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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

The most controlled surfaces hide the deepest cracks.

Sharing Rachel started with an image: a woman arranging table settings no one will ever disturb, in a home where everything is beautiful and nothing is alive.

Rachel has spent twenty years being exactly what her family needed. Devoted wife. PTA volunteer. Domestic goddess. Her marriage to Caleb isn't unhappy. It's immaculate. They complement each other like furniture in a catalog. The problem is that furniture doesn't feel anything.

Then Julian walks into a school committee meeting. Confident. Composed. Completely off-limits. And Caleb notices her noticing.

What I love about this story is the question Caleb asks: Do you want him? Not accusation. Not jealousy. Curiosity. Permission. That single question cracks open two decades of careful performance and reveals something neither of them expected to find.

Rachel's journey isn't about betrayal. It's about discovery. A woman who spent her life being seen as a function finally letting herself be seen as a person. A husband who finds that watching his wife come alive is its own kind of intimacy.

The party at the end pushed me as a writer. When nothing is off the table, characters have to decide who they really are. Rachel's answer surprised me.

As always, we've compressed what would take longer. Real transformations don't happen over a few encounters. But the emotional core felt true: sometimes the person who knows you best is the one who gives you permission to become someone new.

Take what resonates. Leave what doesn't.

Thanks for reading.

Love Always,
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Sharing Rachel

A "Shared Wives" Novel

By Raven Merlot





Chapter 1


The table was already set when Caleb came down—three place settings, even though there were only two of us since I always fed the kids separately; for appearances, in case someone stopped by, and because I still couldn’t break the habit.

He paused at the edge of the kitchen like he always did, briefcase in one hand, scanning the room with that quiet precision of his. The man took in a scene like a photograph—evaluated, noted, moved on.

“You always do this,” he said, not unkindly. “Three plates.”

“It balances better,” I replied. “Visually.”

He smiled, a soft upturn that made his eyes crinkle but never quite warmed the rest of his face. “It’s beautiful.”

It was.

Fresh linen runner, navy. White ceramic plates, matte-finished. The silver was real. I polished it every Sunday whether we used it or not. A glass vase in the center held clipped branches from the garden—cherry blossoms, just starting to open. Understated. Quietly correct. The kind of table you could take a photo of and get a hundred thousand likes. The kind of table no one ever really ate at.

Caleb loosened his tie, folding it neatly, and then slipped into the chair across from mine. I poured the coffee—his mug black, mine bone-colored with a hairline crack I refused to replace. I liked the imperfection. It made it mine.

“How was the morning?” he asked.

I took my seat. Sipped. “Fine.”

“Did you get the call from the vendor about the fundraiser?”

I nodded. “The florals are confirmed. Neutral palette. Low enough for conversation.”

He looked pleased, like that meant something. In our world, it did.

He buttered his toast with slow, precise motions. “I know I say this too often, but … you really are incredible at this sort of thing.”

“What sort of thing?”

“Making life elegant.”

I smiled, a small, tight thing that held its shape, just like the rest of me. “It’s not hard. Just practice.”

He took a bite, chewed thoughtfully. “Still, I notice.”

That should have landed softer than it did. But lately, everything he said felt like a comment on a museum piece. Appreciation without engagement. Admiration at a distance.

“Thanks,” I said. “Don’t forget, we have the dinner Thursday. Seven sharp.”

“With the Worthings?”

“Yes.”

“Right.” A pause. “Should I expect a new dress?”

I raised an eyebrow. “Are you requesting one?”

“I never have to.”

That, at least, made me laugh. And I saw something flicker behind his eyes—something close to fondness. But it passed quickly, and the room returned to its default setting: beautiful, silent, polished.

I reached for my coffee again, wrapping both hands around the cup like I could warm something inside me.

Across from me, Caleb checked his watch.

Time moved forward. Whether we did or not.


Chapter 2

The school auditorium smelled faintly of lemon polish and institutional coffee—clean, bright, slightly impersonal. I arrived five minutes early, as always, and chose a seat near the center of the folding table setup. Not too close to the front. Not hiding at the back. Appropriately visible.

Around me, the usual committee women arranged their notepads and reusable water bottles like armor. Blouses in safe pastels. Gold bangles clinking gently as someone gestured about silent auction baskets.

“Rachel,” a voice chirped, “you’re a lifesaver. That spreadsheet you sent? A masterpiece.”

I smiled. “I just color-coded what was already there.”

“Well, it made the rest of us look unprepared.”

“I’m sure that wasn’t hard.”

Soft laughter.

We began with updates—venue, caterer, final counts. I made three notes, contributed two suggestions, and folded my hands neatly in my lap. The meeting had its rhythm. Predictable. Painless.

Until the door opened.

He entered without ceremony. No apology. With a calm glance toward the cluster of tables before stepping in and taking the open seat at the far end.

I didn’t know his name, but I’d seen him before, at pickup, leaning against the stone gate with one foot crossed over the other. Always in boots. Always reading something battered and thick-spined. Never looking up unless someone spoke directly to him.

Now, up close, he looked … deliberate. Dark button-down, sleeves rolled once. Hands resting on the table, fingers long and still. His hair was dark, but a little silver threaded through at the temples. His jaw was rough—maybe a day or two unshaven. Not scruffy. Unconcerned.

The woman beside me cleared her throat and shifted her notes, reclaiming the room. “We’re just going over the program order,” she said, glancing toward him with the warm-yet-wary tone women use when an unknown man entered the room.

He nodded once. Didn’t speak.

The meeting continued.

But I found myself glancing down the table more than once. Watching how still he sat. How he didn’t fidget with his phone. How he didn’t smile unless something actually amused him.

When my suggestion about placing the wine tasting near the garden entrance got some polite nods, he said, “That’s smart. Keeps the traffic moving and the chatter contained.”

His voice was low. Measured. He didn’t even look at me when he said it.

But I looked at him. And for a moment—just one—he looked back.

I swallowed and turned back to the agenda.

The meeting adjourned twenty minutes later with the usual flurry of pleasantries and chair scraping. I gathered my notes, careful not to rush.

As I slid my pen back into my bag, I felt someone pause beside me.

“You’re Rachel.” Not a question.

I looked up.

He stood close, but not improperly so. The smell of cedar and soap. His eyes were gray. Not stormy. Unreadable.

“Yes.”

“Julian.” He extended his hand. His grip was firm, brief, clean. “Your idea about the wine placement … good thinking.”

“Thanks,” I said, not quite sure why my pulse had quickened. “You’re new to the committee?”

“New to the school.”

“Oh. Welcome.”

He nodded then looked at me just a second longer than was strictly required. It wasn’t flirting. But it wasn’t neutral, either.

Then he turned and walked out without another word.



Caleb was waiting in the car, scrolling through his phone with one hand on the wheel. He looked up as I slid into the passenger seat. “All done?”

“Mmhmm.” I clipped my belt in.

He pulled away from the curb. “Smooth meeting?”

“Mostly.”

“What does that mean?”

“There was a new dad.”

“Oh?”

“Julian,” I said. “Joined late. Didn’t say much.”

Caleb nodded, but I saw the glance he gave me—quick, sharp, and gone.

“Handsome?”

I blinked. “Why would you ask that?”

“You brought him up.” He said it lightly, but there was something under it.

“I brought up a committee member.”

“Still,” he said, smiling faintly, “I know your voice.”

That made something flutter in my chest.

He didn’t press. Didn’t tease. Just rested one hand on the gearshift like always, steady and sure. But when we stopped at the next light, he looked over at me, and this time, he really looked. Noticed something. The way I was sitting straighter. The flush still cooling on my cheeks.

“Was he inappropriate?” His voice was calm. Even.

“No,” I said. “Not at all.”

A beat of silence.

“Did you want him to be?”

I turned sharply. Met his eyes.

He didn’t look smug. Or angry. But maybe … curious?

The light turned green. He drove on like he hadn’t said anything unusual.

But my pulse didn’t settle for the rest of the ride home.


Chapter 3

Dinner was lemon chicken with roasted asparagus and couscous, something I could make on autopilot. Caleb liked it. He had said so the first time I’d made it, years ago, and I never forgot.

He came in just as I was plating and kissed the side of my neck. Light, quick, habitual.

“Mmm. Smells like my sexy little housewife is trying to keep me fat and obedient.”

“Obviously,” I said, setting the salad down. “It’s part of my plan to weaken you until you’re bedridden and dependent.”

He grinned. “Kinky.”

“Not everything is kinky.”

“Everything you do is kinky. That’s the burden of marrying a secret pervert.”

I rolled my eyes. “You married me because I have great taste in wine and a very bendy back.”

He smacked my ass as he passed me for the silverware drawer. “And because I was hoping you’d let me put you over my knee and make you confess your sins.”

I snorted. “Careful. I’ll start listing them alphabetically.”

He raised his eyebrows in mock warning. “You say that like I wouldn’t love a slutty confession scene.”

“You would fall asleep halfway through and deny it forever.”

He laughed. “Probably.”

We set the table together, still bantering. Still smiling. It was all familiar. All so … us.

But as I poured the wine—white for him, red for me—I noticed something I hadn’t before.

None of it actually touched me.

The flirting. The ass slap. The fake threats. It felt like watching a scene from a show we used to love. We were good at it. We had the timing down. But it wasn’t about wanting. Not anymore.

We ate with the soft murmur of NPR in the background. Between bites, he told me about a project at work. A junior partner who couldn’t run numbers straight. A client who still hadn’t signed. I nodded in the right places.

“I remember when we used to plan fundraisers for fun,” he said at one point, reaching for his wine. “Back before we had kids. That bourbon gala we helped Maddie with—Jesus.”

I smiled. “You mean the one where you got drunk and told the dean’s wife that gin was for sociopaths?”

“She was a sociopath.”

“She donated ten thousand dollars.”

He shrugged. “Guess it worked.”

The memory was warm. Fuzzy around the edges. I remembered the low lights, the clink of glasses. I remembered wearing a navy dress that hugged just enough. I remembered Caleb gripping my hip during the thank-you speech, his thumb brushing the line of skin at my waist.

I remembered wanting him.

That version of us felt like it lived in amber—preserved, polished, untouched.

“I miss that sometimes,” I said, surprising myself.

“What?”

“Us. Back then.”

He glanced at me, looking thoughtful. Then Caleb leaned back in his chair and studied me for a moment, like he was trying to remember something. “We still have us,” he said. “We just … got comfortable. Maybe a little too good at being in sync.”

I nodded slowly, unsure whether to feel grateful or sad about that.

He reached for his wine. “I still think about that night. Sometimes.”

I looked up. “The gala?”

“No. The night before.” He gave me a crooked smile. “The hotel. You wore that ridiculous lingerie with the little bows.”

“It was not ridiculous.”

“It was slutty and perfect.”

I laughed, but the sound felt off in my throat. Too light. I couldn’t tell if he was trying to turn me on or just making conversation.

“You made me keep the heels on,” I said, smiling into my glass. “I had blisters for two days.”

“Worth it,” he murmured before taking a sip of wine.

For a second, I thought maybe we’d keep going, maybe the conversation would tilt into something real. Something hungry.

But it didn’t.

He picked up his fork, and the moment passed like a skipped stone.

We finished dinner, the clink of dishes filling the silence.

Caleb stood and started clearing the plates. As I rinsed them in the sink, he passed behind me and tapped my ass again—light, familiar, automatic.

“Later tonight,” he said, “I’m going to punish you for making dinner too good.”

“Promise?” I said, like I always did.

And he smiled, like he always did.

But he didn’t come to bed early. And I didn’t wait up.

And I realized, in a quiet, unwelcome way, that our sex life had become like our dinner table.

Set beautifully. Arranged just right.

And mostly for show.


Chapter 4

The dishes were done. The wine glasses rinsed and drying on the rack. The lights in the kitchen were dimmed low, humming with the kind of silence that didn’t feel like peace.

I walked barefoot down the hallway, brushing my fingertips along the wall. It was a habit from our first year in the house, back when it was still new enough to feel borrowed, when I liked the way the plaster felt against my skin. I hadn’t realized I still did it until just now.

As I passed the study, I slowed.

The door was ajar.

The kind of opening that could go either way. Not an invitation, not a boundary. A shrug.

A decade ago, it would’ve been wide open if he wanted me. Light on, shirt off, bourbon in hand, waiting for me to come in and straddle his lap. That was the rule I’d built in my head.

Tonight, it was cracked.

I paused.

Inside, I could hear the low hiss of a jazz record—soft piano, a brushed snare. His favorite kind of late-night background. The lamp was on. I could see the faint edge of his elbow, resting against the desk.

I could go in. Slip behind him. Trace my fingers up his spine. Whisper something ridiculous, like I’m ready for my punishment now.

He would laugh. Or maybe not.

Maybe he would stand.

Maybe he would take my chin in his hand like he used to and say, Took you long enough.

But I didn’t go in.

Because he hadn’t come to me. And that meant—what? That he didn’t want to? That he’d forgotten what we used to do? Or just that I was still doing the old math, where he made the first move and I played along like it wasn’t already written?

I stood in the hallway too long.

Long enough that the song changed.

Long enough to feel stupid for standing there at all.

I kept walking.

In the bedroom, I changed into a soft cotton nightgown and pulled back the sheets. I lay down without brushing my hair, without checking my phone. The wine sat warm in my belly, dull around the edges.

The bed felt too big, even with just one side turned down.

I stared at the ceiling and remembered the night before the bourbon gala. He’d come out of the shower, towel slung low, and found me kneeling on the rug in that ridiculous navy lingerie, heels still on. We’d ended up on the floor, laughing and fucking and not caring about the rug burn.

We hadn’t even made it to the bed.

I reached down halfheartedly just to press my palm against the inside of my thigh.

My body remembered. The ache was there, even if the heat wasn’t quite ready.

But I didn’t touch myself. I didn’t even really want to.

It felt like standing outside a house you used to live in. It was still yours, technically. But the lights were off. And the door wasn’t open wide enough.


Chapter 5

The folding tables were the wrong size. Too long for the room, too heavy to move without scuffing the floors.

I was halfway through dragging the second one into place when I heard someone behind me clear their throat—not the throat-clearing of someone about to speak. The kind that said, I’ve been here long enough to be polite about it.

I turned, slightly out of breath.

Julian.

Of course.

He wasn’t holding a clipboard or a checklist like the rest of us. Just a small cardboard box of laminated name tags and a look that said he’d rather be doing anything else.

“Need a hand?” he asked, not moving. His tone made it clear he’d do it, but I’d have to actually say yes.

“I’ve got it,” I said automatically, already shifting my grip.

He didn’t argue. Just set the box down and leaned a shoulder against the doorframe. “That table is going to gouge a line right through the varnish.”

“Good eye.”

“You want help or a commentary track?”

I looked at him again. He hadn’t shaved. Or he had, but not well. His sleeves were rolled past his elbows, and one of his forearms had a faint, healing scratch on it, like he’d been working in the yard or building something.

He looked … real. Like someone who’d done things today besides answer emails.

“You can take the other end,” I said.

He stepped forward without a word and lifted. His grip was sure but not theatrical—he didn’t make a show of being stronger than necessary.

We moved the table together, silent except for the scrape of chair legs being nudged aside.

Once it was in place, I smoothed the plastic tablecloth across the top. He watched me do it.

“Were you always this precise?” he asked.

The question startled me. Not because it was invasive—because it was honest. And a little too close to the thing I’d been thinking last night in bed.

“I like when things look the way they’re supposed to,” I said, straightening the corner.

“That’s not what I asked.”

I looked up.

He didn’t smile, but his eyes held a trace of something like amusement.

“I guess so,” I said. “Control is comforting.”

“Comfort’s overrated.” He didn’t say it like a challenge. More like an observation. Like someone who’d tried it and found it lacking.

I opened my mouth to reply, but we were interrupted by a flurry of clipboard instructions and an overwhelmed parent coordinator asking if we could help with the snack table setup.

Julian just nodded once and walked off without looking back.



Later, I passed by him as he was leaving. He had his keys in one hand, the box of leftover name tags under his arm.

“Thanks for your help,” I said without really meaning it to sound formal.

He paused. Tilted his head. “You’re welcome, Rachel.”

The way he said my name—low, even, not flirtatious—stayed with me longer than it should’ve.

I went to restock the coffee station, something no one had asked me to do but that I’d noticed. The sugar canister was almost empty. The stir sticks had been jammed into the cup sideways, fanned out like toothpicks.

I had just started rearranging things when Karen from the PTA stepped up beside me, all cloying perfume and too-skinny jeans for someone who judged everyone else’s hemline.

“Who’s the new guy?” she asked, nudging me with her elbow.

I didn’t look up. “Julian something. His daughter’s in second.”

“Oh, right. I saw him at pickup yesterday. Total lone wolf energy. You know the type.” She wiggled her eyebrows. “Wife in another city? Secret brooding past?”

I gave her a look. “He’s divorced.”

“Of course he is. The good ones always are.”

She walked off, laughing, before I could say anything else.

I turned back to the sugar jar and refilled it with more force than necessary.

When I looked up again, Julian was across the room, taping a laminated “PARENTS ONLY” sign to the auditorium door. His posture was relaxed. Unhurried. And somehow, he looked like he belonged there less than anyone.

He caught me watching and nodded once. Not a smile. Not a smirk. Recognition.

I nodded back.



Later, while we were stacking chairs after the assembly, I dropped one and muttered a quiet, “Shit.”

Julian passed beside me, bent to help, and said under his breath, “So, you do swear.”

I looked at him. “I have a full vocabulary.”

He didn’t laugh. Just said, “Yeah, I figured.”

He passed me the chair and walked off again, as if the comment hadn’t meant anything. But I was left standing there, my skin buzzing faintly in the places where his words had touched.

By the time the cleanup was over, I was ready to be gone.

But as I headed toward the door, I saw him one last time, just outside, leaning against the railing, sunglasses on, arms crossed. Waiting for someone, maybe. Or nothing.

He looked calm. Tired. Unbothered.

And again, he looked at me. Not the way Caleb did. Not with the weight of history or expectation. But … as I was. A woman in flats with hair that needed washing and an armload of leftover paper cups.

“Thanks for your help,” I said, my voice quieter than I meant.

He nodded, like the conversation had already happened. “You’re welcome, Rachel.”

And that was it.

But when I walked away, I felt the shape of his voice still tucked just behind my collarbone.


Chapter 6

I didn’t know when I had decided to do it.

Sometime between cleaning out the spice drawer and switching the sheets. A Thursday night, no big plans. The kids at a sleepover. Caleb usually home by six-thirty.

It started with just lighting a candle. Then the playlist. Then the drawer I hadn’t opened in years.

The lingerie was navy blue. Silk and lace. Bought during a weekend trip to New Orleans. We’d never left the hotel. The back was all straps, the kind you had to adjust four times before they sat right. I stepped into it slowly, wondering if it would still fit, wondering if I still fit it.

I added makeup—not heavy, but more than usual. Hair curled. Perfume, just a touch. He used to love when I wore it on my inner thighs.

I looked in the mirror and didn’t hate what I saw. Ridiculous, maybe. But something about the effort made me feel less … muted.

I wanted him to walk in and see me. I wanted him to feel that flicker of heat he used to get, just from the way I tilted my head.

I set the stage. Low lights. Music. Wine breathing in the kitchen. I turned the thermostat up two degrees. Then I knelt. Right there in the middle of the living room, on the rug we picked out together on our fifth anniversary trip. The same rug I’d knelt on before. Not in years, but I remembered the way it had felt. I remembered how his voice had sounded when he’d found me like that. Low. A little rough. Grateful.

I watched the clock.

6:15.

6:30.

6:42.

The longer I knelt, the less sexy I felt. The strappy silk started to itch. My knees ached. My hair was going flat.

At 6:53, I heard my phone buzz on the counter.

I stood, too quickly, nearly tripping over my own expectations.

The message was simple. Thoughtless.

Running behind. Might be late tonight. Sorry, meeting got rescheduled.

No time. No apology with weight behind it. Only a note. A blip.

I stared at the screen, still half-naked, breathing heavier than the situation called for.

For a second, I didn’t feel sad. I felt stupid.

Then I felt angry.

Not at him. Not exactly.

At me.

Because I hadn’t told him. I hadn’t said come home early. I hadn’t sent a suggestive text, or teased him over lunch, or done any of the things I might’ve done when we had still been playful. I hadn’t risked being rejected, so I had given him nothing to respond to. And now, here I was. Dressed like a sex dream and drinking disappointment like it was wine.

I didn’t cry right away. First, I sat on the floor in that stupid lingerie, drinking from the bottle and listening to the song loop again. Then I did cry.

Not big, heavy sobs. Just quiet, ridiculous tears—the kind you try to blink away because even you don’t believe in them.

I went to the bathroom and caught sight of myself in the mirror. Knees red. Mascara smudged. Lipstick slightly off-center.

I looked like a girl at a college party who had locked herself in the bathroom because someone kissed someone else. The kind of girl who hugged the toilet, cried in bursts, and then pulled herself together like nothing had happened.

I laughed. Out loud. A short, wet sound. Pathetic and absolutely necessary.

When it passed, I stripped the lingerie off piece by piece, folding it as if it still deserved some dignity. I left the lights low and went to bed.

I didn’t plan to touch myself. I didn’t even really want to. But I couldn’t sleep. Not with the way my body was still humming, not with the echo of hope still trapped under my skin.

So, I reached for the vibrator I hadn’t used in months, slid it under the sheets, and let my legs fall open.

It came fast. A scene I knew by heart.

Caleb. The good version. The one who grabbed my wrists and pinned me to the wall, who whispered, You’re mine, while pressing into me with the kind of hunger that made me feel absolutely ruined.

His hands in my hair. His mouth on my throat.

The sound he made when he was about to come. That growl in the back of his throat, right before everything unraveled.

I worked myself faster, my breath catching, thighs shaking. The edge so close.

And then, without warning, Julian’s face appeared where Caleb’s had been.

Unsmiling. Steady.

Watching me.

Not doing anything.

And it shattered everything.

I yanked the vibrator away, heart pounding, stomach turning. My orgasm died in my throat.

I lay there for a long time, staring at the ceiling. Chest rising too fast. Skin flushed for all the wrong reasons.

I wanted to cry again, but I didn’t. I just lay there. Wondering how long it had been since I’d wanted my husband without remembering what it felt like to be wanted.


Chapter 7

Saturday mornings were always slow. The kids were gone for the weekend—my parents had taken them to the lake—and the house felt unusually quiet. Too quiet.

I was in the kitchen, making coffee, when Caleb walked in barefoot, still rubbing sleep from his eyes. His hair stuck up on one side. He looked soft. Familiar. Safe.

“Morning,” he said.

“Morning.”

He leaned in to kiss me, and I let him, but my body didn’t soften. Not all the way. I wasn’t angry. I didn’t feel cold. Only numb around the edges.

He poured his coffee, glanced at the window. “You okay?”

“Yeah,” I said too quickly. “Just didn’t sleep great.”

“Nightmares?”

“No.”

He gave me a longer look over the rim of his mug. “You sure?”

I nodded.

But we both knew it wasn’t the truth.

We stood in the kitchen for a minute, both pretending to scroll our phones, both pretending we weren’t pretending.



Later, I was folding laundry on the bed while he sorted through some emails beside me. Socks, towels, a bra that hadn’t been worn in months. I matched pairs with mechanical focus, hands working faster than my brain.

But my mind was anything but still.

I kept thinking about the night before. The silence. The rug. The sting of kneeling and being the only one who knew it was supposed to mean something.

And even now, he didn’t know.

Because I hadn’t told him.

That was the worst part.

I kept playing it out in my head, the alternate versions of what could have happened if I’d just sent one text:

Come home early. I want you tonight.

I’m dressed for you. Don’t make me wait.

Even just one word. He would’ve read it. He would’ve come. I know he would have. But I hadn’t sent it. I hadn’t given him the chance.

Because if he’d ignored it—if he’d brushed it off or gotten distracted or forgotten—that would’ve crushed me even more.

So, I kept it to myself. I made the night a secret. And now I was mad at him for not showing up to a party he hadn’t been invited to.

I hated how fragile I’d become about this. And I hated that I was still trying to figure out how to fix it without looking like I was trying at all.

I kept folding. A sock. A shirt. A hand towel.

I thought, Maybe if I just ask for what I want, I won’t keep setting myself up for disappointment.

And that thought was followed almost immediately by the spike of panic in my chest.

What if he thought it was silly? What if he laughed? What if he agreed, but only because he felt obligated?

What if I tried again—and failed again?

“Hey,” I finally said, my voice coming out quieter than I had meant.

Caleb looked up from his screen. “Yeah?”

I hesitated. Too long. “Can I ask you something?”

“Sure.”

“What would you think about … scheduling something?”

He tilted his head slightly. “Something?”

“You know. Us.”

He blinked. “Sex?”

“Yeah.” I stared down at the towel in my lap. “Like … putting it on the calendar. Making it official. Planning it.”

His eyebrows lifted in amusement, not mockery. “Like in our Google calendar?”

I rolled my eyes, but it was mostly to cover the flush of anxiety rising in my chest. “Why not? We schedule workouts, and dentist appointments, and parent-teacher conferences. Why not sex?”

He laughed gently. “That’s … honestly kind of hot in a very Type-A way.”

“It doesn’t have to be clinical,” I said. “It can be intentional. Like, let’s decide to go all-out. Dress up. Light candles. Do something that doesn’t feel like it’s squeezed in between dishwasher cycles.”

He was quiet for a second. “Are we really at that point?”

“Maybe,” I said, folding a towel with exacting care. “But that’s not necessarily bad. I just want it to feel like it matters. Not like we’re accidentally doing it when nothing else is going on.”

He leaned back on his elbows and looked at me. “Okay, let’s schedule it.”

“Really?”

“Sure. Pick a night. Make a reservation. Treat it like foreplay.”

I smiled, surprised by the tiny bloom of hope in my chest. “Okay, I will.”

“Do I need to block off time to be punished for something?”

“Absolutely. I expect a full interrogation. And at least one safe word.”

He grinned, that same crooked smile he used to give me when we were hungover and naked in hotel rooms. “All right. Put it in the calendar. I’m yours.”

“You always were.”

I saved the laundry and the moment.

Because it wasn’t what I wanted.

But it was something.

And sometimes, when you’re starving, even a plan for a meal feels like a feast.


Chapter 8

He came home with flowers. Just a small grocery store bouquet—hydrangeas and some kind of filler greenery—but it made me smile. A little sheepish. Like a girl getting picked up for prom.

“Thought we could start the date with something classic,” he said, handing them over. “Chivalry and all that.”

“Thank you,” I said then kissed his cheek. “They’re very … scheduled of you.”

He grinned. “My Google calendar told me to bring them.”

We had dinner at home. Delivery sushi, one too many glasses of wine, music low in the background. Not jazz this time—he’d found the playlist I made back in 2017 called “Not Dinner Music” and hit shuffle. At some point, I laughed at something he said—actually laughed—and he looked at me like he hadn’t seen that version of me in a while.

It felt easy.

Not perfect. But easy.

When he reached for my hand and pulled me gently up from the table, I went willingly. He led me down the hall without a word.

The bedroom was already dark except for the glow of the hallway light. He’d lit a candle on the dresser. I didn’t even know we still had any.

When he kissed me, it was soft. Slow. The kind of kiss that didn’t ask for anything, just remembered. I kissed him back, my hands finding his waist, slipping under the hem of his shirt.

He was warm. Familiar. Real.

And I wanted it to be enough.

Clothes came off slowly. He unzipped my dress, pressed his mouth to my shoulder, then my neck.

I sighed, tilted my head, gave him space.

“You’re gorgeous,” he said, hands cupping my ass as he pulled me closer. “I should’ve made this appointment sooner.”

I smiled at the line but didn’t laugh. I was too focused—too hopeful—to make a joke.

We fell into bed.

The sex was good. There’s no other word for it. No sugar-coating needed. He knew my body. He always had. His mouth was firm, practiced, deliberate. His fingers moved with purpose. He kissed me the way I remembered—tongue just enough, pressure just right.

When he slid inside me, I gasped. Not because it hurt. Because it felt … so familiar I wanted to cry.

His rhythm was steady. Strong. He held my wrists above my head like he used to, whispering things into my ear that used to drive me wild.

“Say it,” he growled. “Say you’re mine.”

“I’m yours,” I breathed.

And I was.

I was wet. I was close. My body was doing all the right things.

But inside—somewhere beneath my ribs—it felt like I was watching it happen from the far end of the room.

I clung to the rhythm, the sensation, the script we’d written together.

He came first, panting into my neck.

He held me afterward. Pressed kisses to my shoulder. Whispered something sweet and sleepy.

I didn’t come.

Not because he didn’t try.

Not because I couldn’t.

But because I’d built the moment up in my mind as everything we used to be. And what I got was … a version.

Close. Almost.

And somehow, that felt lonelier than nothing.



I went to the bathroom afterward and sat on the toilet with the light off.

Not crying. Not hurting.

Breathing.

The air was warm and slightly damp. My thighs were slick. I could still feel him inside me, just faintly, a memory of pressure and stretch. But it wasn’t sharp. It wasn’t satisfying.

It was … enough.

And somehow, that made it worse.

I pressed my palms against my thighs, feeling the heat of my skin. Still flushed. Still aroused. Still here.

And the strangest thing was—I liked it.

The frustration.

The denial.

The ache that hadn’t gone anywhere.

I liked the way it made me feel alive, like my body was still asking for something, even if it didn’t get it. There was a pulse between my legs that felt less like a complaint and more like a challenge.

I exhaled slowly and let my head fall back against the wall.

The image came to me without warning.

Me on the rug two nights ago.

Mascara smudged. Lipstick half-faded. Lingerie twisted and wet.

Mouth open, chest heaving, eyes red.

I’d looked ruined.

Used.

Real.

There had been something honest in that humiliation. A kind of primal surrender I hadn’t touched in years.

I imagined someone seeing me like that.

Not laughing.

Not apologizing.

Taking me further.

I reached down slowly, slid my fingers between my thighs, and felt the slickness still there.

I was wet. Still.

I closed my eyes and let my hand move. And in my mind, I replayed it—not Caleb. Not the bed.

But that moment on the floor, when I’d cried like a teenager and laughed like a drunk and looked at myself in the mirror and thought, God, you look like such a slut.

I touched myself harder.

That word rang through me like a spell.

Slut.

That’s what I missed.

Not the insult. The identity.

The feeling of being messy, carnal, open.

And just as the orgasm crept up—hot and sudden, sharp as a slap—Julian’s face flashed behind my eyes.

He didn’t touch me. Didn’t fuck me.

He just watched.

Still. Steady.

He saw me and didn’t flinch.

I came hard. Without buildup. Without grace. A fast, tight rush that hit me like a muscle snapping.

After, I sat there, panting. Spent. Wet from more than just sweat.

And I started to laugh. Quiet, breathless laughter that caught in my chest.

Then the tears came, silent and stupid.

Because I had no idea why I came.

Because it wasn’t Caleb who had done it.

Because it was so stupid and so small, and it still felt better than anything else had in months.

Because I missed being a version of myself that I’d buried under folded towels and Google calendar reminders.

Because part of me was starting to wonder if I was broken.

And another part?

Another part liked the way it felt.


Chapter 9

I didn’t dress up. Not really. Just a black skirt I hadn’t worn in months, a shirt that hugged a little more than necessary, a trace of eyeliner, and perfume where I never used it anymore—behind my knees.

I wasn’t trying to seduce anyone. I just wanted to see what it felt like to be noticed again.

The excuse was a morning pickup at the school—coffee and muffins for the Friday staff breakfast. A parent-run thank-you gesture that no one actually enjoyed. I had signed up last minute. I figured it was harmless.

When I pulled into the lot, Julian was already there. Gray Henley. Jeans. Sleeves pushed to the elbow. He had a grocery bag in one hand, and a coffee tray in the other.

He saw me as I walked up and gave me a slow nod, like I was already part of the moment.

“Morning,” I said.

“Coffee smells decent today,” he said, glancing at the tray. “Either that or I haven’t slept enough to care.”

That was his version of small talk. Unpolished. Quiet. No fluff.

I liked it more than I should have.

Inside, we fell into rhythm. He unpacked muffins; I arranged napkins. We didn’t coordinate—it just worked.

I asked lightly, “Do you do this sort of thing often?”

“PTA?” he said. “No. But I like showing up for my kid. Even when it involves baked goods and fluorescent lighting.”

“High bar.”

He looked over at me, a glance with weight in it. “Being here doesn’t take much. Doing it with intention … that’s rarer.”

That landed somewhere low in my chest.

Intention.

A word that had been sitting in my calendar all week.

I swallowed. “You always talk like that?”

“Only when someone’s listening.”



We finished early. I leaned back against the counter, arms folded.

“You’re not what I expected,” I said.

“What’d you expect?”

“I don’t know. Someone who doesn’t say much and means even less.”

He paused then gave me a small, dry smile. “I used to be that guy.”

“And now?”

“Now I try not to say anything I wouldn’t stand behind.”

God. That.

That was the kind of line that stuck.

I shifted my weight slightly, reached for the napkins, brushing past him just a little too close.

“You know,” I said, “if you keep talking like that, someone might think you’re flirting with me.”

He didn’t flinch. Didn’t deflect. He looked at me. Calm. Sure.

“Would it be the worst thing if I was?”

I held his gaze for a beat longer than I should have. “Not the worst.”

He smiled—real this time. Then he reached for a stack of cups and said, “Well. Good thing I’m not.”

And that was worse.

Because it made me want him to be.

We left together, walking toward the lot without touching or talking much.

At my car, I unlocked the door and turned toward him. I didn’t know what I was going to say, just that I wanted to say something that made him stay in the moment with me, even for one breath longer.

He beat me to it.

“You look good today, Rachel.”

“Thanks,” I said. My voice didn’t come out steady.

He nodded once—final, warm—and walked away.

I sat in the car, keys in the ignition, hands still in my lap.

I hadn’t been touched.

I hadn’t been kissed.

I hadn’t even been invited.

But my thighs were pressed together under the steering wheel, and my breath was shallow, and something in me felt awoken.

I didn’t smile.

I didn’t text anyone.

But I felt it in my body.

Being seen.

Not as a wife. Or a mother. Or a perfectly timed joke.

Just as Rachel.

And for the first time in years, that felt like something I might want someone to want.


Chapter 10

Caleb was still asleep when I got up. He was on his back, one arm draped across his chest, the sheet pulled low across his hips. His face looked younger in sleep. Softer. Unaware.

He used to sleep like that when we were dating—completely out, unselfconscious. I’d lay beside him and trace his abdomen with my finger, memorizing the way his skin dipped just above his waistband. He used to pull me in without even waking up.

Now I stood in the doorway with a towel in my hand and wondered if I’d woken up early or if he’d fallen asleep late.

I watched him for too long. Long enough that it started to feel like voyeurism.

There was nothing wrong with the way he looked. He was still handsome. Still my husband. But I didn’t feel the spark I thought I should.

And that scared me.



I stepped into the shower and turned the water up past comfortable.

The initial shock stung, but I didn’t turn it down. I stood still and let the heat crawl over me, slow and steady, until it melted the chill I hadn’t noticed had settled in my chest.

I let the steam rise.

I let it wrap around me like something forgiving.

Then, without thinking, my hand moved lower.

I touched myself like I was knocking on a door I wasn’t sure I had permission to open. Fingers slow, tentative. Almost clinical.

And nothing happened.

Not the usual spark. Not even a flicker.

I shifted my weight. Changed the pressure. Thought about Caleb’s mouth, the sound he made when he was close, the way his hands used to grip my waist like it mattered.

Still nothing.

The heat from the water started to fade. My skin felt flushed and faintly embarrassed.

I pressed both palms flat to the tile, eyes closed.

Breathed in steam.

Breathed out disappointment.

And stayed that way until the hot water ran out.

When I came out, the bedroom was empty. I could hear Caleb downstairs, moving through the kitchen. Cabinet. Coffee. Fridge. Microwave. His morning ritual.

He was good at rituals.

I threw on a robe, twisted my hair into a clip, and padded down barefoot.

He was standing at the counter, looking at something on his phone, the mug in his hand half-full.

“Morning,” he said, glancing up with a smile.

“Morning.”

We kissed. Brief. Dry. Familiar.

He set his mug down. “I’ve got a long call this morning—big presentation prep—but I’ll try to wrap by six. Maybe we could do a walk? Or order something and just hang out?”

“Sure,” I said. “That sounds nice.”

It didn’t sound like anything.

It sounded like the kind of thing people said when they were trying.

And I didn’t have the heart to call it out.



After he left, the house was quiet again.

I moved through it like I was staging it for a showing—fluffing pillows, adjusting books, wiping the same countertop twice.

I kept checking my phone, even though no one was texting. Even though I told myself I didn’t want anyone to.

The laundry basket was full. Of course it was. It always was.

I sat cross-legged on the bed, surrounded by clean clothes, and started folding.

Shirts. Socks. His gray running shorts.

One of my old lace bralettes that I hadn’t worn since before the kids.

My hands moved without thinking.

But my thoughts? They wouldn’t shut up.

I replayed the flirtation. Julian’s voice. The way he looked at me like he wasn’t waiting for me to say something clever—he was just watching to see what I’d do next.

The part of me that felt alive wasn’t in that memory of the sex Caleb and I had.

It was in that moment in the school parking lot. When Julian said I looked good. And didn’t smile after.

I reached for my phone. Scrolled.

There he was. Still in my contacts from the volunteer sheet.

I tapped his name.

No messages exchanged.

Just a blank thread.

Clean.

Safe.

I thought for a long time before I typed anything.

Then I wrote:

Hey, just realized I never got the name of that coffee you brought to the staff breakfast. The good one. Was it local?

It was a lie. I remembered the coffee. I didn’t need to know what it was called. But it was just believable enough. Just casual enough.

Just … innocent enough that I wouldn’t feel guilty if he replied.

I stared at it. Read it three times. Then I hit send. And set the phone face-down. Like that would make it matter less.




Chapter 11

The reply came four hours later.

I saw the notification flash across my screen while I was in the middle of a video call. I tried not to react, tried not to let my breath catch, but I felt it in my chest, sharp and low, like a plucked string.

It’s from a place in SoNo. Called Harbor Grounds. Ethiopian roast, medium grind. You have good taste. Not everyone noticed.

That was it. No emojis. No follow-up question. Not flirty. Not cold.

It made me feel more naked than if he’d told me I looked good again.

I waited until the call ended before opening it fully.

Read it again.

And again.

My heart was doing something it hadn’t done in a long time—flipping. Like I was a girl with a secret, checking the hallway before slipping a note into someone’s locker.

I didn’t write back.

Not because I didn’t want to.

But because I wanted to too much.

I spent the rest of the afternoon feeling it in my body, like warmth that had settled just beneath my skin.

I kept finding reasons to touch my neck, to glance at my phone. I caught myself humming in the kitchen.

When Caleb called to say he was stuck at the office another hour, I didn’t feel disappointed.

I felt relieved.

Because I didn’t want to have to pretend.

Not right now.



Later that night, I sat on the couch with a glass of wine and stared at the unread reply. Still marked with a blue dot. Still waiting.

I tapped it open one more time.

Not everyone noticed.

That line.

He hadn’t meant it as anything more.

But somehow, it felt like the most intimate thing anyone had said to me in months.


Chapter 12

Caleb kissed me while I was still brushing my teeth. It wasn’t rushed or routine. It was deliberate—hands low on my waist, breath warm at my neck, his mouth lingering just a second longer than usual.

“You taste like mint,” he said.

“You taste like Pinot,” I murmured, smiling around the toothbrush.

His fingers tightened slightly at my hips. I felt the suggestion there—low, gentle, unmistakable.

And I didn’t pull away.

We didn’t say anything more until the lights were out and the sheets were pulled up. He lay beside me, still but alert. Like he was waiting to see if the moment would pass.

I turned toward him.

That was all he needed.

His hand moved across my hip. Slid under the fabric of my sleep shorts. Touched me with quiet confidence.

He knew what he was doing.

And I let him do it.

The kiss was slow, the kind that opened gradually. One breath at a time. No hunger yet. Just patience. Contact. Trust.

I responded.

Partly because I wanted to.

Mostly because I wanted to want to.

He shifted over me, one knee between mine, his thigh brushing the inside of my leg. His fingers were already sliding lower, parting me with practiced ease.

“You’re wet,” he whispered.

I was.

It surprised me a little.

It shouldn’t have.

His mouth found my collarbone. Then lower. The gentle scrape of his teeth down the slope of my breast. I arched up into him, more by memory than desire. But that didn’t mean I wasn’t feeling it.

I was.

Just not for him.

As he touched me—slow, thorough, generous—I let my eyes close.

I started picturing Julian. Not explicitly. Not in flashes. The stillness of him. The steadiness. The way he looked at me like I was made of something he understood. The way his voice settled in my spine and bloomed.

Caleb was between my thighs now. His tongue gentle, patient, pulling slow circles from me. I gasped, and let my knees fall further apart.

And in my head, it was Julian who was kneeling there.

I came with a slow, deliberate rush that filled my chest before it reached my hips.

Caleb stayed with me through it, one hand holding my thigh, the other bracing him as he climbed up over me.

“You want me?” he asked, breath warm against my cheek.

I nodded.

I didn’t say yes.

He slid into me with a sound I felt more than heard. I wrapped my legs around him. Pressed my heels into the small of his back. Tilted my hips the way I knew he liked.

I kissed him.

I moaned at the right time.

I met every thrust with practiced grace.

And it was good.

God, it was good.

My body moved like it remembered.

Like it wanted this.

And maybe it did.

But my mind?

My mind was somewhere else entirely.

In the darkness, behind my eyelids, Julian watched me. He didn’t speak. Didn’t touch.

He stood there, silent and composed, arms crossed loosely, like he was waiting to see if I could admit it. That I’d invited him here. That I’d brought him into my bed in the quietest, most treacherous way. That I needed him to see me. To see this.

To see what I was willing to give away when the lights were out and my husband’s breath was hot on my throat.

I came again. Harder this time.

I clenched around Caleb, bit my lip, and gasped like I’d lost control.

And he came, too. Gripping my hips. Burying his face in my neck. Holding me like I was something earned.

Afterward, we lay still, breathing heavy and close.

He kissed the top of my head.

I didn’t move. Didn’t open my eyes. Because I didn’t want to see the man who had just made me come. I wanted to stay with the one who hadn’t touched me at all.



In the bathroom, I stood under low light and stared at my reflection. My skin glowed. My lips were parted. My hair wild from the pillow. I looked like a woman who’d just been well-fucked.

And I had.

But I didn’t feel satisfied.

I felt … haunted.

Like my body had cheated on me with my mind’s permission.


Chapter 13

We were both still. Not asleep, not talking. Just lying in the dark, the silence between us calm, maybe even a little warm. The kind of stillness that feels safe but also like it might be hiding something.

Caleb had one arm behind his head. I could hear his breathing, slow and steady. His body was relaxed. Sated. There was a peace to him after sex that always made me jealous, like it brought him back to earth, while I was still hovering in the atmosphere, trying to decide whether I’d even left the ground.

I turned on my side, away from him. Then I quietly asked, “Can I ask you something?”

A pause. “Yeah.”

“Do you ever think about … other things?”

I could hear the confusion in his breath before he spoke.

“Other things?”

“During sex.”

He turned slightly, the bed shifting under his weight. “I’ll tell you something,” he said finally. “And I’m not saying it to hurt you. Just to be honest.”

“Okay.”

“Yeah. Sometimes I think about other things. Not always, and not often … but sometimes.”

I held my breath.

“Sometimes it’s to slow myself down. To last longer. I’ll think about a grocery list. Or a news article I read that day. Something boring. Something that gives me just enough space to breathe.”

I exhaled softly.

“And sometimes,” he said, “I think about things to help me finish. Sometimes I think about how you used to sound when we first started sleeping together. You’d make these little gasping noises, almost like you were surprised it felt good. I loved that.”

I didn’t answer. I remembered those noises. I didn’t know I’d stopped making them.

“Sometimes,” he went on, “I think about you in that navy dress. The one from the bourbon gala. You wore it with that lipstick that didn’t kiss off. I think about pulling it up and fucking you against the sink.”

“But it’s always me?” I asked, doing my best to make sure it sound like a genuine question and not a request for reassurance.

He breathed in and out. “Sometimes it’s abstract. A stranger. A scene.” He paused. “Sometimes I think about that night.”

I turned toward him. “What night?”

“Maddie.”

The name landed like a stone in the room.

I didn’t speak.

Neither did he for a second.

“You remember. Second anniversary—”

“I remember,” I said, smiling and chuckling.

“I think about her watching us,” he said. “The way you looked when she had her hands on your hips. You made a sound I’d never heard before. That little gasp. You—” He stopped. Swallowed.

“You liked it,” I said.

“I loved it. Not just because it was hot, but because you weren’t performing. You were gone, Rachel. Like you forgot anyone was watching. Like you stopped thinking.”

“And sometimes,” he said softly, “every now and again … I think about what it was like to be with her while you were right there. Watching. Touching her breasts. Kissing her. The three of us in that bed. You watching me.” He hesitated, just a second. “Thinking of that image makes me come right away if I’m close.”

He didn’t say it to shock me.

He said it because it was true.

The silence between us wasn’t cold.

It was full.

Memories. Images. Echoes.

I thought back to that night, too. To Maddie, flushed and laughing, stripping off her top like we were still in college and the world didn’t have consequences.

I thought about the way Caleb watched us. The way I had felt.

Not slutty. Not guilty.

Alive.

“Do you miss it?” I asked.

Caleb’s voice was quiet. “I don’t miss Maddie, exactly.”

I nodded slowly.

“I miss how you were that night,” he said. “Like you didn’t care if you shocked me. Like you wanted to.”

And suddenly, I didn’t feel hurt anymore.

I felt … exposed.

Because he wasn’t just saying he thought about someone else. He was saying he missed the version of me I’d buried. The one I still wanted back.

The silence between us settled into something thick. Then, carefully, he asked, “What about you?”

I didn’t answer.

“You asked me,” he said gently, “so I’m asking back.”

I swallowed. “What do you want to know?”

“Do you think about someone else?”

My pulse kicked up. I wasn’t ready for this. Not because I didn’t know the answer.

“Sometimes,” I said, voice low.

“Is it someone real?”

I hesitated. “Yes.”

A beat passed.

“Do I know him?”

I paused just long enough for him to hear the answer, even if I didn’t say it out loud.

“I don’t know what it means yet.”

He exhaled slowly. Not angry. Not surprised. Absorbing.

“Okay,” he said. And it wasn’t approval. It was acceptance.

“You’re not mad?” I whispered.

Caleb let out a slow breath and rolled onto his back. “We’ve been married, what—twelve years?”

“Thirteen in December,” I said.

“Right. Thirteen. So, yeah, if you’re having persistent thoughts about someone else while I’m inside you, I think that’s something we’ve got to talk about.” His tone wasn’t sharp, but it wasn’t soft either. “It’s not the thought that bothers me. Honestly, I’d expect it by now. From either of us. It’s that you’ve clearly been sitting with this for a while and I’m just now hearing about it.”

I didn’t answer right away.

“I’m not saying you need to run every stray impulse by me,” he added. “But please, Rachel … don’t wait so long to give me a heads-up that something’s off.”

I nodded. “I won’t.”

“Okay.”

“Sorry,” I said, and I meant it.

The strange cocktail of restlessness and arousal hadn’t let up, even after all that honesty. But Caleb had given me what I needed. He had given me permission to stop spinning. He’d given me enough clarity to stop thinking for the night.

And finally, I slept.


Chapter 14

The room smelled like eucalyptus and sweat.

I slid off my sweater and placed it at the back of the room with the others. Everyone wore black, or blush, or slate gray. Hair pulled high. Minimal makeup. The unspoken rule of barre: look good, but not like you’re trying.

I took my usual spot—left side of the room, one body-length from the mirror.

The instructor, Erin, smiled as she passed me. “Morning, Rachel.”

I smiled back. “Morning.”

That was all. She kept walking.

The music started, something moody and rhythmic, the kind of beat that hides under your breath.

We started with pliés. Back straight, heels pressed, spine tall.

“Find your center,” Erin said. “Then tuck and pulse.”

Tuck.

Pulse.

Tuck.

Pulse.

I did it. My body knew the rhythm. My thighs began to burn in the way they always did. A slow, whispering ache. My core tight. My breath steady.

But my mind wasn’t here.

It was still in bed. Still in the dark.

Still playing back every word Caleb had said.

We’ve been married thirteen years. If you’re having persistent thoughts about someone else … we’ve got to talk about it.

It’s not the thought that bothers me. It’s that it’s bothering you.

Don’t wait so long before giving me a heads up.

“Lift an inch. Hold. Lower slow. Four more.”

I moved with the group. Raised my arm. Felt the shake in my thighs.

The ache wasn’t from the class. It was from the way he’d said Maddie’s name. The way he’d told me he still thought about her. About us. About what it was like to be watched. The way I didn’t feel angry or betrayed.

For the first time in a long time, Caleb hadn’t treated me like I was slipping. He had treated me like I was already in motion.

“Grab your light weights,” Erin called. “Let’s take it to arms.”

Two pounds never felt like two pounds after ten minutes.

We lifted. Extended. Pressed.

I looked at myself in the mirror. Face flushed. Hairline damp. Shoulders pulled back. A soft tightness in my jaw I hadn’t noticed until now.

I looked good. Not twenty-five. Not pre-kids. But good.

And I wondered—briefly, involuntarily—what Julian would see if he were here.

Would he notice how I moved? The way I held my breath on the pulse? The way my shirt stuck to the line of my back?

Would he imagine peeling it off me?

Would I let him?

“Final push,” Erin said. “Sink down. Tiny pulses.”

I sank. My thighs burned. I gritted my teeth and kept moving.

And in that moment, something shifted.

A quiet sense of permission.

I wasn’t in crisis.

I wasn’t spinning.

But I was awake.



After class, I sat in my car with the engine running, fingers still wrapped around my water bottle.

I checked my phone. No new texts.

I almost pulled up Julian’s message. Almost typed something meaningless.

Are you around this week?

<>There’s this new roast I think you’d like.

But I didn’t.

Not yet.

I wasn’t ready for him to see how close I already was.

Instead, I opened the weather app, checked the five-day forecast, and pretended to myself that I care about rain. Then I drove home. Slowly. Carefully.

Every movement today would look normal.

But inside?

I was already planning.




Chapter 15

I didn’t text him right away. I waited two days. Long enough for it not to feel like a reaction. Long enough for it to feel like a choice.

On the second morning, after drop-off, I sat in the car outside a bakery. Engine off. Coffee cooling in the cupholder. My phone in my hand, thumb hovering over the keyboard.

I already knew what I was going to say. I’d written it in my head three times that morning while brushing my teeth. While folding laundry. While pretending to listen to a podcast.

It wasn’t suggestive. It wasn’t even personal.

Hey, random question. We’re short on hands for the fall fundraiser stuff next week. Martina (from PTA) asked if I knew anyone detail-oriented who could help set up the donation tables. You came to mind. No pressure, but if you’re free …

I stared at it.

Not flirty.

Not casual, either.

Enough space in it to invite something more, if he wanted to.

I hit send before I could rethink it. Then I slipped my phone into my bag, walked inside, and ordered a croissant like my body wasn’t wired with anticipation.



He didn’t respond immediately. I hadn’t expected him to.

Julian didn’t strike me as someone who jumped to reply.

He considered. Chose. Replied when it made sense, not when it was asked.

That afternoon, while cleaning out the junk drawer, my phone lit up.

Happy to help. Thanks for thinking of me. Just send me the where and when.

That was it. No emoji. No flirtation. Yet I felt the answer settle somewhere in my body, low and humming.

He had said yes.



Later that evening, I brought it up to Caleb. Mentioned that Julian had agreed to help with setup next week.

He nodded. “That’s good. He seemed capable.”

I couldn’t tell if there was anything under his voice.

If there was, he didn’t say it. He just kept stirring pasta and asked if I’d remembered to pick up wine.

Then, that night, I lay in bed and stared at the ceiling. The air between us felt peaceful, but my skin tingled like something was on the horizon.

I wasn’t doing anything wrong. I wasn’t meeting Julian in secret. I wasn’t sneaking out. I was organizing a table. For a school. In public.

But I already knew what I was going to wear.


Chapter 16

I opened the closet and stared at my clothes for longer than I needed to. It wasn’t about what looked good. It was about what didn’t look like effort.

Something fitted, but not clingy. Structured, but soft. Neutral tones. Clean lines. Nothing that said I’m dressing for a man. But nothing that said I forgot how to want things, either.

I pulled out a cream blouse I hadn’t worn in months, tucked just enough to suggest a waist. Then jeans—dark, crisp, the kind that hugged in the right places but still passed for school-appropriate. Flats for shoes. Italian leather. Slightly pointed toe. Intentional, but forgettable.

In the mirror, I looked composed. A little flushed, maybe. But not on purpose.

I added mascara. A touch of highlighter.

I didn’t think about Caleb.

When I came down the stairs, he glanced up from his laptop. “You look nice.”

“Thanks.”

“Fundraiser prep?”

“Yeah. Just setting up tables. Not glamorous.”

He smiled. “Still, you clean up well.”

I kissed him on the cheek then grabbed my keys.

I felt my own heartbeat in my wrist as I reached for the door.

In the car, I checked the mirror again. Pulled my shirt just a little tighter. Smoothed it. Applied lip balm. Enough to make my mouth feel like a mouth.

I wasn’t meeting Julian. I was arriving at a space where he might be. That was different.

And yet …

My stomach curled like I was walking into something I’d rehearsed and still didn’t know how to perform.



I parked. Sat for a moment with the engine running.

This was normal.

This was simple.

I was helping set up chairs and tables for a school fundraiser.

Just like last year.

Just like every year.

And still …

I checked my reflection one more time.

I wanted to know exactly what he’d be seeing.


Chapter 17

The gym was half-lit. Folding tables stacked along the wall. Boxes of signage and plastic tablecloths in a cluster near the back.

Martina was already there, clipboard in hand, ponytail too tight, talking to two volunteers who looked like they’d just left a tennis match.

I waved and walked in like I didn’t feel like I was stepping onto a stage.

“Thank God,” she said, handing me a roll of tape. “You’re with Julian. Posters and table signage. Bless you.” Just like that. No build-up. No warning. She pointed toward the far side of the room, where he was kneeling beside a box, sorting laminated placards by sponsorship tier.

He didn’t look up at first. Just kept moving with quiet efficiency.

When he did look up—slow, composed, direct—I felt something shift under my skin.

“Hi,” I said, folding my arms loosely.

“Hey,” he said, standing. He was in dark jeans and a short-sleeved Henley. Not dressed up. Not intentional. But everything about him felt decided. Like he’d woken up and chosen how to take up space.

“I think we’re poster duty,” I said, gesturing toward the box.

“Perfect,” he said. “I was hoping for a partner who could spell.”

“Your standards are low.”

“I’m a pragmatist.” His smile was small. Tight. But his eyes didn’t move from me. Not even once.

We spent the first ten minutes placing sponsor signs. Platinum Tier, Gold Tier, In-Kind Donations.

I kept my focus on the tape, the spacing, the corners that curled. But I felt him next to me—solid, quiet, close enough that I could feel the warmth of his arm every time he reached for something.

We didn’t talk much. Just moved together, in sync, unspoken.

It wasn’t flirtation.

It was awareness.

At one point, I dropped the tape. Bent to pick it up.

When I stood, I saw him watching.

Not my face.

Not my hands.

The line of my side. The slope of my hip under the blouse I’d chosen two hours ago, knowing it would do exactly what it was doing.

“You okay?” he asked after a stretch of silence.

I nodded. “Just in my head today.”

“Lot of that going around.”

We placed the last sign. Stood side by side, facing the row of tables we’d just made look clean and organized.

“Looks good,” I said.

“It does.”

I glanced over. His eyes were still on the tables. Then, slowly, they came back to me.

“Thanks for the invitation,” he said.

I didn’t say anything at first. Just met his gaze. Held it. Then … “Thanks for saying yes.”

It wasn’t a big moment. It wasn’t a confession. But it landed.

He nodded once. Then went back to the box to pack up the scraps.

We didn’t touch.

We didn’t stay after.

We didn’t say anything we couldn’t have said in front of Martina.

But when I got in my car, I sat still for a full minute before starting the engine. Because my body was humming. Because I’d choreographed the moment, and it had happened exactly as I had planned.

And it wasn’t enough.

But it was so much more than nothing.


Chapter 18

We didn’t speak when I climbed into bed beside him.

He lifted the blanket wordlessly and shifted to give me space. His body was warm, still smelling faintly of soap and wine, the way he always did after late nights and longer showers. I settled in close, not because I needed comfort, but because I needed contact. His hand came to rest lightly on my thigh, fingertips just touching, not grabbing. I felt the heat of his palm through the cotton of my sleep shorts. It wasn’t lusty or demanding. It was intentional. The kind of touch that doesn’t ask, Are you in the mood? It asks, Are you still here?

He kissed me gently, his mouth finding mine without ceremony, like we were mid-conversation and picking up where we’d left off. There was a steadiness in him that I hadn’t felt in a while, like he wasn’t just doing what he thought I wanted—he was choosing this. Us. Now.

When his lips moved down my neck, over the line of my collarbone, I closed my eyes and let him lead.

His hand slid beneath my shirt, fingers brushing the side of my breast, teasing the nipple until it tightened under his touch. I gasped. Quietly. Automatically.

He smiled against my skin and said nothing.

There was no rush in the way he moved.

No impatience.

No pressure.

He trailed his mouth down the length of my body like he was mapping it. His palms smoothed over my hips, my thighs, the soft indentations I usually try to hide in fluorescent bathroom mirrors.

Tonight, he took his time there. Let his thumbs stroke the curve of me like he remembered when I used to blush under that kind of attention.

When he slipped my shorts off and spread my legs with two warm, familiar hands, I didn’t tense. I just opened for him. Because he wasn’t rushing. And neither was I.

His tongue was slow. Careful. The kind of careful that only came from someone who knew exactly what you liked and exactly when to pause.

I breathed him in. The heat of his mouth. The rhythm of his tongue. The press of his palm against my thigh as I started to rise into it, my body reacting long before my mind caught up.

When his hand came up, slid across my waist, then down between my legs to press gently, perfectly against my clit, I nearly came right then.

His eyes stayed on my face like he was studying it for new expressions. Like he hadn’t seen me like this in a long time.

And maybe he hadn’t.

Maybe I hadn’t, either.

He circled with two fingers, firm but not aggressive, coaxing me toward orgasm with a pace that felt more like listening than touching. My body was taut, breath sharp, thighs clenching on instinct. I grabbed the sheet. My hips lifted from the mattress.

And that’s when he said it.

Low.

Deliberate.

Not teasing.

Not playful.

“Think about him.”

I froze.

“I’m telling you to think about him,” he said again.

Not a demand. Not a permission slip. More like a decision spoken out loud—his, not mine. Something already made, already accepted, offered with a steadiness that made my stomach twist in ways that had nothing to do with nerves and everything to do with how I’d already let that thought bloom behind my eyes without even trying to stop it.

There was a long pause, his fingers still slow and steady on me, his body warm, close, and entirely familiar, and yet the air between us had turned into something charged and different, like we were no longer doing something together but finally letting something happen. I wasn’t sure if my breath caught because I was embarrassed, or because I was so close to coming I could barely hold still.

He kept touching me, gently, unhurried, and I knew in the strange deep way that you knew things when you were stretched open and slick and thinking with your skin that he wasn’t waiting for me to say yes—he already knew the answer. He knew what I’d been thinking, maybe not the details, but the weight of it, the shape. He was just saying it aloud now, giving the thought a voice, asking if I had the courage to let it stay.

I closed my eyes. And there he was. Julian. Not touching me. Not even moving. Just there. Watching, like he had in the gym, silent and unblinking, the kind of steady presence that wraps itself around your throat without applying pressure. The kind of man who doesn’t need to do anything to change the room—he just has to stay in it.

My back arched, my body wanting to reach for something. I wasn’t sure what—him, maybe. Caleb, maybe. Or just the truth.

“I want you to say it,” Caleb said, his voice a little closer to a growl now. His fingers were firmer, the rhythm shifting slightly. “I want you to think about him and let it happen.”

“I am,” I whispered, and I felt him twitch in confirmation. Like this was the answer he had been building toward, not with words, but with me. With my body. With my slow surrender.

My thighs were shaking. I was wet enough that I could hear it now, faint and obscene, his fingers slick with me, and when I opened my eyes again, he was watching me. Watching me fall apart, even if my thoughts were no longer entirely mine.

And I came. Not all at once, not like a switch. It was a slow, cresting wave, the kind that built from the spine and crawled up through your throat, that made you gasp before you wanted to and left your fingers useless and clenching at air. My hips lifted, my jaw went slack, and I thought I said something, a name maybe, though I couldn’t be sure whose.

He moved up my body. I felt him kiss my thigh, my stomach, my ribs, then my mouth. His lips were warm, soft, damp from me. His breath was uneven now, his control starting to fray. And when he slid into me—hard, and sure, and so good—I moaned because it was him, because it was still him, because for all the ghosts I had brought into this moment, Caleb was the one inside me.

He moved slowly at first, with a kind of reverence I hadn’t expected, like he didn’t just want to fuck me—he wanted to feel what was happening to me. Like he could feel how open I was. How much I was letting go. How much I needed to not be in control of any of it, just for a little while.

His mouth was against my neck. His hand was on my hip.

“You’re still thinking about him,” he whispered, and this time, it wasn’t a question.

“Yes,” I said, “I am.”

He groaned, and it was real. And that sound made something tighten in my belly again.

A second orgasm stirred, unexpected, pulling from the edges. I wasn’t ready for it, but I was already falling toward it again.

“Fuck,” he said. “That’s so fucking hot.”

I whimpered.

He pressed deeper, his thrusts losing their rhythm now, and I knew he was close. I was, too. My body wanted to give again, wanted to go soft, and open, and greedy.

His fingers came back to my clit, slower this time, enough to push me over with him. And we came together, one wave after another, not perfectly timed, but overlapping, crashing, messy, and human, and absolutely earned.

When it ended, I couldn’t breathe.

I’d let it happen.

He had, too.


Chapter 19

The bathroom light was too bright.

It always was after sex—after anything real, really. It reflected things too clearly. Skin flushed, eyeliner smudged, the faint glisten still between my thighs. I looked like a woman who had been well-fucked. Loved, even. But there was something else in my eyes, too. Something quieter. Something more curious than sure.

I peed. Washed my hands. Brushed my hair back out of my face. Then I turned the light off, and padded back to bed.

Caleb was on his back, one hand behind his head, the other on his chest. Eyes open. He didn’t look at me when I climbed in beside him. But I felt him shift slightly, enough to give me space. Enough to let me in.

I slipped beneath the covers, turned onto my side, and faced him.

For a moment, we didn’t say anything.

“Okay, so …” I started.

He looked over at me, his mouth barely twitching. “Yeah?”

“What was that?”

He didn’t flinch. Didn’t laugh. After a pause, he said, “You mean the sex?”

I nodded. “Yeah. That was”—I paused—“different.”

“Good different?”

I smiled. “Yes. But also …”

“Scary different?”

“Maybe not scary,” I said. “Just … I don’t know. Like we crossed some kind of invisible line I didn’t know was there until we were already on the other side of it.”

He was quiet again. Then he said, “I didn’t plan to say that, you know.”

I raised an eyebrow. “Say what?”

“You know what. About … him.”

I nodded. “Yeah, I figured.”

“It just kind of came out,” he said. “But it didn’t feel wrong when I said it.”

There was something vulnerable in his voice. Exposed in the way people sounded when they’d surprised even themselves.

“It didn’t feel wrong when I heard it,” I said and meant it.

He exhaled. “Good.”

Another pause.

“Did it help?” he asked, quieter now. “Thinking about him?”

I didn’t answer right away. Because it felt like a trick question.

“Yes.”

He nodded slowly, like he was absorbing it in layers.

“I figured it was already happening,” he said. “I just wanted to … I don’t know—be part of it, instead of pretending it wasn’t there.”

I searched his face. “Why?”

His eyes flicked toward me then back to the ceiling. “Because it was as much for me as it was for you. I wanted to know what it would feel like. To say it. To let you go there. To watch it happen.”

I blinked. Not from shock. From how calm he was.

“How did it feel?”

He smiled, just a little. “Fucked up. And really, really hot.”

I laughed softly.

He finally turned toward me, reached for my hand under the blanket, and laced our fingers together. “I’m not saying I want this to be a thing,” he said. “Not necessarily. I don’t know yet.”

“Me neither,” I whispered.

“But I do know this,” he said. “It didn’t break anything.”

I held onto that.


Chapter 20

It was a Friday. A school mixer. One of those events that pretended to be about networking and appreciation but was really just a chance for parents to drink enough to admit they were tired.

The lights in the bar were low and warm. Small glasses of pinot noir circled like church trays. Someone brought up field trips. Someone else offered an underhanded compliment about Maddie’s yoga Instagram.

Caleb stood beside me, drink in hand, the way he always did at these things—composed, slightly amused, perfectly pleasant. But I could feel the shift in him. The alertness under the charm.

Because Julian had walked in ten minutes earlier. And now he was talking with Martina near the end of the bar, hands tucked in his back pockets, posture loose.

He hadn’t seen us yet. Or maybe he had and just didn’t mind taking his time.

When he finally wandered our way, his smile was soft and slanted.

“Evening,” he said.

“Hi,” I replied a little too quickly.

Caleb offered his hand. “Julian, right? We didn’t really meet last time.”

Julian shook his hand. “Caleb. Yeah. Good to meet you.”

There was a pause, like everyone knew this wasn’t going to be small talk for long.

Julian looked at me then back to Caleb. “You two heading out after this?”

“We were thinking of grabbing a drink nearby,” Caleb said. “You’re welcome to join.”

Julian tilted his head. “Yeah, sure.”

Just like that.



The bar was quieter than the mixer. Booth seating. Lower lights. Less chatter. Caleb ordered us a bottle, like we were old friends instead of what we were: something unspoken but approaching definition.

We didn’t rush. We talked about teachers, city politics, school board drama.

Julian asked if I still did barre, said he saw my mat in the corner of the gym that day.

I told him I did. I didn’t mention that I thought about him the entire time.

Caleb was watching us, reading the room. I thought he was waiting to see if Julian would make a move.

Julian didn’t.

He just sat back, let the conversation circle, and poured more wine.

Eventually, Caleb cleared his throat. “So,” he said, and I felt my body stiffen without meaning to.

Julian looked over, still relaxed.

Caleb ran a hand through his hair then let it settle on the table. “Rachel and I have been thinking,” he started. “And we were wondering if you’d be open to … something. And if you’re not, that’s completely cool. No pressure. We’ve never done anything quite like this, so we’re a little uncomfortable even asking, but—”

“You want me to come over to your house sometime and have sex with Rachel while you watch?” Julian cut in, voice low, unbothered.

There was a second of silence, enough to confirm that, yes, that was exactly it.

He took another sip. “Like, just a voyeurism thing? Or a full threesome?”

Caleb blinked once then smiled, slow and dry. “I was going to build up to that.”

Julian shrugged, smiling, too, now. “I just like saving people time.”

I watched them both—the man I married and the man I’d been fantasizing about for weeks—sit across from each other, calmly discussing my body like it was a shared thesis. And I didn’t feel objectified. I felt seen.

And maybe a little dangerous.

“We don’t have a script,” Caleb said, more quietly now. “We’re just … interested. And we’d want it to happen in our space. One time. See how it feels. We’ve done things before, but not like this.”

Julian nodded. Thought for a second. Then looked at me. “If you want that,” Julian said, eyes on me, voice level, “I’d be open to it.”

He wasn’t smirking.

He wasn’t challenging.

He was asking.

I felt heat crawl up the back of my neck, down my spine, between my thighs.

“I do,” I said. And I meant it.

Caleb shifted slightly in the booth, his hand still wrapped around his glass, eyes thoughtful. He wasn’t second-guessing the decision—they had already stepped over that line—but he was reading Julian with more attention now.

“Not to make it awkward,” Caleb said, “but … you seem really comfortable with this.”

Julian looked over at him. “I am.”

“I guess I’m just wondering …” Caleb gave a small smile, self-effacing, “is this, like, something you’ve done before?”

Julian gave the smallest nod, tilting his glass in his hand as he thought about how to answer. “Not a weekly habit,” he said. “But yeah, it’s come up.”

Caleb raised an eyebrow, amused.

Julian continued, his voice easy but not dismissive, “I’ve been the third before. Not always the same structure—sometimes it’s just sex, sometimes it’s more layered. But I enjoy it when it’s honest, when people are actually exploring something together, not just acting out porn scripts.” He glanced at me then back to Caleb. “I like watching people come undone. And if I can help with that? Yeah, that’s something I say yes to.”

Caleb nodded slowly, like a man hearing exactly what he hoped to hear. “That’s good to know,” he said.

Julian leaned back, resting an arm on the seat behind him. “I don’t play games. I don’t push. If this happens, it happens at your speed. Her speed. And I walk away clean if it’s not a fit.”

It wasn’t rehearsed. It was just true.

I felt myself breathe a little deeper.

Because I hadn’t realized how much I needed to hear him say it out loud.


Chapter 21

I took longer in the shower than I meant to. It wasn’t because I was stalling. It was because I didn’t want to rush anything. Not the shaving, not the conditioning, not the hot water pouring over my face like it could erase all the small doubts still clinging to the back of my mind. I didn’t scrub them away. I didn’t chase them out. I let them sit beside the certainty that had grown so quietly over the last few weeks I hadn’t even noticed it blooming.

I was going to do this.

We were going to do this.

And no part of me was being dragged.



Caleb had left the bedroom for me. Said he’d pour a drink and put something on the speakers. Let me have the space.

I appreciated that more than he knew. Not just the gesture, but the understanding that this was mine to begin.

I stood in front of the mirror in a towel, body still flushed from heat, and looked at myself the way I hadn’t in years.

Not in judgment.

Not in comparison.

In evaluation.

What kind of woman was I tonight? Not a fantasy. Not a placeholder. Not someone’s brave little experiment.

I was going to be the woman Julian touched.

The woman Caleb watched.

And I wanted to look like I knew it.

The lingerie wasn’t new, but it might as well have been. Black lace. Soft, sheer, nothing garish. The kind that hugged and hinted instead of revealing. The kind that felt good even if no one ever saw it.

But he would see it. They both would.

And I wanted to feel it.

Stockings next. A garter belt. I hadn’t worn one since … I didn’t remember when. The clips took a few tries, but they eventually slid into place, and the sensation of nylon against my thighs made me stand just a little straighter.

I added a silk robe. Long. Light gray.

Something to take off.

Makeup, but minimal. Dark lashes. A little depth to the eyes. A soft red on the lips—not fire engine. Not innocent.

Perfume at the throat. A different one than I usually wore. A little more sandalwood than floral. A scent I wanted someone to remember later, long after they left the room.

I did my hair half up, the rest loose.

I checked the time. Ten minutes. Julian would be here in ten minutes.

I almost laughed.

The nerves had burned off somewhere between the stockings and the lipstick. What remained was clarity.

Heat.

Focus.

I wasn’t waiting to be chosen. I was showing up. On purpose.

When I stepped out of the bedroom, Caleb was sitting in the living room, glass in hand, wearing the soft navy sweater I liked most on him. His eyes lifted to mine, but he didn’t say anything right away. He just took me in from head to toe. And I saw something shift in his face.

Recognition.

“You look …” He trailed off.

I walked slowly toward him. Not swaying. Not posing. “I wanted to be the woman he’d remember,” I said.

Caleb stood. Moved toward me. He didn’t touch me—not yet. He just let his eyes trace the curve of my shoulder, the line of my throat, the hint of lace beneath the robe. “He will,” he said softly.

And so will you, I thought.

The doorbell rang.


Chapter 22

I looked at Caleb.

He looked at the door.

Neither of us moved right away.

Then he glanced at me again—just once—and I gave a small nod.

He turned and walked toward it.

There was a moment when he paused, hand hovering above the handle. I wouldn’t have noticed it if I hadn’t been watching him so closely.

His fingers curled slightly. His breath lifted. Then he opened it.

Julian stood in the frame.

Dark jeans, fitted shirt, sleeves pushed up like always. Hands in his jacket pockets. Relaxed posture. His eyes swept the room with a kind of practiced ease. He looked like someone who had done this before, carrying no hesitation.

“Evening,” he said.

“Hey,” Caleb returned.

The door opened wider, and Julian stepped inside.

I stayed near the back of the room. The robe clung to my legs. My arms hung loose at my sides.

I watched Julian take us in—first me, then the room, then Caleb again. His eyes landed back on me and held.

“You look amazing,” he said, calm and direct.

I nodded. “Thanks.” My voice was steady. My heart was not.

Caleb shut the door behind him. He didn’t say anything right away. Just took his place—off to the side, not in the shadows, not in command.

Julian didn’t move forward. Didn’t close the space. He stood there with that same nonchalance, letting the room fill itself around him.

The silence wasn’t awkward. It simply existed. Thick with the fact that none of us knew what would happen next.

“I think I need a drink,” I said.

Caleb nodded, walked to the sideboard, poured the whiskey for himself and a glass of red for me. He glanced over his shoulder at Julian, who shook his head.

“Not yet,” Julian said. “Want to stay clear.”

There was a faint flicker in Caleb’s face. I couldn’t tell if it was amusement or approval. Maybe both.

I took the wine and sipped. My mouth was dry, but the taste was clean. Round.

Julian still hadn’t sat. Still hadn’t stepped closer.

His presence didn’t press against the room—it hummed.

I watched him. Then I watched Caleb.

He was standing beside the fireplace now, glass in hand, watching me without a word.

I couldn’t stop looking at him. Even when Julian spoke. Even when he smiled. I looked back. To Caleb.

Again.

“I didn’t know how this would feel,” I said softly.

No one replied. I hadn’t expected them to. But Caleb’s eyes didn’t leave me. And for some reason that made the wine feel hotter in my throat.

“You don’t have to tell me what to do,” I added. “But if you want something … I want to hear it.”

Caleb held my gaze. His hand moved to the rim of his glass. “Let him see you.”

I turned to Julian. My voice came quieter this time. “Do you want me to take it off?”

He didn’t answer right away. He didn’t need to.

I felt Caleb shift behind me. I heard his glass land gently on the table.

When I looked at him, he gave a small, quiet nod.

So I turned back, and I reached for the robe’s tie.

But I wasn’t thinking about Julian’s hands, or his mouth, or even what he’d do once it was gone.

I was thinking about Caleb. The way he looked at me now. Like he was waiting for something.

Something more his than mine.

I undid the knot. And as the silk slid from my shoulders, pooling at the backs of my knees, I caught the smallest tremor in my own breath.

Not because I was scared.

But because I finally understood who this moment belonged to.

And it wasn’t the man I was undressing for.


Chapter 23

The robe fell to the floor, a soft slide—shoulders, arms, then a gentle sigh of silk pooling at my feet. My breath caught, anyway. My skin felt newly exposed. Even though I’d worn this lingerie before, it had never felt like this before.

Julian stood still.

So did Caleb.

The room had gone so quiet I could hear the faint tick of the clock in the hallway. Or maybe it was just the blood in my ears.

Julian stepped closer. “Can I touch you?” he asked, voice even.

I didn’t answer right away.

I turned—not toward him, but toward Caleb.

He hadn’t moved, but I could feel the weight in his gaze. His fingers gripped the base of his glass a little tighter than before.

He nodded once. And that was when I let Julian touch me.

His hands were warm. Assured. They found my hips, thumbs pressing gently against the bone, palms gliding up over the lace, then around my waist. He took his time, as if my body were a language he knew how to read, even without having seen the text before.

His mouth was next—at my collarbone, then my shoulder, and I shivered.

He came behind me. His arms wrapped around, hands sliding up to cup my breasts.

My eyes fluttered shut.

His thumbs brushed over lace then dipped beneath it, skin to skin. My nipples were already hard, already aching.

Still, I didn’t moan.

I was too focused.

On Caleb.

I turned my head just enough to find him.

He had taken a seat now. His glass abandoned. Elbows on his knees. Eyes locked on me.

Julian kissed the back of my neck. Then again, lower.

My breathing hitched.

One of his hands slid down my belly, under the band of my panties. He found me wet. His fingers moved slowly, deliberately. I leaned into him before I realized I had.

But I wasn’t losing myself.

I kept looking at Caleb.

Every flick of Julian’s fingers sent a pulse through my thighs. But the reaction, the part that made my chest tight and my skin flush, that came from Caleb watching me.

Julian lowered himself. Knelt. His hands slipped the panties down, inch by inch, until I stepped out. His mouth was at my thigh now, then just above my knee, then higher.

I gasped when he reached me.

The warmth of his tongue was steady, slow. He wasn’t devouring me. He was coaxing.

I gripped the arm of the chair. My knees softened. My body tilted forward with instinct, and he held me there.

It felt good. But I wasn’t unraveling.

Not yet.

Something was holding me. Not in my body. In my mind.

I looked back again.

Caleb was still watching. Silent. Still. His hands rested on his thighs now, open. His breathing had changed. Slower. Deeper.

His eyes met mine. And stayed.

That was when it clicked.

The heat I felt.

The edge I couldn’t cross.

The thing that made every pulse of pleasure feel just slightly restrained.

It wasn’t Julian.

It wasn’t the room.

It was me.

I hadn’t let go.

Because I hadn’t admitted what this really was.

I wasn’t doing this to chase something new.

I wasn’t doing this for validation. Or danger.

I was doing this because Caleb wanted me to.

He was the one who said yes.

He was the one who opened the door.

He was the one who told me to let another man touch me.

And I wanted to obey.

Not because I felt submissive.

But because I felt chosen.

By the one man who truly knew me.

That was the moment something inside me relaxed.

The tightness in my chest … released.

My grip loosened. My jaw unclenched. My thighs softened into Julian’s hands.

The pleasure hadn’t gone anywhere. But now? Now it could rise.


Chapter 24

Julian didn’t stop. I thought he felt the shift. The way my thighs parted just a little more. The way my weight settled into him. The way my breath no longer caught at the top of my chest but dropped—full and deep and open.

He kept his pace. Slow. Focused. Tongue precise, fingers strong where I needed them, gentle where I didn’t expect.

I moaned. Louder than before. My hips rolled forward. Once. Then again. And I didn’t look away this time. I kept my eyes on Caleb.

He still hadn’t touched himself. But his posture had changed.

His legs were wider now. His jaw clenched tight. One hand braced on the armrest.

He was watching me come alive. Watching another man’s mouth between my legs. Watching me come undone for it. And he wasn’t stopping it.

He wasn’t jealous. He wasn’t afraid. He looked like a man who’d thrown the match and was now watching the fire build.

Julian groaned softly against me. He wasn’t hurrying. He was methodical, like he knew exactly how long it would take and didn’t mind staying there until I asked him not to.

But I wasn’t going to ask him to stop. Not this time.

My hand gripped the back of his neck. My other arm braced against the wall.

Every part of me was electric now. The sounds. The pressure. The heat. It was all too much—and just barely enough.

I didn’t hold back the moan when it came this time. I didn’t try to stifle it.

It broke from my throat, loud and low and real.

My thighs shook. My hips pushed forward.

Julian’s hands held me steady as I rocked against his mouth.

And I didn’t think about control. Or marriage. Or anything at all.

Except the way it felt to finally be allowed to want this.

The orgasm rolled through me like thunder under skin. Not a sharp spike. A long, heavy wave that crested slowly and crashed all at once. I pressed my hand to my mouth and still the sound escaped me—deep, involuntary, somewhere between sobbing and surrender.

And Caleb was there.

Watching.

His eyes locked onto mine across the room, even as Julian finished what he’d started. Even as my knees wobbled, and my stomach fluttered, and my pulse thrummed everywhere.

I collapsed into the couch, breathing hard, heart still climbing.

Julian stood slowly, wiping his mouth with the back of his hand. His expression was soft. Neutral. Calm.

He turned to Caleb. “She’s yours,” he said.

I looked at my husband.

His eyes hadn’t left me. And that was when I knew:

Everything had just changed.

Not because of what Julian did to me. But because of what Caleb let happen.

Because he gave me this.

And now … I wanted to give him everything back.

Julian stood.

I was still catching my breath, still shaking, but something else was rising, too. Something heavier. Lower. Dirtier.

My thighs were sticky, still parted. My mouth was dry. My pulse was fluttering behind my teeth. And I wanted more.

Julian looked at me but didn’t move. His shirt was still on, sleeves still rolled, belt still fastened.

I licked my lips. “I want to suck your cock,” I told him. The words surprised even me—how calm they were. How steady. No blush. No tremor.

Julian arched an eyebrow—slightly. Then he unbuckled slowly. His belt slid through the loops with a soft hiss, and I felt that sound between my legs. Then the button. The zipper.

I slid off the couch and onto my knees without waiting for permission.

I could feel Caleb’s eyes on me. The way I sank. The way I knelt. The way I looked up—first at Julian then over at him.

I didn’t say it out loud, but he heard it, anyway.

Look at what you gave away.

Julian freed himself from his pants, thick and half-hard already. Heavy in his hand. He stepped closer, and I leaned in without hesitation, my hand wrapping around the base, my mouth opening just wide enough to taste him, to invite him.

He groaned, soft and low, as my tongue met him. I took him into my mouth like I meant it. Like I needed it.

Because I did.

Because my body was still humming, and my brain was a haze of slick, happy filth, and this was what came next.

I sucked him slow at first.

The weight of him on my tongue. The salt. The velvet skin over heat. The sound of his breath catching as I deepened my grip. The stretch of my jaw. The obscene slick of my own spit as I started to lose the rhythm.

My hand worked the base. My tongue circled the head.

And when he bumped the back of my throat, I moaned around him because it turned me on.

Because this was mine, too.

And somewhere behind me, Caleb was watching the whole thing.

I wrapped my lips around him again, slower this time. Deeper. I didn’t want it to be a tease. I didn’t want to perform. I wanted to worship.

My hand gripped the base of his cock, warm and slick now with my spit. The weight of him was perfect—thick enough that my jaw ached slightly when I took him in, but not enough to stop me. Not now.

I wanted the stretch.

I wanted to earn it.

I sucked him deeper, my tongue sliding along the underside as I pressed forward, lips tight, jaw open, until I felt him nudge the back of my throat.

I didn’t pull away. I held him there. Let my throat tense then ease, just enough to take him a little deeper the next time.

And the next.

Julian groaned, one hand resting lightly on my head. Not forcing. Just anchoring.

And I loved it.

I loved being on my knees, my mouth full, my hand moving in rhythm with my lips, and my breath warming the base of his shaft as I sank and rose, sank and rose, drooling and wet and messy and happy.

Happy.

God, I was happy.

I looked up, eyes glossy, mouth full, and found Caleb.

He hadn’t moved. But he was hard. And his eyes were locked on me like he’d never seen anything so beautiful in his life.

And maybe he hadn’t.

Because I knew, in that moment, this wasn’t about cheating.

This wasn’t about some kink checklist.

This was for him.

Every inch I took into my mouth, every gag I swallowed back, every filthy sound that escaped between strokes, I was doing it because he gave me this.

He gave me permission to become this.

To kneel for another man.

To love it.

To let it define me.

I moaned as I took Julian deeper again, my spit slicking my chin now, dribbling at the corners of my mouth. I was a mess. A slut. A gift. And I’d never felt more in love with my husband than I did right then.

Julian cursed under his breath, his grip tightening in my hair, holding on as I worked him, head bobbing, breath huffing through my nose.

I wanted to make him come.

Not for him.

For Caleb.

So he could see it.

So he could know what I’d become for him.

I could feel Julian starting to tense. His cock thickened slightly in my hand. His hips rolled forward with just a little less restraint. His breath changed—shorter now, rougher.

He was close.

And it thrilled me.

I opened wider. Took him deeper. Let the messy heat of my mouth cover every inch I could manage. My spit coated his shaft, strings of it sliding down my fingers, and I didn’t care. I loved it. The taste, the stretch, the way he cursed under his breath when I swallowed around him like I was starving.

I wanted Caleb to watch me swallow another man’s cum like it was the most natural thing in the world.

And maybe I would have …

If Caleb hadn’t spoken.

“Don’t you dare make him come before he fucks you the way you deserve.”

His voice cut through the air like a slap—not loud, but sharp.

I froze.

Julian stilled, too, cock still in my mouth, halfway down my throat.

There was a silence.

Then I pulled back, slowly, with a long, wet gasp as I let him slip free.

A string of spit clung from the corner of my lip to his tip before falling away.

I looked at Caleb.

His eyes were wide, like he hadn’t expected the words to come out of his mouth that way.

But he didn’t take them back.

He sat there, chest rising, staring at me like he was seeing something unfold that he couldn’t stop even if he wanted to.

Julian didn’t speak. He just stepped forward and reached down, his hand cupping my chin, lifting my face.

And Caleb watched me let him.

The room had changed.

Something had shifted.

Not just in the dynamic.

In the balance of power.

Caleb had stopped giving me away.

He’d started deciding what happened next.

And it turned me on so hard I almost came again.

I looked at Caleb again.

He was staring at me—mouth parted, chest rising slowly.

He leaned forward just slightly. His voice was lower now, more deliberate. “Ask our guest how he wants to fuck you.”

“Get up,” Julian said.

It wasn’t harsh.

It wasn’t soft.

It was a line spoken with the kind of confidence that didn’t need to rise above a murmur.

I rose without thinking, legs unsteady, lips parted, heart thudding under my ribs.

He stepped in behind me, body heat brushing my skin, one hand guiding my chin until I was looking forward …

Straight at Caleb.

Julian’s fingers slid down my spine. “Hands on the couch.”

I bent forward, slowly. Deliberately. Elbows slightly bent, back arched, legs parted.

I felt exposed. Owned.

Not by Julian.

By us.

By what we’d chosen.

By who I’d become for Caleb.

Julian stepped in close, one hand at my hip, the other guiding himself against me.

He didn’t fumble.

Didn’t warn me.

He just pushed inside, and I gasped, full and raw and alive.

There was no hesitation in the way he took me. Each stroke was smooth. Solid. Measured. Not rough, not gentle—just certain.

And I stayed there, breath caught, mouth open, moaning softly, my eyes on my husband as another man fucked me in our living room.

Julian gripped tighter so I wouldn’t float away.

So Caleb could see every inch going in. Every ripple of my body as it accepted him.

It hit me harder than the thrusts. Harder than the stretch.

I was being fucked—

But I was still his.

Julian’s hands gripped my hips, hard enough to leave marks. He slammed into me again. Deeper. The sound of it—skin on skin, wet, sharp, again—filled the room.

My arms shook where they braced against the couch cushions. My knees slid on the rug. His cock drove into me in perfect rhythm, every thrust making me bounce, jolt, open wider.

He filled me completely. Pulled almost all the way out. Then slammed back in. Harder.

I cried out. Louder than before.

My thighs were soaked.

His cock was thick and slick and deep.

The angle changed. He shifted me. One hand slid up my back, pressing between my shoulders, keeping me down while he kept going.

The pressure made my spine arch. My pussy clenched around him.

He didn’t slow. He kept fucking me like he knew exactly how far I’d take it and how much further I could go.

I was dripping. Inside and out.

My breath was jagged. My mouth was open. My vision was blurred.

His fingers dug into the flesh at my waist, pulling me back to meet each thrust. Fast. Deep. Precise.

My ass bounced with every impact. My cunt swallowed him, over and over.

No thinking. No language. Just flesh. Sound. Slick. Movement.

A low growl came from behind me.

Julian. Grunting now. Breathing hard.

Sweat slid from his stomach onto my back.

He fucked me harder.

My face was in the couch now. My body rocked with every thrust. My cunt stretched around him, took him, clung to him, drenched him.

He was close.

So was I.

A sharp smack landed on my ass.

I gasped.

Julian’s voice followed, low and clear. “Lie down. On the floor.”

I obeyed without hesitation.

My knees wobbled as I shifted off the couch, legs barely stable beneath me. The rug was rough against my back as I stretched out flat, arms at my sides, chest heaving.

Julian knelt between my thighs. Then he slid back inside. No adjustment. No pause. Just him—thick, deep, driving in hard.

My legs fell open. He grabbed my thighs and pushed them wider.

The new angle was brutal. Perfect.

I stared up at the ceiling. Mouth open. Breathing fast. My breasts bounced with every thrust, nipples tight, sweat slicking my skin.

He fucked me flat against the floor, hips slamming down, cock spearing in so deep it almost hurt, but not enough to stop.

My fingers clawed at the rug.

My back arched.

I thought—just for a second—about Caleb. About what it must look like.

His wife flat on her back, tits shaking, legs spread wide, getting fucked by another man inches from their couch.

The image should have shamed me.

It didn’t.

It made my cunt clench so hard around Julian’s cock I nearly screamed.

Then it hit.

The orgasm came fast. Hard. No warning. It tore through me like it had been waiting, stalking, breaking me down inch by inch.

I cried out. Loud.

My legs kicked. My hands slapped the floor.

I shook.

And every thought vanished.

No Caleb.

No context.

No control.

Just heat.

And pleasure.

And nothing.


Chapter 25

Warmth hit my chest. Sticky. Thick. More on my belly. Then another splash—higher this time, just beneath my collarbone.

I blinked. My vision swam.

Julian was kneeling above me, his cock still twitching in his hand, the last pulse of his orgasm painting across my ribs.

I felt it drip. A string slid down the valley between my breasts. Another rolled over the curve of my waist.

I couldn’t move. Didn’t want to.

Everything below my navel was vibrating. My arms were limp at my sides, legs splayed wide and trembling from the last of the spasms.

I was slick, flushed, fucked open.

Julian shifted back, giving me space. He leaned against the couch for balance, head tilted back, chest rising.

I turned my head.

Caleb was standing above me now. One hand wrapped around his cock. His other hanging loose at his side. He was staring at me like he’d never seen me before.

I watched him stroke. Slowly. Firmly.

The look in his eyes wasn’t hungry. It was possessive. Like he had given me to someone else, and now I was being returned.

Used. Marked. His.

I didn’t speak. Didn’t ask. I just lay there. On the floor, naked, cum streaking my chest, sweat cooling on my thighs.

I felt like I weighed nothing.

He didn’t ask if I was okay. He didn’t ask anything. He just kept stroking. Watching.

And then, he came.

Hot lines of it hit my cheek. My lips. My tits. One strand landed high on my chest, mixing with Julian’s.

I didn’t flinch. I didn’t wipe it away. I just let it happen.

Because this was what it meant.

Caleb knelt beside me. His hand came to my hair—gentle, reverent, threading through the mess like I was something precious.

He leaned in close and whispered, “Good girl.”

I don’t remember moving but, at some point, I sat up.

A minute later, maybe longer, I pulled the robe back over my shoulders. It clung where my skin was still wet. My thighs stuck together when I tried to cross them.

I didn’t tie it.

I just let it hang.

Julian had moved to the small table near the kitchen. He had that drink now—finally.

Something dark. Whiskey or maybe rye. He was swirling it slowly in the glass, still shirtless, still catching his breath.

His skin glowed with sweat. His chest rose, fell, calm again. Like this had been routine. Like this was how nights were supposed to end.

Caleb sat beside me on the couch, his thigh against mine.

I could feel the heat from him through the thin silk of my robe.

I leaned into it without meaning to.

They were talking. I wasn’t.

I wasn’t ready to use words yet.

But I could hear their voices like they were happening in another room.

Far away. Close by.

Both at once.

“… have a few couples we know.”

“… just an introduction, nothing serious.”

“… very relaxed, invitation-only.”

“… no pressure. But the parties are fun.”

I stared at a spot on the floor.

My chest was cooling. Julian’s cum was drying across my skin. Some of Caleb’s, too. I could feel it tight across my breastbone, catching slightly every time I took a deeper breath.

“… swingers, kind of.”

“… mostly married. Very respectful.”

“… discretion’s tight.”

“… might be something to think about.”

I didn’t say anything. Didn’t look at either of them.

But the last part, I heard clearly.

“You’d be surprised what some of them get into.”

Julian’s voice.

Caleb chuckled.

And I just sat there. Letting my body remember what it had done. Letting my husband and the man who fucked me make plans around me.

Time passed. I couldn’t say how much. Minutes. Maybe more.

I stayed seated on the couch, robe loose around me, knees drawn up slightly now, one hand resting on the curve of my thigh. I wasn’t cold, but I shivered, anyway.

I heard glasses clink softly.

A laugh—Caleb’s, quiet and low.

Chairs shifting.

The front door unlocking.

A pause.

Then warmth near my face.

A body kneeling.

Julian. Fully dressed again.

One hand rested briefly on my knee. His mouth brushed my cheek—not a kiss of romance, but something gentler. A simple, quiet gesture. Gratitude. Respect. Something like thank you with no words behind it.

He stood.

Footsteps.

The door opened.

Closed.

Silence.

Then …

“Rachel.”

A pause.

“Rachel, hey.”

The second one landed.

I blinked. Turned.

Caleb was next to me, crouched now, hand hovering at my shoulder like he wasn’t sure if I’d melt or crumble.

I met his eyes.

Finally, fully, I was back.

“Are you okay?” Caleb asked, voice quiet.

I nodded. “Yeah.” My voice was hoarse. Barely there. But the answer came without hesitation. “I just … want to shower.”

He didn’t ask anything else. Didn’t press. He stood and offered his hand.

I took it.

I leaned into him—not because I couldn’t walk, not because I was weak—because I wanted to feel him. His body. His presence. The way he steadied me without trying.

His hand stayed at my lower back. Warm. Solid. Caleb.

The bathroom lights were dim.

He turned on the water then tested the temperature.

Steam began to fill the room.

He helped me out of the robe. Said nothing.

I peeled off what was left of the night.

He stripped silently beside me.

And then we stepped in together.

Water streamed down my shoulders, my breasts, my thighs. Rinsed everything away.

He stayed behind me, hands gentle at my waist, his chest against my back.

The water washed over us in silence.

His hands moved lightly over my skin.

I leaned back against his chest and closed my eyes. “I want you to fuck me.”

He didn’t respond right away. He didn’t ask why. He just pressed a kiss to the back of my shoulder and reached for the towel.

We dried off together. Still not speaking.

When we got to the bedroom, I climbed into bed first and slipped under the sheets. The linen was cool against my skin, but I didn’t shiver.

He joined me a moment later. No foreplay. No build-up. Just him sliding between my legs, guiding himself in with the same care he’d shown in everything tonight.

I gasped as he entered me.

The stretch was slow. Gentle.

My body didn’t rise to meet it like it had earlier.

It simply accepted.

He moved inside me carefully. Steady, tender thrusts. No rhythm to chase. No pace to impress.

Our breath syncing. Our foreheads touching.

His arms around me. My hands in his hair.

I didn’t come. I couldn’t. My body was too full, too tired, too satisfied in other ways.

And that was okay.

It was more than okay.

He pulled out slowly. Kissed me once, softly, behind the ear. Then he wrapped himself around me, his chest to my back, his hand on my abdomen.

I fell asleep like that.


Chapter 26

I woke to sunlight slipping through the blinds, warm and soft across the bed. The sheets were twisted. One of my thighs was stuck to Caleb’s. My mouth was dry. My body ached in that specific way that told me exactly what I’d done, and how deeply I’d felt it.

I didn’t move.

Caleb stirred behind me, shifting just enough to pull me closer. His arm wrapped around my waist. He was hard, warm, full, pressed against me like his body hadn’t decided the night was over yet.

“Hey,” he said, voice rough from sleep.

“Hey.”

He didn’t move his hand. Just let it rest lightly on my waist. I leaned into it.

After a moment, he said, “How do you feel?”

I paused. “Sore.”

He chuckled quietly.

“Yeah,” I added. “Good sore.”

He nodded against my shoulder. “Same.”

We lay there in silence for a while, not needing to say more. His thumb traced absent circles over my skin. I stared at the ceiling. There was no awkwardness. No weight. The parts of me that had ached with tension yesterday felt distant now. Muted.

Finally, I spoke. “That was …”

“A lot,” he finished for me.

I nodded. “But good.”

“Yeah,” he said. “Yeah, it really was.” A pause. “So, you’re not leaving me for him, right?”

I turned to look at him. “No,” I said. “I’m not leaving you for anyone.”

He nodded once, eyes on the ceiling again.

A beat passed.

“I know that,” he said. “But also … it was kind of a big thing—watching someone else with you like that.”

I waited.

“I didn’t expect it to feel the way it did. I thought I’d be outside it. Observing. Maybe a little turned on. But it was more than that.”

“Yeah,” I said. “For me, too.”

He looked at me now. “I thought I’d feel … replaced.”

My chest tightened. “Did you?”

He shook his head. “No, not even close. But the thought was there. In the background. The second I let go of you, I thought: what if she doesn’t come back?”

I slid my hand over his. “I never left.”

He looked at me for a long time then nodded.

“It wasn’t about him,” I said. “It wasn’t even about what he was doing to me. It was about you letting him do it. It was about what that meant. What it felt like to be wanted by you that way. Trusted that way.”

He blinked. Swallowed. “I didn’t expect that to turn me on as much as it did.”

We both had gotten something out of it.

In my wildest fantasies about Julian, I had never expected that.


Chapter 27

The studio was the same. Same polished floor. Same soft lighting. Same instructor with the high ponytail and the impossible thighs.

But something in me was different.

The burn in my legs didn’t feel punishing today. It felt earned.

My body was sore in other places, and every time I moved, I felt it—between my thighs, along the curve of my hips, in the muscles of my stomach. Little reminders. Gentle echoes.

But I didn’t feel raw.

I felt settled.

The stretch at the barre wasn’t desperate this time. It wasn’t about escaping my thoughts or reshaping a body I’d stopped recognizing. It was just movement. Mine. Enjoyed without question.

No hunger in my chest.

No ache in my throat.

Just peace.



After class, I wiped my forehead with a towel, slid on my jacket, and stepped out into the hallway. I didn’t rush. I wasn’t avoiding going home. I wasn’t lingering to fill some unspoken void.

I felt full.

Wrecked and rebuilt. Like I could actually walk into my life without questioning everything I was pretending not to want.

I unlocked my phone. There was a text waiting.

Julian.

>Hey. Just checking in. You good?

I stared at it for a second. Warmed by it.

Simple. Respectful. No expectation.

I started to type. Paused. Deleted. Typed again.

Yeah. I’m good. You?

Sent.

Less than a minute later, a buzz.

Doing well. That was … intense. You looked incredible.

I smiled. Just a little.

Then another buzz.

Caleb.

Need anything while I’m out?

I stared at the screen for a second longer, standing in the hallway with my jacket half-zipped, feeling like I’d stepped into a life that somehow fit better now than it ever had before.


Chapter 28

That evening, after dinner, Caleb was in the kitchen rinsing plates. I was drying them, leaning against the counter, still soft from the day. Still sore, but in a way that felt more like memory than injury.

He looked over at me, casual. “By the way,” he said, “Julian mentioned something about a party this weekend.”

I blinked. “Julian texted you?”

Caleb nodded, like it was the most obvious thing in the world. “Yeah. He asked if we might be curious. I guess he and some other people host these … low-key gatherings.”

I set the towel down. “When did you two exchange numbers?”

He glanced at me then back at the sink. “Last night. You were in a come-drenched haze, I believe. He said something about sending me a few names. Just in case.”

It wasn’t a betrayal.

It wasn’t secretive.

But it still surprised me how quickly the lines had shifted. How many had already been crossed while I was still catching my breath.

He dried his hands on the towel. “He said it’s nothing crazy. Just a gathering at someone’s place. People talk, drink, maybe some watching, maybe more. We wouldn’t have to do anything.”

I turned toward him. “And you’re interested?”

He shrugged, but I could see the answer in his posture. “I’m curious.”

“Curious,” I repeated. I leaned back against the counter, arms folded lightly across my chest, grounding myself.

He nodded. “It’s not a commitment. Just a window into something … I don’t know. Bigger than us. Or maybe just more honest.”

I tilted my head. “And what, exactly, would we be doing there?”

He smiled, a little crooked. “Drinking. Talking. Watching, maybe. Letting you wear something completely inappropriate in public.”

That made me laugh—genuinely—and it broke the tension that had gathered between us.

I took a breath. “So, this is a thing now? We’re doing this?”

“I think we’re already doing it,” he said. “Now we’re just choosing how far we want to go.”

I looked down at the towel in my hands. “I didn’t expect him to text you.”

“I know,” he said. “But you looked … spent. I figured I could handle the logistics.”

I didn’t answer right away. “You’re okay with that?”

He looked at me fully now. “I don’t want you to carry everything. I want this to be ours. If we’re doing this, we both get to have hands on the wheel.”

I nodded slowly. That felt right. Bigger. He wasn’t stepping over me; he was stepping with me.

“So, what do you want me to wear?” I asked.

His grin was slow. Warm. “I have some ideas.”


Chapter 29

The school fundraiser was held in the multipurpose room, the one that served as an auditorium, a gym and, tonight, a cocktail lounge for parents pretending they weren’t exhausted.

Soft lighting. White tablecloths. Silent auction items set up near the library entrance. Everyone pretending they hadn’t seen each other in yoga pants that morning.

I wore black—fitted, simple. A dress I’d worn once to a dinner with Caleb’s firm. He liked the zipper that ran all the way up the back. I liked the way it made me feel a little too dressed for school but not quite overdressed for what we weren’t saying out loud.

Martina waved me over by the bar, two glasses of wine already in hand.

“You clean up obscenely well,” she said, eyes narrowing like she could smell something I hadn’t told her. “That dress is illegal in three counties.”

“I’m a known criminal,” I replied, taking the glass.

“Where’s Caleb?”

“Parking.”

I didn’t add that I’d asked him to come in separately. That I wanted a minute alone to breathe, to be seen in this space as me.

Martina was mid-rant about a grant proposal when I felt it.

A shift.

And when I turned slightly, wine glass in hand, I saw him.

Julian.

He approached just after Martina had wandered off to inspect a bidding sheet.

He didn’t say anything at first. Just picked up a glass of red and stood beside me, watching the room like it was something he’d seen before and was still vaguely amused by.

“I was wondering if you’d show up,” he finally said.

I sipped my wine. “I live here.”

His smile was quick. “Fair.”

We stood together like we hadn’t done what we’d done. Like I hadn’t gagged on his cock in my living room three nights ago. Like he hadn’t made me come so hard I saw stars and forgot my husband’s name for half a second.

“You look good,” he added. Casual. Clean.

“So do you.”

He looked around. “These events are so sanitized it’s almost erotic.”

That made me laugh. “You’re twisted.”

“Not wrong, though.”

I glanced at him. He wasn’t watching the crowd anymore. He was watching me.

“You doing okay?” he asked.

“Yeah,” I said. “I am.”

“You seemed a little … hollowed out afterward.”

I tilted my head. “Hollowed out?”

“Not in a bad way.” He shrugged. “Just like you’d left your body for a minute.”

I paused. “I think I did.”

He nodded. Didn’t push.

I turned slightly toward him, keeping my voice low. “Apparently, we’ll be seeing each other again this weekend.”

His mouth twitched. Not quite a smirk. More like the early stage of one. “So I heard.”

We stood there for another moment, two people dressed for school auctions, talking quietly like nothing between us had changed—while everything had.


Chapter 30

We sat on the couch, barefoot, legs tucked under us, with Caleb’s laptop open between us and a notepad on the coffee table. Julian had sent over a list—clean, efficient, thoughtful. Times. Dress code. Etiquette. There was even a note about avoiding heavy perfume.

Caleb raised an eyebrow. “Honestly? This feels more structured than most fundraisers we’ve been to.”

I smiled. “You say that like it’s a bad thing.”

“No,” he said. “It’s kind of reassuring.”

I nodded. “So. Rules?”

He closed the laptop. “Yeah, let’s set them.”

I took a breath. “No alcohol.”

He looked at me. Not surprised. Just checking in.

“I want to be present,” I said. “Sharp. I want to remember everything. I want to feel everything.”

“Agreed,” he said. “No distractions. We keep our heads.”

I nodded. “Don’t leave me alone unless I ask you to.”

“Absolutely.”

“And no closed doors. No disappearing into bedrooms or secret spaces. If anything happens, it happens where we can both see.”

He didn’t hesitate. “Good.”

I tucked my feet under me. “I don’t want to do anything you’re not actively part of. Even if you’re just … sitting nearby.”

His voice dropped slightly. “I won’t be far.”

I hesitated. “Can I ask something else?”

He leaned back, folding one arm along the back of the couch. “Anything.”

“You haven’t brought it up.”

He tilted his head. “Brought what up?”

“You doing anything with someone else.” I met his eyes. “You haven’t said a word about it.”

He looked at me without blinking. “I’ve thought about it. A few times.”

“And?”

“And I’m not interested. Not right now.”

“Why not?”

He smiled a little crookedly. “Because I like giving you away. Because watching you is enough. Because being the one who decides how far it goes is hotter to me than getting anything back.”

I felt something low in my stomach tighten.

“And if someone flirted with you?”

“I’d flirt back—I’m not made of stone. But I’m planning on keeping my hands to myself. I feel like I’m the director, not the star. At least, that’s what I want now.”

I swallowed. “You’re not curious?”

“I’m very curious,” he said. “I’m especially curious about what being with another woman would do to you. To us.”

I exhaled, slow. “Me, too.” I inhaled. “Is it awful of me that I partially don’t want to share you with anyone else while you’re willing to share me?”

He looked at the floor before responding. “No. And sometime we’ll talk about how this evolves. But watching you with others is such a rush, like a brand new toy. Right now, I’m happy to play with it.”

He sat forward. “So, next question.”

“Yeah?”

“What are you going to wear?”


Chapter 31

We parked half a block away, even though there was space in the driveway. Neither of us said it out loud, but the distance felt … safer.

The house was normal. Not small. Not flashy. A well-kempt two-story on a quiet street lined with sycamores and sensible sedans. A porch light was on. One upstairs window glowed faintly.

But it wasn’t inviting.

Not yet.

I stared at it like I was waiting for a sign.

“You’re sure this is it?” I asked.

Caleb double-checked the address on his phone. “Yeah. This is it.”

We sat in silence for another minute.

It was almost comical the way we were dressed, the way we looked so composed, sitting in the car like we were debating whether to drop off a casserole or rob the place.

I crossed her legs. Uncrossed them.

“What if we’re wrong?” I asked.

“We’re not.”

“But what if we knock and it’s just some … sweet, suburban family watching Netflix in matching pajamas?”

“We say we’re lost. Or selling solar.”

I smiled. But it didn’t last.

We waited longer than we probably needed to. Long enough that if anyone inside was watching, they’d be wondering why the couple in the car across the street was sitting there like they were trying to gather the courage to confess to a murder.

Then headlights. Another car. A black SUV. Clean. Quiet.

A couple stepped out. Late thirties, maybe forties. Stylish. Polished. Confident enough not to hesitate, but not flashy enough to scream “swingers.”

They walked up the front steps, knocked once, and waited.

We leaned forward at the same time, both watching through the windshield.

The door opened. Someone answered. A woman, maybe. It was hard to see from here.

The couple stepped inside. The door closed.

That was it.

No secret handshake. No wink. No visible lingerie or nudity. Just a quiet, smooth entry into something neither of them could quite see.

I exhaled. “That’s enough confirmation, right?”

“I mean … probably.”

We didn’t move for another fifteen seconds. Then Caleb unbuckled his seatbelt and reached for the door.

I followed.

The walk up the path felt like it took forever, even though it was maybe thirty feet. Every step felt like it echoed a little too loud in the stillness of the neighborhood. We reached the porch, and for the briefest second, I thought about turning around.

Then Caleb knocked, and the door opened.

A woman stood there. Late forties maybe, but beautiful. Elegant. Dark hair pulled back, high heels, robe tied neatly around her waist. Not scandalous. Just soft. Polished. Intentional.

She stood just far enough back from the doorway that anyone walking by would’ve barely seen her.

She smiled.

Caleb leaned forward, dropped his voice slightly. “Tangerine.”

The woman blinked then broke into a warm, effortless laugh. “Oh, honey, there’s no password. That’s just our little joke for new guests.”

I flushed slightly.

The woman stepped aside, motioning us in. “You must be Julian’s friends.”


Chapter 32

The woman gestured them in with a friendly sweep of her arm. Her robe shimmered slightly in the low light of the foyer. Everything smelled faintly like vanilla and citrus.

“I’m Sienna,” she said. “Welcome.”

I smiled but didn’t quite know what to do with my hands. Caleb offered a warm “Thank you,” and stepped inside beside her.

“Coats can go in the study—just through there.” She nodded toward a wide open doorway off the hallway. “But let me show you around first, in case things get … distracting later.” She stepped forward, and in the same movement, slipped her robe off her shoulders. It fell to her elbow, then to the crook of her arms, then all the way down.

Underneath: a corset. Dark green. Lace trim. Tight through the waist, shaped perfectly to her frame. She wore it like it was armor. Her skin was soft and warm, not untouched by time, and completely unbothered by that fact. Her heels were high, black, strappy. Her nails were painted wine red.

I stared.

The woman didn’t acknowledge it. She just draped the robe over a chair as if it were a scarf.

“I like people to feel comfortable dressing—or undressing—at their own pace,” she said. “Some get naked right away. Some wait until they’ve had a drink. Or three.” She turned and began walking.

Caleb and I followed.

The woman, who introduced herself as Sienna, led us through the kitchen first—clean, open, with marble counters and soft pendant lighting. There were snacks set out: charcuterie, fruit, a small plate of chocolate truffles. Bottled water. Wine. A small bar cart in the corner.

“Help yourself,” she said. “But don’t overdo it. Trust me; everything is better with a clear head.”

She continued through to the living room—low furniture, candles, no TV. A long, velvet couch. Soft music playing from somewhere overhead. Then she waved them into the study. “Coats here. Phones stay in your bag unless we say otherwise. No pictures. No creeping.”

I nodded. “Of course.”

Sienna smiled. “Most people are respectful. But we like to say it, anyway.”

Caleb took off his jacket, and I removed mine slowly, feeling the temperature shift against my arms, my body still humming with nervous energy.

We stepped through the study just as a tall man entered from the other side of the hallway—light beard, rolled-up sleeves, dress pants, no shoes. Handsome in a quietly magnetic way. Friendly posture. Confident, but not performative.

Sienna lit up. “This is Alex,” she said. “My husband.”

He smiled warmly, stepping forward to shake Caleb’s hand then mine.

“Julian said you might come,” he said. “Glad you did.”

Sienna rested a hand on his arm. “Alex is the calm to my chaos.”

“You’re not chaos,” he said mildly.

“Mmm. You’ll lie for me in front of company. I appreciate that.”

Alex looked at us. “You two have any questions, you come to one of us. We like keeping this place clean—in all the ways that matter.”

I liked him immediately.

Then Sienna glanced toward the stairs. “Come on. I’ll show you the basement.”

The stairs were carpeted, the air cooler. The basement was surprisingly large—clean, softly lit, quiet. There were a few padded tables, like massage tables but sturdier. A faint smell of leather. On the far wall was a row of five armless chairs.

I paused.

Sienna caught the look. “Those’ll make more sense later,” she said, a twinkle in her voice.

“Rules,” she said, counting on her fingers as she walked slowly backward. “Watch as much as you want. Don’t touch anyone unless there’s been a clear conversation. Don’t overindulge in the alcohol—we’ll cut people off if we need to. If someone says ‘stop,’ you stop. No questions, no games.”

Her voice didn’t change. She wasn’t scolding. She was clarifying.

“And if anyone breaks a rule, find me or my husband. Don’t try to resolve anything on your own. We handle it.”

I nodded. Caleb’s hand found mine for a second.

Sienna noticed and smiled. “There are others here,” she added. “But I’ll let you explore and get comfortable. I want to be near the front door in case anyone else arrives.” She stepped past us, heels clicking softly. “I’ll come check on you soon.”

As we turned back toward the stairs, Sienna glanced at us, her eyes sweeping down then back up again. Not lewd. Not clinical. Curious, playful, and maybe a little impressed. “I’m glad to have both of you here,” she said.

Then she disappeared upstairs in a quiet rhythm of heels on carpet, leaving us standing together just a few feet from the padded tables and the waiting unknown.
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We returned to the kitchen first. I wasn’t ready to venture too far, and Caleb seemed content to stay where we could observe the flow of people without stepping too directly into it.

A few others had arrived. Some were chatting around the island. Others were perched on the armrests of the couches, sipping drinks, talking softly. Nobody was naked. Nobody was touching. Not yet.

The room buzzed with a strange kind of energy—relaxed but charged. Like everyone was waiting for something, but nobody was in a hurry to get there.

A couple approached from the other side of the bar.

She was petite and auburn-haired, wearing a delicate black slip that looked like it was made of fog and suggestion. He was tall, clean-cut, with kind eyes and the posture of someone who used to be athletic but had nothing left to prove.

The woman offered a smile. “First time?”

I smiled back. “That obvious?”

“Only because we remember what it felt like.”

The man extended a hand to Caleb. “I’m Grant. This is Lily.”

Caleb shook it, relaxed. “Caleb. Rachel.”

There was a brief moment—just the barest flicker—of shared understanding. The kind of thing people do at professional mixers, or dinner parties, or kids’ school functions. You’re not a stranger. You’re just someone I haven’t met yet.

Grant poured himself a club soda from the bar cart. No hesitation. No apologies. Lily had a half-full glass of wine she hadn’t touched in several minutes.

“We were just going to step outside for a minute,” Lily said. “It’s quieter on the patio. Want to join us?”

Caleb looked to me.

I nodded.

We sat at a small table in the corner. Grant took a sip of his soda. Lily crossed her legs, swirling her wine slowly but not drinking it.

“So,” Lily said, eyes curious but not invasive, “what made you decide to come?”

I glanced at Caleb then back. “Curiosity. Trust. Maybe a little boredom.”

That made Lily smile. “Good combination.”

“Most people here have been together a long time,” Grant said. “They’re not bored with each other. Just … interested in new edges.”

“That sounds about right,” Caleb said.

Lily motioned toward the bar inside. “They’ve got everything—wine, cocktails, some mocktails, if you want something fun but zero proof.”

I shook my head. “We decided to stay sharp tonight.”

Lily nodded like she understood exactly what that meant. “Smart.”

They didn’t ask what we wanted to do. They didn’t mention sex. Or watching. Or rules. They just talked—about how long they’d been married, restaurants nearby, the weather. It was the most normal conversation I’d had in a week.

And that was what made it disarming.

As we made our way back inside, I felt the energy in the house had shifted.

The door must’ve opened three or four more times while we were outside—voices now overlapping in low conversation, the music a little louder, the space warmer. Nothing was chaotic. Just fuller.

That’s when I saw him.

Julian.

He entered from the hallway with a woman beside him. Tall. Honey-blonde. Elegant without being flashy. A soft dress in a deep blue, heels to match, and a calm smile that said she’d been here before.

I stopped. Not visibly. But something in my posture stalled.

I wasn’t sure what I’d expected, but it hadn’t been this. I’d tucked Julian into a corner of my memory. A singular event. A catalyst. I hadn’t pictured him arriving with someone.

I felt silly for not expecting it. Of course he would bring a date. Of course this wasn’t about me.

Julian caught my eye and gave the faintest smile.

He brought the woman over a moment later, greeting Caleb first.

“This is Elise,” he said.

Elise smiled. “It’s lovely to meet you.”

I hesitated half a beat.

Then she turned to Julian. “Oh. Are you the ones who …”

Julian nodded once.

I laughed, a little breathy, a little flushed.

“Of course. That makes sense. He never gives names unless we both know them.” Elise laughed, too, warm and unbothered. “He thinks it’s polite.”

Whatever tension had caught in my chest started to loosen.

Julian wasn’t just the man who had once bent me over the couch. He was part of the scene. A real person. With real people in his orbit.

And so was I.
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Time stopped meaning much.

No one checked their phones. No clocks ticked. Just shifting lights, soft laughter, and bodies that slowly relaxed into one another.

Caleb and I moved together for a while then separately. Then back again. Like dancers orbiting the same rhythm, never losing step.

At one point, I stood in the kitchen with a woman in sheer black lingerie, laughing about Sienna’s rule board in the bathroom. “She changes the font depending on the season.”

Caleb joined a quiet conversation in the study about erotic art—three men and a woman debating whether something was more erotic when shown or implied. “The camera should never see what the mind already wants.”

We met back in the hallway, fingers brushing. Caleb passed me a bottle of sparkling water. I drank without asking what it was.

We passed the living room on our way to find the restroom.

There, on the couch, was a pileup.

One woman. Two men. All in stages of undress. Someone’s pants were around an ankle. The woman was laughing, her head thrown back, her leg hiked over one man’s shoulder as the other kissed her throat.

No one was watching directly.

But no one wasn’t aware.

It was happening in public—deliberate, but not performative.

My breath caught for half a second.

Caleb leaned close. “Want to stay?”

I smiled. “Not yet.”

Later, a woman stumbled slightly as she crossed in front of the bar. Pretty, flushed, and clearly a little too deep into her second glass of wine. She grabbed Caleb’s arm for balance, nearly knocking his sparkling water from his hand.

“Oh my god—sorry,” she said, eyes wide, fingers gripping his forearm. Then she blinked, looking him up and down. “Damn, I promise to make it up to you.”

Before Caleb could respond, a man appeared at her side—clean-shaven, alert, clearly her designated awareness. He gave Caleb an apologetic smile, mouthed, “Sorry,” and gently redirected her with a hand on her back.

Caleb laughed softly and shook his head.

I gave him a look.

He shrugged. “People like my water.”

Everywhere we turned, things were beginning. A man on his knees between a woman’s legs in the corner of the study. Someone adjusting cuffs near the basement stairs. A woman with her top off and two men helping her onto one of the padded tables.

And still, no one rushed.

No one pushed.

I felt a slow burn beneath my skin.

Everything was in motion.

But we still hadn’t moved.
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It was Julian who finally broke the spell.

Caleb and I were standing by the far side of the living room when I saw him again—shirt off now, skin lit by the warm glow of the overhead sconces. Elise sat on the edge of a chaise lounge in front of him, legs crossed, the long line of her neck visible as she tipped her head back and laughed at something he said.

Julian was kneeling between her knees, hands resting on her thighs. Easy. Focused. Casual in a way that made it clear this wasn’t performance—it was connection.

My stomach tightened.

Not with jealousy.

With possibility.

My fingers found Caleb’s sleeve just as the lights shifted slightly, only dimmed by a touch, but enough that conversations dipped. Heads turned.

Sienna stood at the foot of the staircase, heels planted, her corseted figure radiant against the banister.

She clapped once and called out, “Penance time!”

A few people cheered. Most just laughed.

A wave of motion started. People moved toward the stairs—some immediately, some after exchanging knowing glances. Julian and Elise stood. Caleb and I looked at each other.

“You want to—”

“I mean … how do we not?”

We followed.

The basement was warmer now from presence. Candles flickered in glass holders on the walls. The padded tables had been moved to the corners. The five chairs sat in a clean line, empty.

Sienna walked over to them and turned to face the crowd. “Do we have designated spankers tonight?”

Silence.

She blinked. “Right. Forgot to assign them. My bad.”

A few people laughed.

“For those of you who are new—or have selective memory—penance time is just a fun little tradition. If you feel like you’ve done something bad, or are planning to do something bad, now’s your chance to get a little redemption before we all fall into complete debauchery.”

She walked to the center chair and sat down. “Alex, be a dear and help me show everyone how to spank a naughty person.”

From the back of the room, Alex let out a dramatic sigh. He stepped forward, unbuckling his belt, and pulled his pants halfway down before flopping his long frame over her lap.

Sienna rolled her eyes. “Some of you may choose to leave your pants on. Alex is just an overachiever.”

She positioned his body, adjusted his angle, and gave him a firm, clean smack just beneath the curve of his ass. “This,” she said to the room, “is the sweet spot. Right where the weight lands when you sit. That way, every time they sit down tomorrow, they’ll remember exactly what they did.”

Another smack. Alex made a mock whimper.

The room cheered.

Sienna patted him and nudged him off her lap.

“All right. Volunteers?”

Julian raised a hand and walked forward. “Happy to take one for the team.”

A curvy black woman in pink lingerie and heels walked forward and sat down, her face alight with a smile. Following her was the husband, only a touch lighter skinned. He was muscular but not intimidating, with a perfectly bald head. He sat down next to her.

Caleb smiled. I saw it. And in that moment, I acted.

I reached down and grabbed a generous handful of his ass, giving it a twist.

Caleb jolted. “What the—”

Everyone looked.

Sienna tilted her head, amused.

I grinned.

Caleb stared at me, wide-eyed. “You didn’t.”

I leaned close. “Do it. Do it for me. This is hilarious.”

Laughter rippled through the group.

Sienna clapped her hands. “Looks like we’ve got our fifth.”

More applause.

Caleb groaned, mock-tragic.

“All right,” he muttered, walking to the chair. “Let’s do this.”

Sienna smiled widely. “Hilarious this might be, but remember: this is a super-super serious tradition.” She winked, sat back down, and clapped her hands once.
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Sienna clapped her hands, and the room buzzed with anticipation.

The five chairs at the front of the room were now occupied. Sienna. Julian. Marcus, the curvy Black woman in pink lingerie, and Caleb—newest to the group but already settled, the nervous edge on his face fading fast beneath the warmth of the room.

Sienna grinned like a proud teacher with a rowdy class. “All right, penitents,” she said. “Step right up. Confess your sins—or just your curiosities—and get your just reward.”

A ripple of laughter. Then, slowly, the guests began to move.

One by one, people approached; some with exaggerated guilt, others with coy smiles. A petite woman draped herself over Sienna’s lap with theatrical moaning. Julian spanked a bearded man who claimed he’d “snuck a fourth cookie before dinner.” The crowd hooted and laughed.

I stood at the edge, watching it unfold.

Caleb looked good up there. Relaxed now. Playful. The first woman across his lap—early forties, slim, wearing a leather harness—blushed when he adjusted her gently and gave her three slow, deliberate smacks.

He smiled as she got up and gave her a quiet, “You okay?” that I could read from his lips.

She was. Her grin said everything.

Marcus was composed. Dignified. His posture straight, his expression calm. He didn’t perform—he just held space.

The first person to approach him was a tall, broad-shouldered man who didn’t remove his pants. Marcus nodded, shifted his weight, and delivered five firm, clean swats—each one exact.

I noticed the way Marcus made eye contact first. How he placed his hand on each person’s back. How he offered thanks afterward.

There was intimacy in that. Quiet command.

And real care.

I floated through the crowd, still orbiting, still watching.

I made eye contact with Julian, who winked over a woman’s bare shoulder.

With Sienna, who narrowed her eyes playfully, then turned her attention to a man confessing he “wanted to eat out his friend’s wife and hasn’t worked up the nerve.”

With Caleb, who raised his eyebrows as if to say, Well?

I waited.

Then stepped forward.

I approached Julian first. He looked up, surprised but not shocked.

“Back for more?” he asked.

“Just one,” I said, voice soft.

He patted his lap.

I climbed over him carefully, aware of every watching eye, every flicker of movement in the room. Julian’s hand came down—firm, controlled, rhythmic. He didn’t speak until the last one.

“You take it well,” he said.

I stood and nodded. “Thanks.”

Then I crossed to Marcus.

Up close, Marcus smelled like cedarwood and clean linen. His presence was all gravity and gentleness.

“You sure?” he asked.

I nodded.

He gestured to his lap. “All right, then. Let’s do this right.”

I climbed over.

Marcus placed a steady hand on my lower back, adjusted my hips with a respectful firmness, then delivered three slow, perfectly spaced spanks. Not playful. Not cruel. Measured. Present. Real.

He then helped me up with a hand to my forearm.

“Thank you,” I said.

“Pleasure’s mine,” he replied with a smile that meant it.

Sienna called me next, and I obeyed.

“You’ve been waiting for someone to take control, haven’t you?”

I just nodded.

Sienna pulled me tighter across her lap. The smacks were sharper—punishing, but with joy behind them.

“You’re going to beg tonight,” she whispered in my ear. “I hope your husband’s ready.”

My knees buckled slightly when I stood.

Caleb didn’t say a word when I reached him. He just opened his lap.

I crawled up without prompting, draping myself over his thighs, the heat of his body seeping into my skin through his slacks.

He tugged my hair. Leaned close. “Are you going to be a bad girl again tonight?”

I nodded.

He spanked me like he already knew the answer.
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We found Marcus in the kitchen, leaning back against the counter, sipping water from a tall glass. His shirt was still off, his feet bare. He looked comfortable, like this was his home, or maybe just his pace.

He looked up when he saw us and grinned. “Y’all again.”

Caleb stepped forward, a little stiff in the shoulders. “We thought we’d see if you were open to something.”

Marcus raised an eyebrow.

“She wants you,” Caleb said.

Marcus blinked. “Whoa! Flattered, but—hang on. Let’s pump the brakes just a sec.” He set his glass down and stepped forward. “I’m Marcus. And you two beautiful people are called what?”

Caleb chuckled, a little embarrassed. “Sorry. First time.”

“I can tell,” Marcus said, not unkindly.

“I’m Caleb. This is Rachel.”

Marcus smiled widely. “Very nice to meet you.”

He looked between us, more curious than cautious. “So, what are y’all looking for tonight? Threesome? Twosome? Watching? Directing? Tying someone to a chair and reading poetry?”

Caleb smiled. “A twosome—with you and her.” He gestured to Rachel. “I’d mostly watch. Maybe direct a little.”

Marcus looked to me, expression softening. “Is that right?”

I nodded.

He gave a thoughtful little “hmm” then leaned slightly toward me. “For my own peace of mind,” he said, smile still there but voice a little lower, “are you fully authorizing this man to negotiate on your behalf?”

I blinked then nodded again, this time more slowly.

But Marcus held my gaze.

I then got it.

“Um, yes,” I said clearly. “I do. He knows what I’m comfortable with. And what I’m looking for.”

Marcus nodded, visibly relaxed. “That’s what I like to hear.”

He looked back at Caleb. “All right then, Captain. Where you want this show to happen?”
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The basement was warmer now, the air thicker with sweat and anticipation. Candles flickered in the corners, and soft music pulsed beneath the murmur of voices and flesh.

We passed the row of chairs from earlier, still faintly marked by the ceremony of penance, and crossed the room toward one of the padded tables. There were bodies in motion nearby—three across the way, indistinct in the low light, but I could see the shape of Julian’s back and the slow arch of Elise’s hips.

Caleb’s hand rested low on my back, fingers trailing to the top of my ass.

I felt held.

Owned.

Guided.

We stopped in front of the empty table. Caleb ran his fingers across the surface. Marcus touched it, too.

“Good,” he said. “Someone sanitized it when they were done.”

Caleb smiled. “People are considerate here.”

“They are,” Marcus agreed. “Which makes this a lot more fun for everybody.”

I stood between them, heartbeat climbing, nerves folding into heat.

Caleb turned to me, brushed my hair back behind my ear, and then kissed the side of my neck.

I leaned into it, breathing him in.

He put one hand on my hip, the other over my breast, holding me there for a moment. Then he gently, firmly turned me toward Marcus.

Caleb leaned close, his voice low. “Make him happy.”

Marcus didn’t move right away. He let the moment breathe.

He looked at me—not hungrily, not with permission-seeking—with quiet certainty. Then he stepped forward and touched my hip before sliding his hand up the line of my waist, over my ribcage, and along the side of my breast.

“Tell me what you want,” he murmured.

I swallowed. “I want you to touch me.”

“Where?”

“Everywhere.”

He smiled, kissed me once—soft, lingering—then undressed me with care. Not rushed. Not showy.

When I stood bare before him, he looked past me to Caleb.

Caleb nodded once. “Use her,” he said.

Marcus stood naked above me now—bare-chested, calm, the thick curve of his cock full and heavy between his legs.

I sat on the edge of the table, breath shallow, staring.

I looked at Caleb. Then at Marcus again. Then down. “Can I?” I asked, voice low, but clear.

Marcus smiled. “Absolutely.”

I slid off the table and dropped to my knees.

Caleb took a step forward, arms crossed, smiling softly. “That’s my girl,” he murmured.

I didn’t rush. I unfolded myself like this was a ritual. I kissed Marcus’s thigh, then his hip, then the base of his cock. My tongue darted out, lips parted, and I took the head of him into my mouth with deliberate grace.

Marcus inhaled sharply. “Shit.”

I smiled around him.

Caleb’s voice was low, proud. “She likes to take her time.”

I sucked slowly, working his length with attention and rhythm, one hand cupping his balls, the other stroking the shaft in tandem with my mouth. I swirled my tongue, pulled back with a pop, then dove again—deeper, wetter, sloppier this time.

I glanced up. Eyes locked with Caleb.

He gave the faintest nod. “You’re making him crazy.”

Marcus groaned. His hands came to my head, needing balance. “She’s … good.”

Caleb said, stepping behind me now, “She practices a lot.”

I giggled around Marcus’s cock but quickly returned to my ministrations.

Caleb leaned down. “Make him feel how lucky I am.”

I deep-throated him then. All the way. Swallowed. Held.

Marcus let out a shuddering breath and pulled me gently off. “Jesus,” he muttered, cock shining. He breathed in and out. “Again,” he said as he positioned himself in front of my mouth.

I smiled and held his dick with one hand, staring up and making eye contact with Marcus. I held it as I slowly slid the entirety of his dick into my mouth, closing my eyes only as a physical response to it touching the back of my throat.

“You’re so beautiful when there’s a dick in your mouth,” Caleb whispered into my ear.

I held Marcus’s cock inside as long as I could then proceeded to lick and suck more.

Marcus moaned and gently touched my forehead as he pulled his dick out. “Don’t want to finish too early,” he added, voice hoarse.

I licked my lips, eyes bright. “I’d let you.”

Caleb laughed quietly behind her. “You need to get fucked now.”

Marcus grabbed the condom from the table, hand still shaking.

He unrolled the condom with a soft hiss of foil and latex. His cock was thick, dark, curved slightly upward. I blinked once when I saw it—more surprised by how much I wanted it than by the size itself.

He leaned over me again, his face close. “You still with me?”

I nodded.

He slid a hand behind my knee. Lifted. “Let me know if anything needs adjusting.” And then, he entered me.

It wasn’t fast.

It wasn’t slow.

It was deliberate.

The first stretch made me gasp—a long, low sound that filled the space between us.

Marcus groaned softly. “Damn, you’re tight.”

Caleb moved closer now, standing at my side, eyes locked on where my body was taking another man’s cock. One hand slid along my jaw. Not to restrain. To witness.

“You look beautiful like this,” he said.

I whimpered, unable to speak.

Marcus pulled back then sank in deeper. Then again. Each thrust was slow, deep, full—the kind that made me feel every inch of myself being used.

My legs trembled. My hands clawed at the padded table.

Marcus grinned. “She’s already there,” he said, glancing at Caleb.

“She’s been waiting,” Caleb replied.

Minutes passed like slow heat.

Marcus fucked me in a steady rhythm, keeping one hand on my throat, holding me in that space between restraint and release. His other hand slid beneath my ass, angling my hips for maximum depth.

My eyes fluttered. My lips parted, but no words came out. Just breath. Whimpers. Soft, helpless sounds that weren’t meant for language.

“Touch her,” Marcus said, looking at Caleb.

And Caleb did.

He leaned down and kissed me—slow, possessive. His hand slipped between my legs and pressed gently against my clit, circling in perfect counter-rhythm to Marcus’s thrusts.

I buckled. My hips jolted. And my moan cracked into a cry.

Caleb’s lips brushed my ear. “Don’t come yet.”

I held it like a secret I couldn’t contain.

Marcus pulled out slowly and flipped me onto my stomach. I felt his hands lift my hips, position my knees. Caleb helped, brushing my hair from my face, keeping me steady as my body shook with anticipation.

Then Marcus pushed into me again from behind.

Harder now.

Faster.

Thicker.

Each thrust slammed into me. My breasts bounced against the padded surface. My fingers curled into fists. I gritted her teeth to keep from screaming.

And then … heels.

Clicking.

I turned my head and saw her.

Marcus’s wife. Now completely naked, except for the same heels she’d worn to Penance. She crossed the basement with no rush, no hesitation, and stopped beside Caleb to watch.

Marcus didn’t acknowledge her right away. He was too focused. His pace stayed steady. Measured. But now rough. Now ownership was in every motion. His hand came down and slapped my ass—not hard enough to bruise, but hard enough to claim.

“She’s taking it like she was made for it,” he growled.

Caleb reached down and cupped my chin, turning my face to his. “You are,” he said. “This is what you needed.”

I came undone.

I came hard, loud, grinding against Marcus’s cock, thighs shaking, vision blurring. But Marcus didn’t stop. He kept going—long after the orgasm, driving me past pleasure and into that raw, shaking space where nothing else exists.

Marcus pulled out again. “Up,” he said, voice low but kind.

I pushed myself upright with help from Caleb.

“On your knees.”

I dropped to the floor without thinking.

Marcus stroked himself in front of me, slow, eyes half-lidded.

Caleb stepped behind me again, hand on my shoulder, fingers stroking my throat.

Marcus’s wife stood beside them, one hand resting lightly on Caleb’s arm, the other at her side.

I looked up and met Marcus’s gaze.

“Where do you want it?” he asked.

I looked to Caleb.

He didn’t hesitate. “Her tits. Her face.”

I nodded.

Marcus groaned. His breathing quickened. Then he came—thick ribbons painting my chest, my collarbone, my mouth.

I didn’t move. I just stayed there. Held still. Offered.

And Marcus’s wife smiled again. “Now that’s how you make a girl feel welcome.”


Chapter 39

I leaned against the passenger-side window, my knees pulled up in Caleb’s coat, which he’d wrapped around me before we’d left. I felt loose. Soft. Like someone had wrung me out then folded me up warm from the dryer.

He drove one-handed, his other resting lightly on my thigh. Every now and then, he’d squeeze just to remind me he was there.

“You okay?” he asked, voice soft as the light from the dashboard.

I nodded. “I think I’m dreaming.”

He smiled. “It was a good one.”

“Are you … okay?”

“I’m great,” he said and meant it.

I rested my head back against the seat. “I can’t believe I let all of that happen.”

“You didn’t let it happen,” he said. “You chose it. That’s the difference.”

I swallowed. “It feels … unreal. But in a really, really good way.”

He looked over at me at a red light. “We’ll talk about it when you’ve had food and sleep.”

“Smart man.”

“Sexy, too.”

I laughed, eyes half-lidded. “My sexy, smart man.”



By the time we pulled into the driveway, I was more asleep than awake.

Caleb parked, walked around to my side, and opened the door.

I blinked up at him, dazed. “Did we teleport?”

“Nope. I drove. You drooled.”

He helped me up, his arm around my waist. I walked like I’d just gotten off a boat. My heels had been left at the party, so I padded barefoot into the house, still wrapped in his coat.

The house felt different. Like it knew something had shifted in us. Or like we were new people coming back to it.

Upstairs, I hesitated at the bathroom door. Caleb turned on the shower without a word. I stood there in a bra that had been undone and redone twice that night, hair a mess, makeup smeared at the corners of my eyes. I felt wrecked. But not in the way I used to mean it.

He stripped me slowly, and when I stepped into the shower, the heat hit my skin like a release valve.

He stepped in behind me.

He didn’t touch me right away. Just let me lean against him.

I rested my forehead against his chest, breathing in his scent—soap, skin, and something just Caleb.

I didn’t cry, but my eyes burned.

His hand moved gently through my hair then down my back.

“You were incredible tonight,” he whispered.

“I feel like a melted candle.”

“A beautiful one.”

He reached for the loofah, lathered it with my soap—vanilla and something floral—and scrubbed me with the kind of care people usually reserved for glass or heirlooms.

He cleaned me without speaking. Washing between my breasts, down my thighs, over the marks that Marcus had left behind. Every place that had been taken earlier, he now tended.

And God, that intimacy? That quiet? That reclamation? It turned my chest to liquid.

He kissed me once, at the top of my shoulder. Then once more on my lips.

Not hungry. Not claiming.

Just home.


Chapter 40

Three days later, I was padding around the kitchen in nothing but a hoodie and panties, sipping coffee from my favorite chipped mug.

It was a Thursday. Or maybe a Tuesday. One of those midweek mornings when time felt blurry and nothing was especially urgent unless you let it be.

Caleb was getting ready for work in his usual rhythm: shirt on, tie half-knotted, belt looped but not buckled. Hair still damp from the shower. He moved like a man with twelve open tabs in his brain and no stress about any of them.

I watched him for a moment while leaning against the counter. The way he adjusted his cuffs. The way he checked his phone, swiped something away, then tucked it into his jacket pocket with complete calm.

There was something obnoxiously sexy about how competent he was when I was still half-soft and coffee-dazed.

He didn’t even look up when he said, “You’re staring.”

“You wore the good pants,” I replied.

He smirked and grabbed the travel mug from the counter.

“Do you have the school thing on your calendar?” I asked, flipping open the little planner we kept by the fruit bowl. “Next Friday?”

He blinked. “What school thing?”

“The fundraiser. Silent auction. Maddie’s emceeing, so we probably shouldn’t show up late and drunk.”

He grinned. “Right. That’s the same week as …” He trailed off.

I arched an eyebrow. “Same week as what?”

He tossed a protein bar into his bag casually. “Sienna’s next party.”

I blinked. He’d said it like a normal sentence. Like he was talking about poker night.

“Sienna’s next party?” I repeated.

“Saturday. I told her we’re in.”

“You just … told her?”

“I ran into her at the grocery store. She was buying six bottles of lube and grapes. It felt like fate.”

I laughed. “What did you say?”

“I told her we’d had a great time, that we wanted to stay involved. She said she’d put us on the invite list permanently.”

“Just like that?”

“Just like that,” he said, leaning in to kiss the top of my head before zipping his bag.

I watched him move toward the door.

He paused. “Oh. I may have also volunteered to bring guacamole.”

I stared at him. “Are you trying to get us banned?”

“It’s a crowd-pleaser.”

“You’re a crowd-pleaser.”

“Exactly,” he said with a wink.

He opened the door. “Don’t forget to buy limes.” And then he was gone.

The silence afterward wasn’t empty. It was settled.

I stood in the kitchen for a long moment, staring out the window at the sunlight stretching across the porch. There was no tension in the air. No unresolved questions. He hadn’t asked me if I wanted to go again.

Because he knew.

I picked up his mug from the table. Still warm. Still carrying the scent of his cologne from his hands. And I smiled.

This wasn’t just our new normal.

It was better.


Epilogue

I checked the time for the third time in ten minutes.

6:06.

He usually pulled into the driveway at 6:13, depending on traffic. I knew that now. Planned for it.

No guessing this time.

No wishful thinking.

No disappointment.

I exhaled and adjusted the edge of my babydoll again. Soft lavender lace, sheer in the back, the kind of thing I used to hesitate to buy because what if it didn’t feel like me?

Tonight, it did.

I glanced at my reflection—makeup just enough to glow, hair soft and brushed back, lips tinted, eyes steady. Then I dropped to my knees, just behind the entryway rug, where he’d see me as soon as the door opened.

This time, I wasn’t trying to seduce him. I was giving him something.

Something earned.

The door creaked open at 6:14.

Footsteps. Keys dropped in the bowl.

Then … nothing.

A long beat of silence.

I looked up.

Caleb stood just inside the doorway, staring at me like his brain had short-circuited.

I saw the moment he registered the outfit. My posture. The look in my eyes.

His hand went to his tie. Loosened it.

“I guess dinner can wait,” he said, stepping forward.

I smiled.

His shirt came halfway open before we both heard it …

“Room for one more?”

The voice came from the kitchen.

Feminine.

Familiar.

Caleb froze.

I didn’t move.

And then, heels on tile.

Maddie stepped into the doorway between the kitchen and living room, one hand resting on the frame, the other on her hip. Her babydoll was white, just sheer enough to taunt, her hair a little wild in the way that only ever happens on purpose. She looked flushed, like she’d had a drink and a secret.

“Hi, honey,” she said to Caleb. “Miss me?”

He blinked once then looked at me.

I didn’t say a word.

I just smiled.

And that was it.

That was everything.

Thank you so much for reading! If you enjoyed this story, please leave a review!
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Behind closed doors and beneath perfect lives, some wives crave more than just devotion—they crave permission. Each standalone story follows a married woman's journey into sexual awakening and forbidden desire, often with the eager encouragement of the husband who knows her best. From whispered fantasies to explosive realities, these emotionally charged tales explore trust, surrender, and the intoxicating thrill of being truly seen.

Read them in any order. Just not in public.

Sharing Sarah - Once a brilliant academic, Sarah's quiet life as a professor's wife ignites when she meets James, a magnetic visiting scholar from Oxford. As forbidden desires awaken, she must choose between the safety of her marriage and the thrilling possibilities that challenge everything she thought she knew about herself.

Sharing Emily - When Ben asks his wife if she misses being reckless, her answer awakens dangerous desires. What starts as whispered fantasy becomes reality when an old flame returns to test just how much Ben truly wants to share her.

Sharing Vivian - Beneath her picture-perfect life, Vivian hungers for something more. When a younger bartender threatens to shatter her carefully curated world, her husband's unexpected permission changes everything.

Sharing Rachel - After two decades as the perfect wife and mother, Rachel finds herself drawn to a mysterious single dad. When her husband Caleb asks "Do you want him?", she discovers a hunger she didn't know she had—and a marriage stronger than she imagined.

Sharing Nora - Empty-nested Nora's quiet life changes when passionate new neighbors move in. What starts as innocent eavesdropping becomes obsession as she discovers the beautiful Ally might harbor secrets Nora desperately wants to learn from.

Sharing Samantha - When star Vanessa Vale gets injured, director Mark's wife Samantha becomes her body double—including intimate scenes with leading man Lucas Reid. Mark discovers he's not just directing anymore; he's orchestrating his own sexual awakening.

Sharing Cassie - Teddy's investigation into San Francisco's kink scene for a journalism assignment awakens unexpected questions about love and possession. As he encourages Cassie to explore, they discover that sharing can create connections deeper than either imagined.

Sharing Jessica - Jessica's husband has had many more lovers than her. She feels inexperienced and he feels like he's corrupted her. Their marriage counselor suggests that an "Alternative Lifestyle" cruise might solve both their problems!

Sharing Jane - Jane's husband discovers that his wife wasn't always the perfect school-board sitting domestic goddess he thought she was! She used to be a groupie for a midwestern metal band. She made such an impression on them that they made a song about their summer together. Now he can't get the images out of his mind!

Sharing Natasha (Part One) - Natasha's boring marriage explodes when she's kidnapped by Rafael, a ghost from her past. Her dependable husband Ethan has been hiding a dangerous double life, and nothing about her abduction is random. 

Sharing Natasha (Part Two) - Trapped in Rafael's Caribbean compound, Natasha discovers survival means awakening buried desires. As her husband races to find her, she must use passion itself as a weapon—but some awakenings can't be undone.

Sharing Natasha (Part Three) - Natasha is now a full-fledged operative, using seduction to protect her country. After being embedded in a international terrorist sex cult, she realizes that she needs support. Little does she know that the support comes in the form of her husband and friend, undercover as husband and wife!

Sharing Natasha (Part Four) - Ethan and Esperanza have discovered the true end goals of Les Libertines and will stop at nothing to prevent their global takeover!

And more are on the way!
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