrow.

"And," I added, setting the glass down, "you apparently watched our married neighbor fuck her boytoy. That’s a bit new."

She blinked. Just once. Then she smiled slowly. "I told you."

"You did." I nodded. "Very calmly. Right after giving me the best head of my life. Great misdirection, by the way."

"You seemed to enjoy it."

"Oh, I did," I said. "I’m just saying—there’s a story in there somewhere. And I’m kind of hoping I get to hear the rest of it."

She didn’t laugh.

Didn’t deny it.

She looked at me for a long time—longer than I expected—and then said something I wasn’t ready for. "I don’t know what’s right anymore."

That stopped me. Not the words. The way she said them—quiet, certain, not apologizing.

She set the towel down and leaned back against the counter, like her body was catching up with something her mind had already lived through. "I’m not saying I want to blow everything up," she said. "I just … feel like I’ve been following the same map my whole life. And suddenly, I saw someone walking in a different direction, and they weren’t lost. They looked free."

Her voice didn’t break. It didn’t need to.

She took a breath. "I’ve been questioning everything lately. Not just what I saw. Not just what Ally invited me into. I mean … everything." She paused. "The way we do our days. The assumptions we’ve made. The idea that because we love each other, we’re not allowed to want anything else."

I watched her, trying not to interrupt. Because I think I’d known something had shifted. I just didn’t know it had a name.

"Ally wasn’t the reason I started feeling like this," she said. "She was just the match. The fire was already there."

She looked up at me, and I could tell she didn’t expect me to fix it.

She just needed me to hear it.

So I stepped forward, wrapped my arms around her, felt her exhale against my chest, and said the only thing that felt right.

Okay."

I told her it was okay. And I meant it.

I held her. Let her breathe. Let the silence do the work that words couldn’t.

But a few minutes later, I told her I was going to clean up the garage.

She smiled like she knew it was a lie and let me go anyway.

The garage was cool and quiet.

I sat on the edge of the workbench, fingers drumming lightly on the wood, staring at the same shelf I’d helped Jason finish.

I thought about Nora’s words. And then I thought about mine.

"Okay."

It was honest. But it wasn’t everything.

The truth was, I’d spent my whole adult life trying to be good. Reliable. Steady. I was proud of that.

But there’s a weight to stability. A cost.

And now that Nora was starting to feel hers … I was starting to feel mine.

I didn’t have a long list of lovers tucked away in the past.

I had a high school girlfriend who taught me how to kiss and then dumped me for the varsity goalie.

I had one almost-hookup my freshman year of college—cut short when my roommate walked in.

And I had Nora. Since I was twenty-one.

Every moan, every angle, every yes. Only hers.

That wasn’t a regret. But it was a number.

And numbers had weight.

I thought about the girl in sophomore year who used to flirt with me in chem lab. The one who had worn plaid skirts, who had sat too close and had once said she liked the way I smelled.

I thought about the barista in grad school who had written her number on my cup even though she knew I had a girlfriend.

And I thought about what it might have felt like to say yes.

To kiss someone new.

To feel a different skin under my hands.

I didn’t need those things. But I wondered about them the way you wondered how your life might have gone if you had taken the other exit.

And now, my wife was wondering, too.

I sat there for a long time. Garage door cracked. Summer air humming. A single light above me casting shadows I hadn’t noticed before. And I let the weight of it settle in my lap.

And a question I didn’t know how to ask …

What if she gets everything, and I still don’t know what I want?




Chapter 25

Nora

I waited until after dinner.

The house was quiet. Mark was cleaning up, sleeves rolled to his elbows, humming something low as he rinsed the plates.

It felt so normal.

That was what made it harder. Because I wasn’t about to say something normal.

"I heard from Ally again," I said, drying my hands on a towel.

Mark looked over his shoulder. "Yeah?"

"She invited me over."

He paused then turned off the water and grabbed a dish towel. "Same setup?"

I shook my head. "Not quite." I took a breath. "Jason’s going to be there this time."

Mark stilled then leaned against the counter. "Watching?"

I nodded. "She said he gets a thrill from knowing another woman is watching his wife be taken."

Mark’s brow lifted. "Taken."

"Her word, not mine," I said. "But yeah. She made it clear it wouldn’t just be a private thing this time. Jason likes the performance."

Mark was quiet for a beat. Then, with a small, slightly amused huff, he asked, "And she invited you to watch the performance?"

"She did." Another breath. "She also said you could come, too … if you wanted."

Mark’s eyes flicked to mine. I could see him working through it.

I didn’t press. I let him come to the thought on his own.

Finally, he nodded slowly. "I’m not ready for that."

I nodded. "I figured."

"But …" he said, and then stopped.

He looked at the floor, ran a hand through his hair, then looked back at me.

"I’m okay with you going. And if you wanted to do more than watch, I would be okay with that, too."

I waited.

"I don’t want you to have sex with anyone else. That’s out of bounds for me right now."

That moment between us was thick. A pause so loaded it almost had gravity.

I stepped forward and put a hand on his chest. "Are you sure?"

"I don’t know," he said. "But I want you to feel like you can find out what this is. And if that means … touching … or being touched … I want to try being okay with it."

I leaned up, hissed him slow and deep, and then whispered, "Thank you."




Chapter 26

Nora

I was nervous.

Not because of the sex. Not because of Ally.

But because I wasn’t watching anymore.

I was part of the room now.

And the room had rules. Unspoken. Charged. Deliciously dangerous.

Ally greeted me at the door in a black sheer robe and thigh-high stockings. Her heels clicked like punctuation on the hardwood.

"Come in," she said. "We’ve just begun."

The lights were dim. Candles in the corners. Shadows across the floor.

Jason knelt near the fireplace. Naked. Perfect posture. Eyes low. Cock hard, but untouched. A collar rested around his throat. Not thick. Not dramatic. Just enough to make it impossible to forget who he belonged to.

Ally turned to him. "You may look at our guest."

Jason lifted his head, met my eyes, and blushed. Then he lowered his gaze again without being told.

I should’ve felt awkward.

I didn’t.

I felt … seen.

Seen through.

Ally walked toward the center of the room and dropped her robe. No tease. No slow reveal.

Her body was a challenge and an invitation—hips swaying, breasts high, thighs parted just enough to say, This is mine to use, and yours to watch.

She snapped her fingers. "Jason. Furniture."

He crawled to the center of the room and knelt on all fours.

Ally sat on his back, legs spread, perfectly poised. Like a throne.

Then came Samuel. Tall. Solid. Quietly waiting. His cock was already hard.

He didn’t speak. Just walked to where Ally sat and let her tilt her head back to look up at him.

"Did you miss this mouth?" she purred.

He groaned, "Always."

She opened her mouth and took him in, slow and deliberate.

Jason remained still beneath her.

And I watched—breath caught, thighs pressed together—as Ally sucked Samuel like she’d taught her mouth to worship.

She looked at me. Flicked her tongue along the underside of his cock. "Come here."

I obeyed.

She held him steady while I knelt beside her. Our shoulders touched. Her perfume, thick and musky, mixed with the scent of his skin.

She kissed the tip of his cock then turned it toward me. "Your turn."

I wrapped my lips around him. Felt the weight. Felt Ally’s hand on the back of my neck, not forcing—directing.

She whispered in my ear, "Good girl."

And I almost came from that alone.

We passed him back and forth.

Licked.

Sucked.

Took him deep and shallow and again.

And when I glanced at Jason? His cock twitched uselessly beneath him.

Ally saw me looking.

She smirked. "There are two women here, Jason," she said. "And we’d both rather share Samuel than let you touch us."

Jason whimpered.

She laughed and kissed the tip of Samuel’s cock again. "But you’ll still be of use."

He tasted like skin, sweat, and salt. Heavy and hot in my mouth. Hard in a way that made my jaw ache already, but I didn’t care.

I’d barely wrapped my lips around him when Ally leaned in close.

"Use your tongue," she whispered.

I did. Underneath. From base to tip. A long, slow drag.

He twitched in my mouth.

"Again," she said.

So I did it again. Then flicked the head. Then wrapped my lips tight and took him deep until the head brushed the back of my throat.

Samuel groaned.

Ally kissed my shoulder. "You learn fast." Then she licked him clean where I left off, tucking her hair behind one ear as she circled the head with her tongue like it was a wine glass she wanted to hum.

She took him in, bobbing slow and deep, letting spit gather at the corners of her mouth. Then she pulled off with a wet pop and turned to me.

"Top or bottom?"

I blinked. "What?"

"Which side do you want?"

And before I could answer, she held his cock upright between us—thick and pulsing—and tilted it toward me.

I took the top. Kissed the tip. Opened my mouth and let my tongue swirl along the crown while Ally’s tongue licked underneath, hot and heavy and deliberate.

He was breathing harder now. Hands clenched at his sides.

I looked up at him—his eyes wild, jaw clenched.

"Please," he whispered.

Ally just smirked. "Not yet."

We worshiped him.

Two mouths.

Two tongues.

Kissing, licking, teasing.

He was soaked. Slick. Nearly vibrating.

I leaned down, took him in again. Felt him slide over my tongue and into my throat.

Ally kissed my cheek while I did it. "Such a good girl," she purred.

When I pulled back, gasping, eyes wet with the stretch of him, she kissed me. Full on the mouth.

Her tongue tasted like him. And I moaned into it.

Beneath Ally, Jason was panting.

Ally slid off of him and onto her knees, pulling his collar up. He obediently knelt down behind the two of us. His hands were behind his back. Cock flushed and leaking.

Ally turned to him. "You like that, baby?" she asked. "Watching your wife share a real man’s cock?" She laughed, "Can you imagine how good this would feel on your little cuckold dick?"

Jason whimpered.

Ally tilted her head. "Take your place," she said.

He immediately crawled to the rug, laying on his back. She stepped over him and lay down on top of him—back to chest, her legs falling open naturally as she relaxed into the curve of her human mattress.

She looked at Samuel. "I want to feel every inch," she said. "So deep I forget my own name."

Then she looked at Jason. "You hold my legs up."

Jason obeyed. His strong arms reached up, one to each thigh, pulling them back and open. Displaying her. Offering her. His cheek rested against her temple like a devoted servant preparing his goddess for sacrifice.

Ally turned her head and kissed his jaw sweetly. Then her voice sharpened like a blade.

"Now watch."

Samuel moved into position. Kneeling between her thighs, he stroked himself once. Twice. Just enough to guide himself to her entrance. And then he pushed inside.

Ally moaned—long and low, like a song with no beginning.

Jason grunted behind her, adjusting his grip.

"Higher," she hissed. "Spread me open for him."

He pulled her knees back tighter, her heels in the air now, cunt fully exposed, and Samuel driving deep.

The slap of skin on skin echoed across the room.

I watched from only a few feet away. Eyes wide. Mouth dry. Heart racing.

My hand drifted between my thighs, hesitated, then stayed there. I couldn’t look away.

"Deeper," Ally groaned. "You can go deeper."

Samuel growled and buried himself to the hilt, grinding his hips against her, holding himself there while she whimpered under him.

Her hands found her own breasts, squeezing them hard. Then she reached back to grab Jason’s hair, yanked his head close, and whispered something I couldn’t hear. But whatever it was made him moan.

"You watching, Nora?" she gasped, eyes fluttering toward me.

I nodded, hand trembling now, fingers brushing slick heat between my thighs.

"You see how good it feels when you stop worrying about who’s watching?"

Samuel started to thrust again. Harder. Faster.

Ally’s mouth dropped open. Her fingers clawed at the rug. Jason held her wide and vulnerable, watching every inch of cock disappear into her dripping cunt.

"You should be down here, too," Ally gasped. "You should feel this."

I moaned—quiet, ashamed, and desperately close.

Ally turned her head toward Jason again, panting now. "This is what a real man’s cock feels like, baby," she said between thrusts. "Stretching me. Ruining me. Owning me."

Then louder, for all of us, "Don’t you dare stop, Samuel."

Ally was panting now. Her fingers gripped the rug, nails scratching at the fibers as Samuel slammed into her again and again.

Jason held her wide open, arms shaking from the strain, eyes locked between her legs as another man used her.

And she loved it. God, she thrived on it.

"Yes," she gasped. "Just like that. Just like that—fuck—fuck me." Her voice broke. Her hips bucked. She was shaking.

Samuel grabbed her thighs, spread her even wider, and let out a deep, guttural groan. "I’m gonna come."

Her eyes rolled back. "Do it."

And he did. Buried to the base, he pulsed hard inside her—once, twice, three times—his whole body tightening, breath ragged, muscles flexed.

I saw it happen. Saw the moment he stopped fucking and just came. Deep inside Ally. Raw. Final.

And she took it all.

Samuel leaned back on bare ass and inhaled long and slow.

Jason whimpered behind her. Still holding her legs back. Still hard and untouched.

Ally sighed, breath slowing, body slackening like a well-used toy. And then, without looking at him, she ordered, "Clean me."

Jason didn’t hesitate. He lowered her legs slowly, gently. Kissed the inside of her knee. And then he crawled between her thighs and pressed his mouth to her cunt.

She moaned. "Make sure you get it all."

His tongue worked slowly, like she was being worshiped by the only man who didn’t get to fuck her.

Long licks.

Gentle suction.

He moaned into her as he cleaned her—Samuel’s cum, her own wetness—every drop.

Ally petted his hair. "That’s it. Good boy. Clean what he left for you."

I sat there, breathless. Sticky between my thighs. Trembling with something that wasn’t just arousal—it was hunger.

Ally’s eyes fluttered open. She turned her head toward me, smiling lazily.

Samuel was already walking out, bare-assed and unbothered, toward the kitchen.

Ally laughed. "Thirsty work," she murmured.

Then she looked down at Jason still lapping her clean. "Don’t spill a drop."

When she was satisfied, she tapped the top of his head. "Lie down."

He obeyed instantly, flattening to the rug on his back.

She stood then straddled him, settling comfortably on his chest like he was a velvet chaise.

Not for pleasure.

For posture.

A throne on her man.

She caught my gaze. "You okay?"

I blinked. "Yes. I just …" I trailed off.

Ally smiled like she understood. And without looking down, her hand drifted between her legs, then reached behind her, curling around Jason’s cock.

She started stroking him. Casually. Slowly. Like it meant nothing.

"He’s always like this after a good scene," she said, her voice soft. "Hard. Desperate. But if I let him come too soon, he gets cocky."

Jason let out a soft breath.

Ally gripped a little tighter. "But if I do it just right"—she stroked again, a little firmer—"he gets so overwhelmed he doesn’t even know it’s happening until it’s already over."

I couldn’t stop watching.

Her hand moved rhythmically.

Elegant.

Effortless.

Completely in command.

"I have no idea how you do this, how you can keep your composure in these moments," I whispered.

Ally’s eyes found mine. "It might seem like I’m doing something mean to my husband, but I’m not. I’m doing something wonderful for him. That makes all the difference."

Jason moaned.

Her rhythm stayed the same, just enough friction to keep him teetering on the edge.

"You asked me how this all works," she said, still stroking him. "This is how. Trust. Control. Devotion."

Jason’s thighs started to tremble. His breath caught. "Ally—"

"Shh."

Her wrist turned. One final stroke, and he exploded.

Thick streams splashed against his waist, his chest, the base of her thighs.

His entire body convulsed beneath her.

She didn’t stop until he was done. Then she wiped her hand on his hip. "Clean that, too."

Jason whimpered something that sounded like "yes, ma’am" and immediately reached to obey—fingers scooping, tongue following, breath shuddering.

That’s when Samuel returned from the kitchen, now fully dressed, sipping from a glass of water. He looked absurdly calm, like he’d just gone for a jog and was hydrating before dinner.

"Heading out," he said. "Early morning."

Then his eyes found mine and stayed there.

"I hope I see you again soon, Nora." His voice was smooth. Confident. Not rushed or flirty in the cliché way.

It was … warm. Like we’d shared something. And maybe we had.

His eyes dipped, slow and deliberate, toward my mouth. Then back up.

I blushed so hard I thought my skin might catch fire. "I’d like that."

"Me too."

He left.

Jason was still on the floor, licking his own cum.

Ally wrapped her robe around her body and turned back to me. "You’re blushing," she teased.

"I just …" I laughed. "I don’t even know who I am right now."

Ally leaned in and kissed my cheek. "Get used to it."

***

The house was quiet when I got home. I moved like a ghost—heels in my hand, clothes still clinging to the heat of the night. The shower was running. Mark’s silhouette moved behind the frosted glass in our bathroom. He didn’t hear me come in.

I crossed the hallway, headed for our bedroom, when something caught my eye.

The attic door.

It was open just an inch.

I paused then stepped toward it quietly, one foot at a time.

The narrow stairs creaked beneath my weight. I winced, waited, then climbed the rest slowly.

At the top, dust, shadows, a faint breeze from the open window.

And a chair. Pulled forward. Angled toward the neighbor’s house. Toward her bedroom window.

I stared for a long moment. No words. No thoughts. And a strange, slow smile curled at the edges of my lips.

He had watched.




Chapter 27

Nora

The wine was good. The company was better. And still, I couldn’t stop thinking about the way Samuel had tasted on Ally’s tongue.

The café was packed for a Tuesday night, but our corner was always the same. Three small tables pushed together. Yarn everywhere. A basket of shared notions in the center like a knitting totem. Four women, half-listening to each other, half-lost in their own tangled projects.

Greta sipped her chardonnay like it was a secret.

Lisa was working on yet another baby hat.

Tess kept cursing under her breath at a miscounted cable stitch.

And I was pretending to focus on my sock.

"You’re quiet tonight," Greta said, glancing up over her cheaters. "You okay?"

I nodded, a little too quickly. "Just counting."

"Uh-huh." She smirked. "Counting stitches or sins?"

I laughed. Thankfully, so did everyone else.

But my heart skipped.

Because it was about sin, wasn’t it? Or something close. Something warm and primal and sticky, still clinging to me even after the shower.

Mark hadn’t asked questions. I hadn’t offered details. But I knew he had seen.

And now I was sitting in a circle of women who believed I was exactly who I used to be. Safe. Predictable. Knitting socks in neutrals and making jokes about middle age.

They didn’t know I’d moaned into a kiss while my lips still tasted like another man.

"Earth to Nora," Tess said, squinting at my work. "You just skipped three stitches. Are you okay or just drunk?"

I blinked down at the yarn. She was right.

I smiled. "Little bit of both."

Greta passed me the bottle. "Then you need a top-off. Trust me; it won’t fix your knitting, but it’ll make you care less."

I let her pour.

And I let myself wonder, just for a moment, what they’d say if I told them the truth.

About Ally.

About Jason.

About the attic window.

But I didn’t.

I just drank. And knitted. And thought about what it might feel like to bring the things I wanted out of the shadows.

Greta leaned across the table and plucked a half-finished shawl from her lap, eyes on me the whole time. "You know," she said, winding a new skein of yarn over her fingers with practiced grace, "you’ve been glowing lately."

I blinked. "Glowing?"

Lisa chimed in, nodding. "You kind of have. Not like pregnant glowing," she added quickly, "just … different."

"Refreshed," Greta said.

"Revived," Tess offered, tugging her stitch markers free with a little too much force. "Like someone who finally remembered to have an orgasm."

That made the whole table laugh. Loudly.

Even I laughed, though I felt the blush climb my neck like wildfire.

"You are glowing, though," Greta said again, quieter this time. "I notice these things."

I shrugged. "Maybe I just stopped wearing mascara that flakes."

"No," she said, looping a slipknot onto her needle. "It’s something else."

Lisa cocked her head. "Is it the empty nest? Sometimes when the kids are gone, it’s like you get your body back. Your marriage back."

I smiled into my wine glass. "Something like that."

Tess grunted. "Or maybe it’s a good vibrator, and no one’s brave enough to admit it."

More laughter.

And then the conversation drifted away from me and toward a mutual friend’s divorce, a local yarn store closing, someone’s cat who wouldn’t stop throwing up twist ties.

I half-listened. I knit two rows. I purled one. But my thoughts kept drifting.

To Ally. To Jason. To the way Samuel looked at me like I was the dessert instead of the guest. To the way Mark hadn’t said anything at all.

I reached for my phone, checking for a message I wasn’t expecting.

Nothing.

So, I opened our group chat instead, just the four of us in the knitting circle. It was called "Pearls Before Swine," because Greta had insisted we were too classy for anything else.

I sent a picture of my half-destroyed sock and typed:

Pretty sure I just knitted in a Möbius strip. One of you will have to explain this at my funeral.

Greta reacted with a heart.

Lisa replied with three laughing emojis and a sheep sticker.

Tess sent a voice memo of her cackling like a witch.

And somehow, for a few minutes, everything felt normal again.

But it wasn’t.

Not really.

Because I wasn’t.

***

The house was still when I got home.

I dropped my bag in the kitchen, peeled off my cardigan, and padded quietly through the dark. The glow of Mark’s bedside lamp spilled into the hallway. He was reading—of course he was—half-propped up on a pillow, glasses sliding down his nose, the same novel he’d been pretending to finish for a month in his hands.

He looked up when I walked in. No surprise in his eyes. Just a small, steady smile.

"You survive the Stitch & Sip gauntlet?"

"Barely." I toed off my shoes. "Tess was one dropped stitch away from stabbing someone."

Mark chuckled, setting the book down without marking his page.

I changed in the bathroom, washed my face, brushed my teeth, taking just a little longer than usual, unsure if I was trying to delay something or give it space to arrive on its own.

When I finally slipped beneath the sheets, he opened his arm automatically, like it was nothing. Like it was everything.

I curled into his chest.

We didn’t say anything. No big questions. No confessions. Just the warm hush of breath between us, the syncopated rhythm of a couple who knew each other’s silences better than most people knew words.

He kissed the top of my head. And I stayed close, wrapped in him.

Wrapped in a quiet I didn’t want to break.




Chapter 28

Nora

I waited until I was sure Ally was gone. Not in a cowardly way. Not exactly. I just needed to talk to Jason without her. Quietly. Privately. Without all her poise and playfulness getting in the way of whatever this was—this knot inside me that I couldn’t untangle.

Jason opened the door and blinked in surprise. "Hey," he said. "Ally’s out."

"I know," I replied. "I was hoping to talk to you."

He nodded once, slowly. "Sure. Come in."

The house was warm with late morning light and smelled faintly of lemon and cedar. The kind of smell that feels clean without trying too hard.

Jason gestured toward the kitchen. "I’ve got coffee or lemonade. Ally made a batch this morning—might be the best she’s done."

I smiled softly. "Lemonade sounds great."

He poured two glasses, handed me one, then leaned against the counter. I didn’t sit right away. I sipped.

It was tart, sweet, strong. Like Ally had taken her frustration out on the citrus.

"I wanted to check in," I said finally. "Not with her—with you."

His brow furrowed just slightly.

"I know that night was … a lot. I didn’t want to assume you were okay with it just because you were silent. Or kneeling. Or hard."

Jason let out a quiet laugh through his nose. "I get it."

I hesitated. "Did I cross a line?"

He shook his head. "No. You were … exactly what you were supposed to be—curious, kind, a little stunned." He looked me in the eyes. "It meant a lot to me that you came."

"But …?" I said gently, because I could hear the weight in his voice.

"But I don’t always understand why I love it," he said. "What it does to me, why it gets inside my chest and stays there."

I stood still, glass cool in my hand.

He continued, "There are nights where I feel like I’m watching my soul walk away with someone else. And instead of panicking, I just get … harder. And I wish I could tell you why. I wish I could give you a clean answer. But I don’t have one."

"That doesn’t scare you?" I asked.

"Of course it does," he said. "But it also turns me on. The mystery. The surrender. Watching Ally take total control—over me, over someone else—and knowing I choose this." He paused. "Sometimes I want to cry. Sometimes I want to come so hard I black out. Sometimes both."

My throat tightened in recognition.

"I don’t need it to make perfect sense," Jason said. "Because it feels right. For us. For me."

That shook something loose in my chest. Not because I had the same feelings, but because I had some I couldn’t explain either. And if Jason, confident and deeply loved, could live in his confusion with this much grace, maybe I could, too.

"Thank you for saying that," I said.

He looked at me. "I meant it. And if you’re here because you’re worried about me? Don’t be. That night … it was one of the best of my life. Honest to God."

My hand tightened on the glass.

"You didn’t humiliate me," he said. "You didn’t disrespect me. You were a part of something sacred. Even if it looked messy."

I nodded but didn’t speak. There wasn’t anything to say that wouldn’t feel too small. Too polite. So I just stood there, holding the lemonade glass to my chest like it might anchor me.

I heard the front door click open. Keys on the table. Footsteps in the hall.

Ally stepped into the kitchen and blinked like she hadn’t been expecting a second person. Then her lips curved into a bright, amused smile.

"Oh no," she gasped dramatically, hand to her chest. "What did I just walk in on?"

Jason didn’t miss a beat. "Nora wanted to do a post-scene check-in."

Ally actually clapped. "God, that makes me so happy. That’s like a gold star in responsible play. I was planning to check in with you later, but this … this is beautiful."

I laughed despite myself. "You say that like we just got out of a Pilates class."

Ally grinned. "Consent, community, communication—sweaty bodies and trembling thighs come after those." She turned to Jason. "You offered her the lemonade?"

"She’s halfway through it."

"Atta boy."

I set the glass down gently on the counter. "I should get going."

Ally gave a soft, knowing smile. "Of course." She didn’t push. Didn’t hover. Just stood by, hands loosely folded, letting me find my exit.

I moved toward the door, pausing in the threshold. "I’d love to come again," I said, "but I think I need to talk to Mark first. Really talk."

"Good," Ally said. "That’s the right next step."

Jason raised his glass. "For what it’s worth, he seems like a good guy."

I nodded. "He is."

Ally followed me to the door. Her fingers brushed the knob, but then she paused, looking back at me with a smirk. "I hope he liked the show."

My cheeks burned.

She winked.

I didn’t confirm or deny. Just walked out into the sunshine, heart pounding.




Chapter 29

Nora

It had been a quiet evening. We’d both moved through the house like people who knew how to be married—folding laundry, refilling water glasses, saying things like, "Did you turn off the porch light?" without making it mean something else.

It wasn’t tension. It was space.

I was halfway through a chapter of a book I wasn’t really reading when Mark came in from the kitchen, drying his hands on a dish towel. He didn’t sit next to me, just leaned against the edge of the couch.

He waited a second then said casually, like he might ask what time I wanted to eat tomorrow, "Do you want to tell me about it?"

I set the book down and looked up at him. "I’ve been waiting for you to ask."

His lips quirked into the smallest smile. "I figured you’d tell me when you were ready."

"I wasn’t sure when that would be."

He nodded. "So … is now good?"

I sat up and folded my legs beneath me. I motioned for him to sit. He did, facing me, close but not crowding.

And then I told him. Not in a single breath. Not all at once. But the whole thing. The invitation. The anticipation. What happened when I stepped through that door. What Ally said. What Jason did—and didn’t do. How it felt to be shared. To be watched. To be touched and used and cared for all at once.

Mark listened. Not like a man enduring. Not like a man bracing. Like someone witnessing.

When I finished, he exhaled slowly. And then, without accusation, just quiet admission, he said, "I saw part of it."

I tilted my head. "The attic?"

He gave a one-shouldered shrug. "I just … needed to see for myself."

I nodded. "How did it feel?"

He thought for a long time. "Confusing," he finally said. "And … intimate in a strange, overwhelming way, like I wasn’t supposed to be there but also like I was meant to see it."

I reached across the space between us and touched his hand. "And now?"

His voice was low. "I don’t know. But I’m glad you told me."

I squeezed his fingers. "I needed to."

A beat passed.

"Would you do it again?" he asked.

I didn’t hesitate. "Yes."

His eyes met mine. "Would you want me there?"

I smiled. "Only if you want to be."

He looked down at our joined hands. "Maybe," he said. "I mean it." He turned his head toward me. "I’ll feel it out."

I leaned into his shoulder and let out a breath I hadn’t known I was holding.

That, at least, was something we could agree on.




Chapter 30

Nora

Ally texted in the morning.

Game night? Just a few people. 7:30?

I showed it to Mark while we were doing dishes.

He looked at the message then at me. "You want to go?"

I shrugged, trying to look casual. "Could be nice to do something … normal."

He dried his hands, set the towel down, and kissed the top of my head. "Then let’s go."

Jason opened the door, smiling. "Hey!" he said. "Glad you made it."

Mark and he clapped each other on the back, and I let myself be hugged in that relaxed way friends did when the weirdness had faded but the intimacy hadn’t.

The house was already glowing—candles, soft lighting, a tray of crackers and three kinds of hummus. Ally had the kind of effortless hosting energy that made you feel like she could have run the country with a good playlist and half a bottle of wine.

There were two other couples already there. One I vaguely recognized from the neighborhood—Cassie and Rob, I thought their names were—and another pair I didn’t know. Younger. Stylish. Playful.

Ally passed me a glass of wine and nodded toward the empty seat beside her. "He’s not here," she said before I could even ask.

I blinked. "Who?"

"Samuel."

I gave her a look.

She gave me one back. "You were going to ask. You always ask."

I tried not to smile.

"He’s picking up Maddy from the airport," she added, sipping her wine.

"Maddy?"

Jason looked up from arranging tiles on the table and grinned. "Oh yeah."

Ally shot him a faux-stern glance. "He loved Maddy."

Jason didn’t deny it. Just sipped his drink and smiled bigger.

"Used to be quite the pair," Ally added.

"What’s she like?" I asked, curious despite myself.

"Unpredictable. Dangerous. Charming as hell." Ally shrugged. "She’s kind of our wildcard."

Before I could ask more, Rob called from the kitchen, "You guys starting without us?"

"Never," Jason said. "Bring the snacks. It’s Codenames time."

The game was easy.

The conversation was easy.

It was a different energy than last time. Not charged. Not dangerous. But still … intimate. The kind of atmosphere that made you feel like people knew each other a little too well.

I watched the way Cassie and Rob teased each other. The way the younger couple kept exchanging glances. The way Jason touched Ally’s arm without thinking, and she leaned into it like her body knew the shape of his even when her eyes were closed.

There was a closeness here. Not just between partners. Between all of them.

I caught Mark watching it, too. Not with judgment. With curiosity. The kind that lingers.

After the last round ended—Jason and Ally’s team winning by a single clue—we started saying our goodnights.

Cassie hugged me like we’d known each other for years.

The younger woman—Ella?—gave me a mischievous smile and said, "Hope we see you at the next one."

When we stepped outside into the night, Mark slid his hand into mine and gave it a squeeze.

"What?" I asked.

He shook his head. "Nothing," he said. "Just … feels good to be part of something."

I looked back at the warm glow of Ally’s living room then at the street ahead. It really did.

We were halfway home, just the soft sound of our shoes on the sidewalk, when Mark broke the silence.

"We don’t really have friends like that, do we?"

I glanced over at him. "Like whom?"

"Like them. People we hang out with. Eat with. Talk with."

I thought about it. "I’ve got the knitters," I said. "But that’s more wine and judgment than intimacy."

He chuckled. "I’ve got a couple people at work. A few from college I talk to now and then. But …"

"Not like that," I finished for him.

He nodded.

I slipped my hand into his. "It’s a funny way to make new friends," I said.

He laughed softly. "Yeah."

"But I don’t think it’s bad."

"No," he agreed, giving my hand a gentle squeeze. "I really don’t think it is."




Chapter 31

Nora

It wasn’t a kink. At least, not yet.

It was curiosity. A whisper in the back of my mind since the night Ally had clicked hers into place around Jason’s neck and led him like a leash was a promise. The image had clung to me longer than I expected.

It didn’t feel like degradation. It felt like trust. Like surrender wrapped in something tender.

I’d ordered one, quietly. Something simple. Black leather. Slim. A small silver buckle and a single ring at the front. It arrived in a plain envelope and lived in the back of my sock drawer for a week.

Tonight, I took it out.

Mark was in the shower. I could hear the water still running—steady, comforting. The night was quiet otherwise.

I stood in front of the mirror and buckled the collar around my neck. The weight of it. The promise.

When Mark walked into the room, toweling off his hair, he stopped like he’d stepped into a story he didn’t know he was part of yet.

His eyes found the collar. His mouth parted.

I didn’t say anything. Just knelt at the foot of the bed, naked, back straight, knees apart, heart pounding.

"You wore that for me?" he asked, voice rough with something he hadn’t named yet.

I nodded.

He stepped closer, towel falling from his hips, cock already starting to rise.

"I don’t want to do it wrong," he murmured.

"There’s no wrong," I said softly. "I just want to feel you take it."

He stared at me for a second longer. Then he reached down and curled two fingers through the ring on the collar. And I felt it—something settle. Something fall into place.

He guided me forward gently. My hands found his thighs. My mouth opened. I took him in.

The first stroke of my tongue along the underside of his shaft made him groan low in his chest. I sucked him deeper, lips wrapped tight, tongue swirling under the head while my hand stroked the base.

He didn’t say much. Just held the collar. Just used it to guide me. To keep me where he wanted me.

My rhythm quickened. His hips bucked. His fingers tightened slightly on the leather every time I moaned around him.

"You feel so fucking good," he whispered, his voice strained, reverent. "You look perfect with my cock in your mouth."

I hummed. He twitched.

"God, Nora—"

He pulled back suddenly, just enough to keep from finishing. He was panting. Staring down at me like he didn’t quite recognize the version of me on her knees, mouth slick and open, collar glinting in the soft light.

"Bed," he said. "Now."

I climbed up, still buzzing.

He followed, grabbed my hips, and pulled me to the edge of the bed. Then he leaned over, his hand still gripping the collar. And slid inside me.

We both gasped.

His cock filled me in one smooth, deep stroke. His hand never left my neck—never pulled, never jerked—just held. Like he needed to know I was his anchor. His reality.

"I don’t know what I’m doing," he murmured into my skin.

"You’re doing it," I whispered. "That’s all that matters."

He started to move—long strokes, deep and slow, like he was trying to memorize the feeling of being buried inside his wife while she wore a collar just for him.

I bent my legs back, holding them behind my knees so he could get even deeper.

His breath caught.

His hands slid from my neck to my thighs, pressing them open wider, fucking into me with a growing urgency.

"You feel incredible," he groaned.

"So do you," I moaned. "Please, Mark. Just … fuck me."

He did. Harder now. Thrusts that hit deep. That made me cry out. That left me gasping. And then he reached back up—just one hand this time—and took the collar in his grip again.

I came fast. A tight, clenching rush that left me shaking. My legs locked around his waist. My hips rocked up to meet his every thrust.

He followed not long after. His whole body tightening above me. One last thrust. A guttural sound torn from his throat. And then he came. Hot. Deep. Inside me.

He collapsed over me, breath shallow. Still buried. Still shaking.

His hand slid off the collar and curled around my shoulder instead.

We stayed there. Breathing together. Not talking.

Just smiling.
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Mark was in the kitchen, rinsing out his coffee mug, when I told him, "Ally invited us over again."

His head turned slightly, brow raised, but not surprised. He waited. Letting me explain.

"It’s not just me this time," I said, leaning against the counter. "She wants both of us to come."

A pause. The water shut off.

I watched him dry his hands slowly with the towel. He wasn’t rushing. He never did. But I could see the way his mind worked—thoughts spinning behind those quiet eyes.

"For what?" he finally asked.

I smiled, just a little. "To watch."

His lip quirked. "Only watch?"

"That’s what I said to her. That’s all I want to do." I stepped closer. My voice softened. "I just want to be there with you. See what it’s like. And I won’t do anything unless you tell me to."

Mark looked at me for a long moment. His shoulders eased. He was quiet, still, that calm strength I’d always trusted. But I could feel something else behind it now—curiosity, uncertainty, a flicker of heat.

"Are you sure?" he asked.

"I am."

"You’d really just … watch?"

I nodded. "Unless you told me not to."

There was a beat of silence. Then he stepped forward and placed a hand gently on my neck. His thumb traced the skin just above my collarbone, and then he whispered, "Wear the collar."

I inhaled sharply. My whole body warmed at once.

"Really?" I asked.

He nodded. "I want you to remember who you belong to, even if we’re just watching."

His words came out a little too fast to have been filled with confidence. He was trying … and getting better.

His hand dropped to my waist. He kissed my forehead.
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I wasn’t nervous. At least, that’s what I told myself.

We entered the house just after eight. The lights were low, the wine already open, and Ally, of course, already glowing. She wore something short and slinky in a soft black that almost passed for a cocktail dress, if you didn’t notice the sheer panels along the sides and the way the neckline dipped just low enough to promise trouble.

Jason knelt beside her on a cushion near the coffee table, perfectly still and already naked. His collar matched the trim of her dress. Ally had one hand on the back of his head, resting there. A symbol.

A promise.

Her other hand lazily circled his cock, barely stroking, like she didn’t need to do more than remind him who he belonged to.

We took our seats across from them, same loveseat as last time. Mark sat close but not touching. I didn’t reach for his hand. My heart was already full, thudding with expectation.

The room smelled like candles, citrus, and desire.

Ally was the first to break the silence.

"I’m glad you came," she said, not bothering to ask how we were. "We were just getting started."

Jason stayed silent. His breath was the only giveaway—shallow, controlled.

Ally looked from me to Mark and smiled. Then her voice changed—richer, more theatrical, like she was announcing the evening’s feature.

"So," she said, still stroking Jason. "In addition to the hors d’oeuvres, we’ll be serving up my married mouth and pussy to two fine gentlemen who are hydrating in the kitchen …"

Mark choked slightly beside me, and I didn’t even try to hide my grin.

"All while my cuckold husband watches and assists," she continued. "You all are welcome to stay, or leave, or do whatever makes you comfortable. No pressure." Her eyes sparkled, and then she added, as if it were an afterthought, "Also, the boys and I talked earlier. Nora, you’re invited to participate in any way that both of you are comfortable with." She gave Jason’s cock one long, gentle stroke. "Isn’t that right, sweetheart?"

Jason nodded. "Yes, ma’am."

And then the kitchen door opened.

Samuel walked in first—broad, confident, grinning. Terrance followed, just a little taller, lighter-skinned, white, with the easy body language of someone who’d already decided to enjoy himself. Neither was fully dressed for the occasion yet, but there was a slow inevitability to their stride. They were ready.

Ally didn’t stand. She simply looked up at them, her fingers curling tighter around Jason’s shaft like it gave her strength.

"Stay where you are," she told Jason. "On your knees." Then she stood, dress swaying around her thighs, and walked over to Samuel. He leaned down immediately and kissed her, slow and deep.

I couldn’t breathe.

Terrance moved behind her and slid both hands up the back of her dress. He cupped her ass first then moved forward, reaching under, finding her center.

She moaned into Samuel’s mouth. And when she pulled away, gasping, Samuel didn’t miss a beat. He eased the straps of her dress off her shoulders and began teasing her nipples through the thin lace underneath.

Behind her, Terrance kissed her neck. She dropped her head back, arched into it, then turned and kissed him, too—hungrier this time, wetter.

I was frozen. Watching. Dripping.

And then Samuel looked past her and made eye contact with Jason. His grin widened.

Ally turned to Jason, her eyes narrowed with something between cruelty and love.

"Come here," she said.

Jason crawled toward her. The room was completely silent but for the soft brush of his knees on the rug.

Ally tilted her face down and kissed him—deep, slow, her fingers tangled in his hair.

When she pulled back, she turned to Terrance and began to work his belt. Her fingers were fast. Eager.

Samuel waited, unbuttoning his jeans, letting them fall to his thighs.

"Help him," Ally said to Jason, nodding toward Samuel.

Jason moved without hesitation. He pulled Samuel’s boxers down, exposing the thick shaft beneath.

And now, there it was.

Ally, on her knees, had one cock on each side of her face.

Jason crouched between Samuel’s legs, kneeling like it was the most natural thing in the world. His eyes stayed low, and his hands stayed at his sides.

But his cock? Still hard. Still untouched.

And my husband? Mark was beside me. Silent. Watching.

So was I.

I could feel Mark watching me.

Not the scene in front of us—not anymore.

Me.

But I couldn’t look at him. Not yet. I couldn’t tear my eyes away from Ally. From Jason. From the thick, glistening cocks on either side of her flushed cheeks.

She was smiling.

She kissed the head of one then the other, dragging her tongue from base to tip like she was comparing notes. Her fingers curled around both shafts, stroking in tandem, her wrists moving with a practiced rhythm that sent heat pooling between my thighs.

Jason was still on his knees, head bowed, hands behind his back like a man in prayer. Every time Ally touched another man, it was like she touched him, too.

My breath hitched.

Mark noticed. I knew he did, because his thigh brushed against mine, deliberate this time, and stayed there.

Still, I didn’t look at him.

Ally closed her eyes and moaned as both cocks stiffened further under her touch. She let one rest across her tongue, her lips stretched wide, cheeks hollowing with a deep, wet suck.

Samuel groaned, his hand sliding through her hair but never forcing. He didn’t need to.

Terrance stood just to the side, letting her stroke his cock slowly while she sucked Samuel with that same relentless focus I’d seen her give to her knitting once.

Like it was an art.

My legs pressed together. I could feel my heartbeat between them. I shifted slightly on the couch, trying to find some kind of relief.

Mark’s hand moved. Just his fingers, resting lightly on the back of my neck.

I finally turned.

His eyes were dark, focused. A question in them I didn’t know how to answer. But I didn’t need to. Because I wanted him to ask it. And I already knew what I’d say.

Mark didn’t say anything at first. Only held my gaze.

The air felt heavier now. Closer. Like everything in the room had tilted and all gravity led back to him.

And then, quietly, deliberately, he nodded toward the others and said, "Go."

A pause.

"Show me what you really are."

I swallowed, and something inside me cracked open.

Permission.

I nodded, slow and small, lips parting just slightly as I shifted on the couch. Then I slid off, knees first, palms down.

I crawled. Each movement was smooth, intentional, a performance in itself. I let my hips sway, let the hem of my dress creep up with every inch. My knees brushed the carpet, heat curling between my thighs.

Mark’s eyes never left me. I could feel him watching my ass, the curve of my back, the slow roll of my hips as I crawled toward another man’s cock.

And I let him. I wanted him to see it. Wanted him to know I wasn’t hesitating.

When I reached the group, I rose to my knees between them.

Samuel.

Terrance.

Ally’s lips were still slick with spit and pleasure, her eyes gleaming.

I didn’t look back. I didn’t have to.

I could feel the fire behind me.

And I was already burning.
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The floor was soft beneath my palms, but my knees still ached. I didn’t care. I didn’t feel it. Not really. Not with the way Mark was watching me. Not with the way Ally’s eyes locked to mine the second I got close.

And then, before I could rise, before I could breathe, she grabbed me by the shoulders and kissed me. It wasn’t gentle. It wasn’t sweet. It was claiming.

Her lips were parted, tongue already teasing, and I moaned before I even knew I had.

"You made the right choice," she whispered against my mouth. And then she pulled away, just far enough to turn toward the men.

Samuel’s cock stood thick and proud, inches from my face, already glistening. Terrance’s was just as stiff and slick from Ally’s spit, twitching at the sight of us both.

Without thinking, without pausing, I wrapped my fingers around Samuel’s cock and opened my mouth. He groaned the second I licked the head.

It was heavy on my tongue. Hot. Alive. Bigger than I’d expected, but I didn’t gag. I moaned. Took him deeper. Let my lips slide halfway down his shaft before pulling back and doing it again.

Beside me, Ally turned to Terrance and did the same.

Two women. Four hands. Two cocks. And the room was spinning.

We sucked them side by side, our heads grazing each other. It surprised us more than it hurt. I laughed. Just two dumb sluts losing themselves in dick.

I fell into a rhythm, bobbing up and down, taking his cock deeper, then recovering for a bit before pushing back in farther.

And then we traded.

I let Samuel slip from my mouth with a wet pop, chin slick, breath shaking.

Ally gave me a sly smile and tilted her head toward Terrance.

I didn’t hesitate. I turned and took him into my mouth.

He was different—longer, slightly thinner, but just as hard.

His cock jumped at the first flick of my tongue, and I smiled as I swallowed him down. I forced my eyes to stay open, and I looked into his. I realized that he and I had never exchange more than a "hello" before in our lives, yet here I was, worshiping his cock.

I felt great.

Behind me, Ally moaned as she took Samuel back into her mouth like she’d missed him.

This was real.

This was happening.

And I was dripping between my legs.

Ally pulled off first, wiped her lips with the back of her hand, and then crawled to Jason. He was still kneeling, hands behind his back, cock flushed and aching.

"You missed this mouth, didn’t you?" she asked him, voice low and dangerous.

He nodded. Said nothing.

She kissed her husband then—filthy and messy, her mouth tasting like two different cocks—and Jason groaned like it was the first touch he’d had in years. Then she pulled away.

"Go kneel at the edge," she told him. "Be grateful."

He obeyed, crawling across the room then kneeling just to the side, where he could see everything but touch nothing.

Ally crawled away from Samuel and sat next to Jason. "It’s all up to you, Nora."

It took me a moment to realize what was happening. Then I turned to see Samuel’s cock not being sucked. I raised both my hands up, took a cock in each and started stroking. I popped Samuel’s dick into my mouth and did my best to keep a stable rhythm as I stroked Terance’s cock, moving back and forth.

I had no idea if I was doing well.

"Fuck," Ally sighed. "She’s a fast learner." She turned to Jason. "Not bad, huh?"

He nodded. Silent. A flush in his cheeks.

She smiled and snapped her fingers. "Go sit by Mark."

Jason hesitated.

"On the floor," she added. "The couch is for men who get pussy tonight."

Jason crawled again, face unreadable, and knelt at Mark’s feet like it was his place.

Mark didn’t say a word, but I saw the way his pants were tight, his breath shallow, his hands clenched. He was hard. He was watching me. And I was performing.

Ally’s voice pulled me back. "Enough teasing," she purred. "The boys should really return the favor."

I blinked, momentarily disappointed to stop. My lips were slick. My mouth open. My hands still wrapped around both cocks like they belonged to me.

But I obeyed.

Ally lay down beside me, flat on her back, hair fanned across a pillow. "Next to me," she said.

I lay beside her, heart pounding. My thighs were trembling before anyone had even touched me.

"Pillows, baby," Ally said. "We’re not animals."

Jason fetched them without a word. He slid one beneath Ally’s ass, lifted her gently, reverently. Then did the same for me. He then reached under his wife’s ass and removed her panties for her. He crawled to me to do the same and smiled, chuckling when he saw I had foregone panties that evening.

Ally whispered, "Clever girl."

And then Jason knelt behind us.

Samuel dropped between my thighs. Terrance took position between Ally’s.

And then they began.

Samuel’s tongue slid over my pussy with a slow, deliberate stroke that made me gasp.

Ally moaned. "Oh, fuck yes …" She reached for my hand, and I gave it to her.

Our fingers entwined as we were eaten, worshiped, side by side.

Samuel was methodical. Gentle at first. Testing. Learning. But then he locked his mouth around my clit, and I arched. My thighs clamped around his head, and my moan filled the room.

Ally was already rocking her hips against Terrance’s tongue.

"That’s it," she gasped. "That’s it, baby …"

Jason watched. Hands in his lap. Knees spread. Face awed.

Mark watched, too. On the couch. Hands still. Eyes dark. Cock straining against denim.

And I was shaking.

It was Ally who came first—loud and wet, hips bucking, back arched.

Then she turned to me. "Let go, sweetheart," she whispered. "Come for him."

And I did. I let go of everything. My hips rolled up. My fingers squeezed hers. And I came like I never had before—open, wild, free.

Beside me, Ally moaned, "Good girl …"

And everything else disappeared.
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The room was still trembling with the echo of our moans.

I still lay beside Ally, our bodies slick and flushed, the pillows beneath our hips soaked through with sweat and arousal. \Myr camisole clung to my midsection, bunched around my waist, offering no modesty at all. My thighs were spread, trembling. My mouth parted, still tasting the ghosts of Samuel and Terrance on my tongue.

I looked over to see Ally was smiling at me—soft, proud, satisfied.

Samuel wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. He wasn’t smiling. He looked serious, focused, like a man on a mission. He leaned in and lifted my leg with both hands, slow and reverent, like I was something sacred. I gasped as my knee bent toward my chest, breath catching when I felt the tip of him nudge against my entrance.

Ally reached over, found my hand, and laced our fingers together.

Jason sat obediently on the floor beside the couch. Terrance had taken a step back to remove his shirt, revealing a lean, tight torso slick with sweat.

I looked at Mark, who was still on the couch, leaning forward slightly, his face unreadable. But he hadn’t looked away once.

And I didn’t want him to.

Then Samuel pushed in.

My mouth dropped open, but no sound came out at first. Just the sharp intake of breath. He was thick. Not impossibly so. But the stretch was immediate, demanding. My hips tilted reflexively, and my free hand dug into the pillow.

"Oh—God—" I gasped.

He gave me time, let me adjust. The first stroke was slow. All the way in, all the way out. A second stroke. Then a third. Every time he bottomed out, my back arched and breath hitched.

Beside me, Ally was shifting positions, already climbing on top of Terrance, who had sat down on the floor and leaned against the far wall. She straddled him with ease, the hem of her dress hiked above her waist, her ass bouncing softly with every movement. Jason watched, wide-eyed and silent, hands still behind his back.

I moaned against my lips, the pleasure overwhelming now. My fingers squeezed Ally’s hand tighter.

Samuel grunted softly above me. He pushed deeper. Picked up the pace.

Every stroke made my toes curl. Every thrust sent another wave of pleasure through my core. My eyes rolled back as a second orgasm built faster than I could brace for it.

And then it hit.

My whole body tensed, legs trembling, back arched, hands clutching the pillow and Ally’s hand. I came with a loud, raw cry that made even Samuel groan.

He didn’t stop. He couldn’t stop.

I was still shaking when he grabbed my hips and began to fuck me harder, chasing his own release.

Beside me, Ally was riding Terrance with abandon now, her head thrown back, her hair a wild halo as her body bounced in rhythm. She was panting, laughing, cursing—alive.

Terrance’s hands gripped her ass. He slapped it once. Twice. Ally moaned and rode harder.

Then Ally’s orgasm hit—a primal, unfiltered moan that filled the room and made Jason’s cock twitch against his thigh.

Samuel grunted. A hard thrust. Another. His hands tightened.
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Then Ally reached over and pressed her palm to his chest. "Wait," she panted, her voice husky but clear. "Let’s switch."

Samuel blinked down at me, still buried inside. Then, slowly, he pulled out.

I gasped again, body twitching with the sudden emptiness. My legs trembled, and I turned my head to look at Ally.

Ally was already crawling off of Terrance, her dress bunched at her waist, breasts bare, nipples flushed and stiff. She kissed Terrance softly, whispered something in his ear, then turned and reached for Samuel’s hand.

They traded places like seasoned performers—no hesitation, no awkwardness, just fluid movement and practiced ease.

Terrance stepped between my legs. He didn’t tease. He didn’t wait. He knelt, lifted my hips, and slid inside me with one slow, deliberate thrust.

I cried out, fingers digging into the pillow again.

He was slightly thinner than Samuel, but longer, and the angle was different. Deeper.

Sharper.

He braced my hips with both hands and began to move. Long, deep strokes that made my body quake.

Beside me, Ally had already guided Samuel onto the floor, lowering herself onto him with a moan that was half-gratitude, half-hunger.

She looked over at me, mouth open, body already bouncing softly in rhythm.

My hand found hers again. We laced fingers.

Two women on our backs, taking every inch of what we’d been given, eyes half-lidded, moaning in tandem.

Terrance fucked me harder now. Each thrust sent heat through my belly, pressure building again.

I was spent. And yet, I wasn’t.

I met his rhythm with my own, hips rising, legs wrapping around his waist, heels pressing into his back.

I looked up and saw Mark. Still on the couch. Still watching.

Our eyes locked. And this time, I didn’t just feel seen. I felt claimed. Owned. Loved.

I moaned his name softly, barely audible over the sound of skin on skin. "Oh, Mark …"

It wasn’t a plea.

It wasn’t guilt.

It was reverence.

My third orgasm hit hard. Quick. Like a whipcrack. My body bowed off the ground, and my mouth opened in a silent scream.

Ally was right behind, slamming her hips down, biting her lip, her whole body spasming around Samuel’s cock as she came again.

It was too much.

Too perfect.

Too full.

Terrance grunted. One hand slid to my breast, squeezing firmly as his thrusts shortened. Then he gasped—sharp and low—and I felt the flood of his release inside me.

He held me tight as he emptied himself, panting against my neck.

A second later, Samuel groaned under Ally, and she dropped down, her hips grinding in tight circles as he filled her, too.

Both of us lay there, breathless. Bodies wrecked. Legs trembling.

The men slowed. Stilled. Then pulled out with care.

No one spoke for a long moment.

Finally, Samuel and Terrance stood, quietly retreating to the kitchen. I heard the fridge open, the clink of glasses. Ice and water.

The room was still hazy with sex and candlelight.

Ally lifted her head and turned toward Jason. "Jason," she said, soft but firm, "see if our guest wants you to clean her up."

Jason crawled forward immediately. He didn’t move to me without permission. He knelt, looking to me for a sign.

I nodded.

He gently spread my thighs and bent forward, his tongue sliding through the mess Terrance had left behind.

I moaned softly, the touch so gentle, so precise. Not arousing—at least not entirely.

But intimate.

Grateful.

Reverent.

When he finished, Jason turned to Ally.

She gave him a lazy smile and a nod.

And he crawled again.

Her legs were already spread.

He began licking with the same devotion.

I sat up slowly, arms trembling. I scooted backward, found my balance, then turned toward Mark.

He hadn’t moved, but his eyes were on me.

I reached for him. Offered my hand. And he took it.

Warm.

Steady.

Loving.

Our fingers curled together, and we sat in the glow of it all.
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The room had fallen into that delicate, heavy silence, the kind that followed too much pleasure.

I lay on my side now, curled toward Mark, eyes fluttering open every few seconds to find his face. Jason was gently toweling off Ally’s thighs, reverent, quiet.

Mark hadn’t moved from the couch. But he hadn’t looked away either.

Ally stood slowly, stretching like a cat, her dress still bunched high around her hips, breasts bare, skin flushed and glowing. She turned and looked at Mark, head tilted, hair messy, mouth bitten red from kissing and grinning. "I suppose you’re the only one who hasn’t had a turn," she said, hands on her hips.

Mark raised a brow, calm and amused. "Not quite true," he said, eyes flicking to me. "But I see your point."

She stepped closer, swaying just a little. "You want me?"

Mark looked up at her and smiled. "You’re a beautiful woman, Ally. And you’ve had one hell of a night."

She grinned. "I could still make room for one more."

He laughed softly. "Another time."

She pouted playfully. "Maybe you are a little bit of a sadist."

Mark stood and smiled back at her. "There’s only one thing in the world I want right now." He looked down at me—his ruined, sweaty wife.

That made me shiver.

Ally stepped back with mock surrender, arms raised. "Well then, the bedroom is open … assuming you can make it there."

Mark looked down at me. I was sitting up now, hair tousled, camisole wrinkled and damp with sweat. I knew my eyes were soft, hungry.

"Come on," he said gently, offering his hand.

I took it.

We made their way down the hall together, my fingers laced in his. I didn’t ask what he needed. I didn’t promise anything.

We didn’t need to.

When the door closed behind us, Mark pressed me against it and kissed me like I was the only woman in the world. He didn’t fuck me like a performance. Or a contest.

He fucked me like he loved me. Quick. Deep. Close.

I wrapped my legs around his waist, fingers pulling at his hair. And when I came—again—it wasn’t because anyone was watching. It was because I felt known, and safe, and his.




Chapter 38

Nora

I brought wine this time.

Not the bottle I usually grabbed when I was just trying to blend in. Not the one I knew Susan liked or the one Lisa always complimented. No, this was the one I liked. A rich, earthy red with a bite of dark cherry and just enough tannin to make your lips purse. I didn’t care if anyone else liked it.

I was done disappearing.

There were eight of us that night. Mostly the regulars. Susan was talking about her daughter’s college application drama. Lisa was untangling a skein of green that looked like it had been run over by a tractor.

I took a seat on the edge of the sectional, near the lamp, and pulled my latest project from my bag: a soft, dusty pink shawl with a lace edge I hadn’t quite mastered yet.

"Fancy yarn," Lisa said, eyebrows raised.

I smiled. "It’s for me."

She gave a slow, approving nod. "Finally."

There wasn’t any subtext to the conversation. Not that they’d know about, anyway. I laughed when I was supposed to. I passed the corkscrew. I complimented patterns and talked about how bad the school board meeting had been the week before.

But I wasn’t here to gossip.

I was here because it was nice to feel normal.

Because even if my sex life had taken a wild, left-turn detour into territory I’d never expected, I still wanted to sit in a room with other women and talk about yarn, and kids, and the price of good coffee. I didn’t want to lose this part of me just because I’d found something new.

Still, I felt different.

It wasn’t just confidence. It was heat. A kind of knowing.

I caught myself mid-stitch, thinking about how Mark had pulled me into Ally and Jason’s guest bedroom just two nights ago. How he’d kissed me like he couldn’t breathe without it. How I’d bitten his shoulder when I had come.

I blinked, cleared my throat, and focused on the lace pattern again. Yarn over. Slip one. Knit two together.

Across the room, Susan was watching me.

"You seem … good," she said carefully.

"I am," I said, not looking up.

A long pause.

"New serum? Facial? Or just finally sleeping through the night?"

I smiled. "Something like that."

Lisa raised her glass. "Whatever it is, it’s working."

I lifted mine in return. "To feeling like yourself again." And when I said it, I meant it.

Even if "myself" was still something I was figuring out, stitch by stitch.
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It had rained all day—soft, steady, the kind of rain that made the air feel heavy, like something was coming. By evening, the sky was nothing but a smear of mist and amber light. Perfect weather for staying in. Or for cracking something wide open.

Jason greeted us at the door like we were expected and wanted. "Shoes off. Drinks in. Emotional baggage left at the door."

Ally leaned against the archway in a slouchy sweater and bare feet, hair half-up, half-halo. "Chili’s in the crockpot. Cornbread’s still warm. If you brought dessert, I love you."

Mark laughed, kissing my cheek as he unzipped his jacket. "Let’s move in."

Jason grinned. "You already have. I just keep pretending you’re guests."

I started to flip him off, but Ally beat me to it. "Play nice," she warned. "Or I’ll make Nora spank you."

Jason looked far too interested in that idea.

The living room had a warm buzz. There were eight of us this time, including Cal and Jenn, a flirty, sun-kissed couple who apparently lived across the park. And then, Maddie.

She was lounging on the arm of the sofa like she owned the place. Long dark brown hair with soft waves falling over one shoulder, a cropped ribbed top in deep cobalt blue that showed off just enough cleavage to make you wonder if the effect was intentional. It wasn’t for attention. It was just how she dressed—bold, expressive, herself. Her tattoos peeked out from her collarbones and sleeves, a mix of black florals and bright, classic ink that told stories I wasn’t sure anyone had asked to hear. Her eyes were sharp and playful—pale green or hazel, I couldn’t quite tell. But they never stopped moving.

"Hey," she said when she caught me looking. "You’re the famous Nora, huh?"

I smiled. "I’ve been called worse."

She laughed. "I like you already."

She had a Brooklyn rasp in her voice—smoky, self-assured, like she knew every bar in the city and exactly how long to make eye contact to get a drink for free.

Jason kept glancing at her with this amused tension, like he couldn’t decide if he was thrilled or terrified she was back in town. Ally looked delighted by both.

"Maddie," Ally said as we sat down for the first round of Codenames, "are you behaving?"

Maddie popped a cracker in her mouth and chewed slow. "I haven’t bitten anyone yet, if that’s what you mean."

Jason muttered under his breath, "Keyword: yet."

Mark choked on his wine and grinned at me from across the table. "You didn’t say it was going to be a show."

"It’s always a show with her," Jason said. "We just try to keep it PG-13 until dessert."

We played for hours. The group shifted and bent around Maddie’s presence like she carried her own gravity. Somehow, she and I ended up on a team for Pictionary, and she insisted on drawing with her non-dominant hand "for balance."

It was chaos. And weirdly fun.

When the game ended around ten, the crowd started thinning. Cal and Jenn said goodnight first. Then Susan and Pete. Eventually, it was just the five of us left—me, Mark, Ally, Jason … and Maddie, who had kicked off her shoes and curled one leg under her on the armchair, sipping whiskey like it was tea.

Ally perched beside her, head on her shoulder, eyes half-lidded in that way that made her look post-orgasmic even when she was just content.

Jason and Mark were deep into a conversation about some obscure baseball card market correction, using words like "grading" and "print runs," and I gave up trying to understand.

Maddie looked at me over the rim of her glass. "You’re different than I imagined."

"Oh?"

"I figured you’d be tight." She raised a hand. "No offense. Just … suburban. But you’ve got some good bones."

"Thanks?" I said, unsure if that was a compliment or a Craigslist ad.

She grinned. "It’s a compliment. You’ve got heat. You just keep it banked."

Ally reached over and toyed with the hem of Maddie’s sleeve. "She’s been very good at learning how to let it burn."

Maddie nodded slowly, something unreadable flashing in her eyes. "Good. Everyone should know what they’re capable of. Even if it scares them."

I sat back. "That sounds like something out of a self-help book written by a dominatrix."

Jason coughed. "Probably because Maddie almost wrote that book."

Mark looked up. "Seriously?"

Maddie winked. "I got to chapter three before I got distracted by actual sex."

I laughed, despite myself.

Eventually, the night wound down. Ally yawned and started stacking mugs. Jason offered to walk us out. But it was Maddie who hugged me goodbye. She held me longer than I expected, her breath warm at my ear.

"You’ve come a long way, babe," she murmured. "But I bet there’s more."

I didn’t argue.

I just smiled.

Because she was probably right.




Epilogue

Nora

The room was quiet in that perfect, post-sex way—bodies warm, limbs tangled, breath still syncing back to normal. The only light came from the dim glow of the reading lamp I never turned off, casting soft gold across the sheets.

Mark lay on his back, one hand behind his head, the other still resting on my thigh. His skin was flushed, chest rising and falling, a lazy smile ghosting the corner of his mouth.

I was curled beside him, head on his shoulder, my collar still on.

He fingered the leather idly as we talked—light, domestic things at first. Dinner plans for the weekend. A reminder to call the HVAC guy. Whether the basil plant was finally dead or just dramatic.

And then I let the quiet settle for a moment before I said, "I still feel a little guilty, you know."

Mark turned slightly, his brow raised. "About?"

I played with a loose thread on the blanket. "That I’ve … played, that I’ve had these experiences, and you haven’t gotten your"—I hesitated then smiled softly—"deserved threesome."

He gave a small laugh, the kind that said you’re being ridiculous but I love you for it.

"It’s not a competition, Nora."

"I know." I looked up at him. "But still."

There was a long, thoughtful silence. Then, casually, like it was a stray thought slipping out of his mouth, he said, "But that Maddie sure looked interesting."

I grinned. I couldn’t help it.

"She did give me her number."

His hand stilled on my thigh. I felt his breath catch. And then he smiled, too.

"Maybe … we’ll text her."

I kissed his chest. "Maybe."

And for the first time in a long time, I didn’t wonder what was next.

I looked forward to finding out.
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