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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

We all outgrow ourselves. The question is whether we leave room to grow back.

Sharing Sarah started with a character study: a woman who was once brilliant, ambitious, headed somewhere. Now she's a homemaker married to a professor, living the life she chose instead of the life she might have had.

Sarah was twenty-one when she met Tom. He was her professor. Not for her classes, but close enough to matter. She followed him to his tenure-track position, set aside her own academic ambitions, and built a life as "Professor Harper's wife." It was enough. For years, it was enough.

Then James Whitfield arrives. A visiting scholar from Oxford with sharp intellect and magnetic presence. Someone who sees Sarah not as a professor's wife but as an equal. Someone who engages with her mind before anything else.

This story is about intellectual seduction. The particular heat that comes from being seen as brilliant by someone brilliant. Sarah's desire isn't just physical. It's about reclaiming a version of herself she surrendered years ago.

The university setting matters. Fundraisers and faculty politics and the particular loneliness of being adjacent to academic life without being part of it. Sarah gave up her own scholarly path. James reminds her what that path might have felt like.

As always, we've compressed what would take longer. Real identity shifts don't happen over a few encounters. But the question felt urgent: What happens when the woman who gave up everything discovers she still wants?

Take what resonates. Leave what doesn't.

Thanks for reading.

Love Always,
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Sharing Sarah

A "Shared Wives" Novel

By Raven Merlot


Chapter 1

Sarah knelt in the rich soil, pressing her thumbs into the earth around the basil plants. The late afternoon sun warmed her shoulders through the thin fabric of her faded Amherst College T-shirt. Beads of sweat gathered at her hairline, and she brushed them away with the back of her wrist, leaving a smudge of dirt across her forehead.

The raised garden beds had been Tom’s idea three summers ago—a birthday present, something to occupy her time. Now they overflowed with life—Roma tomatoes heavy on their vines, cucumber tendrils reaching for the trellis, basil and thyme releasing their fragrance whenever she disturbed them.

Sarah sat back on her heels, wincing at the stiffness in her lower back. At thirty-nine, her body reminded her of its limits in new ways each year. She flexed her soil-stained fingers and surveyed her domain—six cedar-framed beds arranged in tidy rows along the back fence. The garden was her refuge, the one place where creation still felt effortless.

She reached for her pruning shears and turned her attention to the cherry tomatoes, which had grown wild and unruly in the late summer heat. They needed discipline, boundaries. Sarah smiled to herself as she snipped away errant branches. Her mother would appreciate the metaphor—Elaine had always insisted that the most beautiful gardens were the most controlled ones.

A burst of laughter drew her attention to the house next-door. The rental property cycled through tenants each academic year. This September’s crop: four senior boys who had arrived with a ping-pong table, neon beer signs, and a conviction that their music taste should be shared with the neighborhood.

Three of them were sprawled across mismatched furniture on the porch, red cups in hand. One had his shirt off, lean torso golden in the late summer light. They were laughing at something on a phone screen, unselfconscious, unburdened. Sarah watched them longer than she meant to, scissors paused midair between tomato plants.

It wasn’t desire she felt. Not exactly. Something else—something about their easy physicality, their presentness in their bodies. They inhabited a different world than the one she shared with Tom: a world of impulse rather than consideration, of wanting and immediately reaching.

The youngest-looking one caught her eye and lifted his cup in greeting. Sarah smiled politely then turned back to her plants with practiced efficiency.

She remembered being that age: twenty-one and luminous with certainty, her future a bright, uncomplicated path stretching before her. She’d been in her final year at Amherst, writing her honors thesis on female desire in Victorian literature, convinced she would go on to graduate school. Tom had been her professor then, though not for any of her English courses. They’d met at a faculty mixer where she had been working as a server. She’d spilled wine on his shirt—a clumsy accident that had somehow charmed him. He’d called her the next day, propriety be damned.

Sarah reached for her garden trowel, loosening the soil around the base of a basil plant that had begun to flower. She pinched off the blossoms; a necessary sacrifice to keep the leaves coming. She wondered sometimes what her life would have been if she’d insisted on grad school, if she hadn’t followed Tom to his tenure-track position at this small but prestigious university. Would she be Professor Harper now, with her own office hours and syllabi?

But that was an unfair thought, a disloyal one. Tom had never asked her to give up her plans. She’d made that choice herself, convinced that love was worth the sacrifice. And it had been, hadn’t it? They’d built a good life together—comfortable, secure. If it lacked a certain fire these days, well … that was the natural course of things, wasn’t it?

By the time she heard the car in the driveway, she had filled a colander with cherry tomatoes, three perfect cucumbers, and a fistful of basil. She brushed the soil from her knees and turned as Tom emerged from his Volvo, leather satchel slung over one shoulder.

“You’re early,” she called, smiling.

Tom checked his watch—a silver Longines she’d given him for their tenth anniversary—and smiled back. “Faculty meeting ended mercifully ahead of schedule.” He looked professorial in his tweed blazer, despite the warm September day, his salt-and-pepper hair neatly combed, glasses perched halfway down his nose.

At forty-five, Tom Harper had settled into his appearance with the same quiet confidence he brought to his lectures. The silver threading through his dark hair lent him gravitas. His students respected him; his colleagues consulted him. He carried himself with the subtle assurance of a man who knew his place in the world.

As he approached, Sarah caught the familiar scent of his cologne mixed with paper dust and coffee. He leaned down to kiss her cheek, careful not to touch her dirt-smudged hands or clothes.

“How’s the garden?” he asked, nodding at her harvest.

“Productive. I’m thinking caprese salad with dinner.” She lifted the colander. “And the lecture?”

“Promising. A few students actually stayed awake during my discourse on Tudor economic policy.” Tom’s eyes crinkled at the corners when he smiled. “One even asked about primary sources.”

“A miracle indeed,” Sarah said, falling into their comfortable rhythm as they moved toward the house together. “Just let me wash up before I start dinner.”

Their house was a craftsman bungalow, built in 1926—modest by faculty standards but charming, with original hardwood floors and built-in bookshelves. They’d bought it twelve years ago, when the market had still been reasonable and Tom had just received tenure. The neighborhood had been mostly faculty families back then. Now, as senior professors retired or moved on, their homes were increasingly carved into student rentals.

In the bathroom, Sarah studied herself in the mirror as she scrubbed dirt from beneath her fingernails. At thirty-nine, her face had softened around the edges, fine lines framing her eyes and mouth. Her chestnut hair, pulled into a messy ponytail, showed strands of silver she hadn’t bothered to color. She splashed water on her face, erasing the smudge of dirt.

There had been a time when Tom couldn’t keep his hands off her—early morning lovemaking before lectures, urgent kisses in his office after hours. When had that changed? She couldn’t pinpoint a moment, just a gradual settling, like dust after a windstorm.

She examined her reflection more critically. She was still attractive; her body softer now but still strong from gardening and the yoga classes she took twice a week at the community center. Did Tom still look at her and want? Or had she become like the furniture—familiar, comfortable, unremarkable?

Sarah changed into clean linen pants and a sleeveless blouse the color of ripe peaches. She brushed her hair and twisted it into a loose knot at the nape of her neck. No makeup—she rarely bothered anymore—but she dabbed perfume at her wrists and throat, a habit from their early days.

When she emerged, Tom had changed into khakis and a navy pullover, his blazer hanging neatly in the closet. He stood at the kitchen island, reading through a stack of papers.

“Department drama?” she asked, reaching past him for the olive oil.

“Fall semester committee assignments.” He removed his glasses, rubbing the bridge of his nose. “Dean wants me to chair the visiting scholars program this year.”

“That sounds time-consuming,” Sarah said, washing the tomatoes. Her knife made a satisfying thunk against the cutting board as she quartered them.

“It is. But it means selecting who gets invited.” Tom replaced his glasses. “Could be interesting.”

He hadn’t asked if she minded—the extra hours, the inevitable evening events she would be expected to attend as “Professor Harper’s wife.” She wondered if he remembered that she’d once had academic ambitions of her own. Probably not. It had been years since they’d talked about anything but the immediate future—dinner plans, garden supplies, which Netflix series to start next.

Sarah nodded, focusing on the rhythmic motion of her knife.

“Wine?”

“Please.”

Tom selected a bottle from the small wine fridge tucked under the counter—a Chardonnay from a vineyard they’d visited on their honeymoon. That had been a beautiful trip: two weeks driving through Napa and Sonoma, staying at bed and breakfasts, making love with the windows open to catch the evening breeze. Sarah remembered how they’d talked for hours over dinner each night, plotting their future together with the heady confidence of the newly married. They would both teach at the same university, publish brilliant papers, maybe adopt a child or two once they were established. They would grow old together, reading aloud to each other from their favorite books.

They moved around each other in the kitchen with the choreographed efficiency of two people who had shared the same space for sixteen years. Sarah grilled salmon while Tom set the table. She plated the food; he poured the wine. They sat across from each other at the small dining table, as they did most evenings.

Sarah had made an effort tonight—linen napkins instead of paper, the good plates, a small vase of zinnias from her garden. Not for any special occasion, just … because. Sometimes she did things like this, small gestures to remind herself that beauty mattered, that attention to detail was its own reward.

“The neighbors seem to be settling in,” Tom remarked, nodding toward the window where music drifted in from next door.

“They’re loud.” Sarah took a sip of her Chardonnay. “But harmless. Just boys.”

The wine was crisp and cool on her tongue, with notes of green apple and vanilla. She savored it, letting the complexity reveal itself slowly. Tom was an excellent curator of wine—it was one of the things she still genuinely appreciated about him.

“Were we ever that young?” Tom asked, smiling slightly.

“You weren’t,” Sarah teased. “You were born middle-aged.”

It was an old joke between them, comfortable as a well-worn sweater. Tom had been thirty when they’d met—established, serious, already dressing like someone’s idea of a professor. Sarah had been drawn to his stability, his quiet intelligence. So different from the boys her age with their loud music and louder opinions.

Tom chuckled, spearing a piece of broccoli. “And you were born knowing exactly what you wanted.”

There was something wistful in his tone that caught Sarah’s attention. She looked up from her plate, studying him. His eyes were on his food, but a slight furrow had appeared between his brows. Was he remembering the passionate girl she’d been, the one who would argue literature and politics long into the night? The one who had once told him she wanted to change the world with her writing?

Sarah’s smile flickered. She looked down at her plate, arranging a tomato slice beside her salmon. “Was I?”

Before Tom could respond, his phone vibrated on the table. He glanced at it then back at Sarah. “It’s Charles. About the committee.”

“Go ahead,” she said, taking another sip of wine.

Tom picked up the phone, reading the text. “He says we should consider an exchange with Oxford this year.” He tapped out a reply.

Sarah watched him, noting the slight furrow between his brows as he concentrated, the practiced efficiency of his thumbs on the screen. She wondered when they had become this: two people sharing space and food, but not their thoughts. Not their desires.

It wasn’t that she was unhappy. Their marriage was good by any objective measure—financially secure, emotionally stable, free from the drama that plagued some of their friends’ relationships. Tom was kind, intelligent, and responsible. He remembered her birthday and their anniversary. He handled the taxes and took the car for oil changes. He rarely raised his voice and never, ever made her feel small.

But sometimes, in quiet moments like this, Sarah felt a nameless ache. A sense that there was a conversation they’d started years ago and never finished. A chapter of herself that remained unwritten.

They finished dinner with small talk about the department, the garden, a book Tom was reading. Sarah declined a second glass of wine. Tom helped clear the table, stacking plates with careful precision.

“I have some papers to grade,” he said, touching her shoulder briefly. “You need anything?”

Sarah shook her head. “I’ll just finish up here.”

His touch lingered a moment longer than usual. Sarah glanced up, wondering if he might suggest something else—a walk perhaps, or a movie. But his eyes were already elsewhere, mentally returning to his students’ papers.

“Don’t stay up too late,” she said then immediately regretted the wifely banality of it.

“I won’t.” He smiled, a quick upturn of his lips that didn’t quite reach his eyes. Then he was gone, disappearing into the study that had once been intended as a nursery, back when they had still talked about children.

After he disappeared, Sarah stood at the sink, hands immersed in warm, soapy water. Outside the window, darkness had fallen. The neighbors’ porch light cast a yellow glow across the narrow strip of lawn between their houses.

One of the boys emerged from their back door, a towel wrapped around his waist. Probably heading to their outdoor shower—a makeshift affair attached to the garden hose. He walked with the unconscious confidence of someone who hadn’t yet learned to question his right to take up space in the world.

Sarah turned off the faucet and dried her hands on a dish towel. She stood at the window for a long moment, watching the darkness gather between the houses, listening to the music and laughter from next door.

She didn’t envy the boys their youth, not exactly—she wouldn’t go back to that uncertainty for anything. But she envied their conviction that the most interesting parts of their lives were still ahead. When had she stopped believing that about her own life?

She moved to the bookshelf in the living room, running her fingers along the spines of the books she’d collected over the years. Her undergraduate thesis was there somewhere, bound in black leather with gold lettering. She hadn’t opened it in years. What would her twenty-one-year-old self think of her life now? Would she recognize the woman she had become?

Sarah selected a novel instead—something new, a book club recommendation she hadn’t gotten around to. She curled up on the couch and opened to the first page, but the words refused to form meaning. Her mind kept drifting to the half-finished Etsy orders waiting in her craft room, the library volunteer schedule she needed to arrange, the winter vegetables she should start planning.

From Tom’s study came the soft, rhythmic sound of his typing. She imagined him at his desk, glasses perched on his nose, a cup of tea at his elbow, fully absorbed in his students’ works. He would stay there for hours, emerging just before midnight to find her already in bed, pretending to be asleep.

Something tightened in her chest—not quite longing, not quite regret. She couldn’t name it. But as she set the book aside and moved through the quiet house toward her craft room, she felt it—the weight of all the things they never said to each other, growing heavier with each passing year.

In her craft room, Sarah switched on the lamp and sat at her work table. Her latest project lay waiting—vintage linen napkins she was hand-embroidering with delicate botanical designs. The work was precise, meditative.

Her Etsy shop had started as a hobby but had gradually become a modest source of income. Not that they needed it, with Tom’s professor’s salary, but it was hers—something she had built entirely on her own.

She selected a needle and thread, settled the fabric in her lap, and began to stitch. Outside, the music from the neighbors’ house had quieted. The house around her was still, save for the distant clicking of Tom’s keyboard and the soft sound of her own breathing.

Sarah worked until her eyes grew tired, creating beauty one careful stitch at a time. It wasn’t the life she had imagined for herself at twenty-one. But it was a life. A good one, even. And yet—

“Ow!” She’d pricked her right forefinger as she mindlessly continued her embroidery. A small bead of blood developed on her finger.

She watched it grow until it stopped.


Chapter 2

The night settled around Sarah like a soft blanket, and as she drifted to sleep, a familiar warmth enveloped her. It was a dream, simple and tender, one she hadn’t had in a while.

She was back on their honeymoon, in a small villa by the ocean. The golden hues of sunset poured through the windows, casting long shadows across the room. The air smelled like saltwater and flowers, and the sound of the waves gently crashed against the shore.

Tom was beside her, his hand resting lightly on her waist as they lay in bed, tangled in the cool sheets. She felt the easy comfort of being near him, the way everything in the world seemed perfect when they were together.

He kissed her gently, his lips soft, the kiss sweet and slow, filled with that initial warmth of discovery. He trailed his hand along her side, and she could feel the familiar press of his body against hers. Everything was light, effortless, like the world was there just for them.

In the dream, Sarah felt herself responding with an immediacy that had characterized those early days—her body arching toward his touch without hesitation or thought. Tom’s hands moved with confidence, mapping her body as if committing every curve to memory. He traced the line of her collarbone before dipping lower, cupping her breast with a reverence that made her gasp.

“I’ve wanted you all day,” Dream-Tom whispered against her neck, his voice rough with desire. “Watching you on the beach, knowing you’re my wife …”

Sarah felt herself smile in the dream, remembering how that word—wife—had felt new and thrilling then, not yet weighted with years of expectation and routine. She moved her hands over the planes of his chest, feeling the rapid beat of his heart beneath her palm.

Their bodies were pressed together, skin against skin, nothing between them but heat and want. The dream had the hazy, golden quality of memory, but the sensations were vivid and precise—Tom’s mouth on her breast, his tongue circling her nipple until she moaned his name. The way his fingers slid between her thighs, finding her already wet, ready for him in that effortless way that had defined their early lovemaking.

“Please,” she heard herself say, a word that was both a demand and a surrender.

Tom moved his head down her body, planting deep kisses on her abdomen, then her hips, then her waist. His lips and tongue moved with intent, exploring her body as if savoring each curve. He found his way to her inner thighs, gently kissing and caressing, teasing her just enough to leave her breathless with want.

The tension in Sarah’s body began to unwind as his fingers and mouth worked together, bringing her closer to the edge. With every careful stroke of his tongue, she felt herself slipping, trembling under his touch. She gripped the sheets as she gasped, her body tightening in anticipation, unable to hold back. When his tongue finally circled the sensitive spot at the center of her desire, she felt it—the first wave of pleasure crashing over her, sudden and consuming. She cried out his name, the warmth of release flooding through her as she shuddered beneath him.

Only when she’d caught her breath did Tom slowly, deliberately move to slide inside her. The intensity of the moment was heightened by the lingering satisfaction of her orgasm, her body still vibrating with the aftermath as he pushed into her, filling her with a slow, steady thrust. She gasped again, her body tightening around him, as if everything that had built up between them had led to this moment—this joining, this connection.

They moved together with the rhythm of long-time lovers who knew exactly how to ignite each other, their bodies locked in perfect harmony. Tom gripped her hips, lifting her slightly to deepen his thrusts. She wrapped her legs around him, pulling him closer, wanting more of that exquisite friction.

“Look at me,” Tom commanded softly, and she did, their gazes locking as he drove into her with increasing urgency. This was what she’d forgotten—how they’d stayed connected even in the most primal moments, how they’d watched each other come undone.

The pleasure built within her, sharp and sweet, tightening like a coil at her center. Tom’s movements grew more intense, more deliberate, his fingers finding the sensitive bundle of nerves between them, circling with perfect pressure until Sarah felt herself shattering, crying out his name as waves of pleasure washed through her.

Tom followed moments later, his body tensing as he found his own release, her name a benediction on his lips. Then they collapsed together, limbs entwined, hearts racing in unison. In the afterglow, he brushed damp hair from her forehead, his touch impossibly tender.

“I’ll never get enough of you,” he promised, his voice raw with emotion. “Not if we live a hundred years.”

And she’d believed him then, believed in the forever they were building, in the passion that seemed too powerful to ever fade …

Sarah woke suddenly, her body flushed and heart racing, the ghost of that long-ago pleasure still pulsing through her. She turned to look at Tom, sleeping soundly beside her, his face softened in repose. The man she’d married was still there, still beside her after all these years.

But something had changed between them—not just the inevitable shifts of time and familiarity, but something deeper. That raw, unguarded need they’d once had for each other had been carefully packed away, like the souvenirs from that honeymoon trip, preserved but no longer part of daily life.

Sarah drew a shaky breath, unsettled by the vivid memory. It wasn’t just sex she missed, though the dream had reminded her body of pleasures long forgotten. It was that sense of being truly seen, truly wanted. Of being the center of someone’s world, not just a comfortable fixture within it.

As she lay in the darkness, listening to Tom’s steady breathing, Sarah wondered if she’d ever feel that way again.


Chapter 3

Another night of Tom working late. The house had grown quiet. Tom’s study door remained closed, the thin strip of light beneath it the only sign he was still working.

In the bedroom, Sarah changed into her nightclothes—cotton shorts and a soft, faded T-shirt from a bookstore they’d visited on their tenth anniversary trip to Maine. She settled on her side of the bed with a book, but the words swam before her eyes.

Through the half-open window, she could hear the distant bass of music from the neighbors’ house. Not loud enough to complain about, just present enough to remind her of the parallel lives being lived just steps away from her own. Young lives, unfolding in real time, while hers felt … paused. Or perhaps not paused, but slowed to such a deliberate pace that movement was nearly imperceptible.

Sarah ran her thumb over the small bandage on her finger from the night before. The sting had subsided, leaving only a dull throb. The embroidery needle had gone deeper than she’d expected, drawing a perfect bead of blood that had stained the corner of the vintage napkin. She had to soak it overnight.

She tried again to focus on her book—a novel about a woman who abandoned her comfortable suburban life to hike the Pacific Crest Trail alone. Sarah had picked it up at the library last week, drawn to the premise of reinvention, of walking away from the known and into a mystery. But tonight, the protagonist’s restlessness felt too close, too familiar.

The grandfather clock in the hallway chimed eleven. Sarah closed her book and placed it on the nightstand, resigned to another night of Tom working until she’d fallen asleep.

She was just about to switch off the lamp when she heard his study door open—a small sound, but unfamiliar this early. Tom never emerged before midnight. Not unless something was on his mind.

Tom appeared in the doorway, looking tired but present. He’d removed his glasses, and without them, his face seemed softer, more vulnerable.

“Done already?” Sarah asked, unable to keep the surprise from her voice.

Tom smiled faintly. “The papers will still be there tomorrow.” He disappeared into the bathroom.

Sarah listened to the familiar sounds—water running, the electric buzz of his toothbrush, the medicine cabinet opening and closing. Such ordinary rhythms, repeated countless times over their years together. Yet tonight, something felt different. A subtle shift in their choreography.

She picked up her phone from the nightstand, scrolling through her Etsy messages without really seeing them. Two new orders had come in today—a set of cocktail napkins and a custom tablecloth for a client in San Francisco. Small successes that once would have delighted her but now registered as merely items on tomorrow’s to-do list.

Tom emerged wearing the pajama pants she’d given him last Christmas and a plain white T-shirt. He placed his watch and wedding ring on the dresser, arranged as always in perfect alignment. Sarah noticed how he lined them up with meticulous care—the small ritual that marked the transition from Professor Harper to simply Tom.

“How’s your finger?” he asked, surprising her.

Sarah glanced at the bandage. “It’s fine. Just a prick.”

“From your embroidery?”

She nodded, touched that he’d noticed. “The linen was stiffer than I expected.”

“Does it hurt?” Tom sat on his side of the bed, back against the headboard. Instead of reaching for his own book or checking his phone one last time, as he usually did, he turned toward her.

“Not really.” Sarah flexed her finger. “I’ve had worse garden injuries.”

“You were working on napkins, right? For the shop?”

“Yes. Botanical designs. Herbs and wildflowers.” She held up her hands, turning them palm up then palm down. “My calluses have calluses now.”

Tom reached over and took her right hand. The gesture was so unexpected that Sarah almost pulled away. He examined her fingers with the same careful attention he might give a rare manuscript.

“You still have beautiful hands,” he said quietly.

Sarah felt a strange flutter in her stomach. “They’re gardener’s hands now. Not exactly delicate.”

“No,” Tom agreed, still holding her hand. “But strong. Capable.” He brushed his thumb over her knuckles. “You used to write with these hands.”

The observation hung between them, simple but laden with meaning. It had been years since Tom had mentioned her writing—the poems and essays she’d once produced with such passion.

“I did,” Sarah said, her voice slightly unsteady.

“What happened to that?” Tom asked. There was no accusation in his tone, only genuine curiosity.

Sarah shrugged, uncomfortable with the directness of his gaze. “Life, I suppose. Other priorities.”

“My career.” It wasn’t a question.

“That’s not fair,” Sarah said, though they both knew there was truth in it. “It was a choice I made—we made.”

Tom released her hand, but he didn’t move away. “Do you regret it?”

The question held such naked vulnerability that Sarah found herself answering honestly before she could consider a more diplomatic response.

“Sometimes,” she admitted. “Not the life we’ve built. But sometimes I miss the version of myself who believed she had important things to say.”

Tom nodded, his gaze drifting to the window. Outside, the neighbors’ house was dark for once, the college boys either out or, miraculously, asleep.

“I saw you watching them today,” he said after a moment. “The boys next door.”

Sarah felt her cheeks warm. “They’re very … present. Alive in a way that feels foreign now.” She paused then asked, “Does that bother you?”

Tom considered this. “No,” he finally said. “But it made me wonder what you see when you look at them. What you might be missing.”

The conversation had taken an unexpected turn, and Sarah felt suddenly exposed. “They’re just kids, Tom.”

“I know that.” He smiled, a small, self-deprecating quirk of his lips. “I’m not jealous of college boys.”

“Then what?”

Tom ran a hand through his salt-and-pepper hair, a gesture Sarah recognized from their early days—something he did when gathering courage to say something difficult.

“I wonder sometimes if I’ve become … invisible to you.” He spoke quietly, looking down at the bedspread rather than at her. “If you still see me as a man, not just a husband. Not just Professor Harper.”

The confession landed in the space between them like something precious and fragile. Sarah felt a lump form in her throat. When was the last time either of them had risked such honesty?

“Of course I see you,” she said, though even as the words left her mouth, she questioned their truth. Did she really see him anymore? Or had he become—like so much in their shared life—part of the background, familiar to the point of invisibility?

“Sarah”—Tom’s voice was gentle but insistent—“when was the last time you looked at me and wanted me? Not out of habit or affection, but with real desire?”

The question hung in the air between them, impossible to evade or dismiss. Sarah felt a mix of emotions rise within her—defensiveness, yes, but also a strange, unexpected relief that he had finally named the elephant that had been living in their bedroom for years.

She thought back to their last few intimate encounters—polite, efficient, familiar. The kind of lovemaking that occurred out of routine rather than passion. When had that shift happened? She couldn’t pinpoint a moment, just a gradual cooling, like bathwater left too long.

“I could ask you the same question,” she finally said.

“You could,” Tom agreed. “And the answer would shame me.”

Sarah blinked, surprised by his candor. “What do you mean?”

Tom took a deep breath. “I mean that I’ve let us drift into this … comfortable distance. That I’ve stopped trying to bridge it. That I’ve convinced myself that what we have—security, respect, companionship—is enough.” He looked at her directly now. “But it’s not enough, is it?”

Sarah felt something crack open inside her—a door long shut, suddenly ajar. “No,” she whispered, “it’s not.”

The admission should have been painful, yet it felt like the first honest breath she’d taken in months. Years, maybe.

Tom moved his hand across the bedspread until his fingers rested near hers—not quite touching, but close enough that she could feel the warmth of his skin.

“I miss us,” he said simply.

Sarah looked at her husband—really looked at him—for what felt like the first time in a long while. The lines around his eyes had deepened, and the silver in his hair had spread, but underneath the changes wrought by time, he was still Tom. Still the man who had once read her poetry by candlelight, who had made love to her with such focused attention that she’d felt simultaneously seen and consumed.

“I miss us, too,” she said.

A memory surfaced—Tom and Sarah in Florence, standing before Botticelli’s Birth of Venus. Tom had whispered in her ear, “She reminds me of you.” Sarah had laughed it off as flattery then, but the intensity in his eyes had been real. He had seen her as something extraordinary, something rare and precious. When had that gaze become distracted, dutiful, perfunctory?

Tom inched his fingers closer, barely brushing against hers. “Maybe someone should flirt with you for a change,” he said, his tone light but eyes serious. “Remind you that you’re not just someone’s wife.”

The comment caught Sarah off guard. She felt herself flush. She wasn’t sure why.

“What do you mean?”

Tom shrugged, a small, almost shy gesture. “Just that … maybe we both need to remember that you’re more than my wife. That you’re a woman other men desire.”

Sarah felt a flutter of something unfamiliar—not quite discomfort, not quite excitement. “Is that what you want? Other men to desire me?”

The question was bolder than she’d intended, and for a moment, she thought she’d pushed too far. But Tom didn’t withdraw. Instead, he seemed to be considering her words with the same careful attention he gave to everything.

“I want you to remember who you are,” he said. “All the parts of yourself. Not just the ones that fit neatly into our life together.”

Sarah studied his face, searching for any sign of what he might really be saying. But Tom’s expression remained open, his eyes steady on hers.

“And what about you?” she asked. “Who are you, beyond Professor Harper?”

A small smile flickered across his face. “I’m not entirely sure anymore. But I’d like to find out.” He paused then added quietly, “With you, if you’re willing.”

Sarah remembered the early days of their relationship—the hunger in Tom’s eyes when he looked at her across a crowded faculty party, the way his hands had trembled the first time he had undressed her in his small campus apartment. He had been so present then, so attuned to every shift in her breathing, every small movement of her body. Where had that man gone?

“The department fundraiser is next weekend,” Tom said, the apparent non sequitur pulling Sarah from her thoughts.

“Yes, I remember. The one for the new research center.”

“Charles mentioned there will be some visiting scholars there. From Cambridge.” Tom’s eyes held hers. “You should come. Wear that blue dress.”

Sarah knew the one he meant—a silk sheath she’d bought years ago for a conference dinner but had only worn twice since. It hung in her closet, a relic of a more public, professional life she’d set aside.

“Why that dress?”

Tom’s gaze dropped momentarily to her neck, her shoulders. “Because you look beautiful in it. Because, when you wear it, people notice.”

There was something in his tone that made Sarah’s skin prickle. Not with discomfort, but with a strange, dormant awareness. As if a light had been switched on in a room long dark.

“You want people to notice me?”

“I want you to remember what it feels like to be noticed,” Tom said. “Not as my wife, not as the department head’s plus-one. As yourself.”

Sarah thought of the fundraiser—the usual crowd of faculty, donors, alumni. But also those visiting scholars, strangers who knew nothing of her beyond what they could see. The idea made her nervous, but also … curious.

“What if I embarrass you?” she asked, only half-joking. “I haven’t been to an academic function in ages. I’ll have nothing to talk about.”

Tom smiled, a genuine one that reached his eyes. “You were always better at these things than I was. You could talk to anyone about anything. Remember that donor from Hong Kong? He was going to give to the engineering department until you spent ten minutes talking to him about Tang Dynasty poetry.”

Sarah laughed softly. “I’d forgotten about that.”

“I haven’t.” Tom’s expression grew more serious. “I miss watching you in those moments—when you’re fully engaged, fully alive. You used to light up rooms, Sarah.”

The compliment warmed her, yet it also made her sad. Had she dimmed so much? Become so faded?

“What’s really going on, Tom?” she asked. “This isn’t just about a fundraiser or a blue dress.”

Tom was quiet for a long moment, his fingers still resting near hers on the bedspread. When he spoke, his voice was low, almost hesitant.

“I think we’ve lost something. Not our love, but … our hunger for each other. Our curiosity.” He looked up, meeting her eyes. “I want that back.”

The grandfather clock chimed midnight, the sound echoing through the quiet house. Sarah became aware of every detail of the moment—the soft cotton of the sheets beneath her hands, the faint scent of Tom’s soap, the steady rhythm of their breathing gradually synchronizing.

“I’m willing,” she said.

Tom nodded, and something in his expression eased, as if a weight had been lifted. He leaned over and pressed a soft kiss to her forehead—not the perfunctory peck they’d grown accustomed to, but something more deliberate. His lips lingered for a moment, warm against her skin.

“Goodnight, Sarah,” he whispered.

“Goodnight.”

Tom turned off his bedside lamp and settled onto his pillow. Sarah reached for her own light switch, plunging the room into darkness. They lay side by side, not touching except where the mattress dipped slightly between them, creating a gentle gravity that drew them toward each other.

Outside, a car door slammed, followed by muffled laughter—the college boys returning from whatever adventure had occupied their evening. Sarah listened to their voices fade as they entered their house. Such a thin wall between their lives and hers, and yet such a vast distance.

In the dark, neither of them spoke, but Sarah stayed awake long after Tom’s breathing slowed, the echo of his words keeping her company. Maybe someone should flirt with you for a change. Maybe we both need to remember that you’re more than my wife.

What exactly had he meant? The question turned over and over in her mind, like a stone being polished by water. And beneath it, a deeper question, one she hardly dared examine: What would it be like to be desired again—not out of habit or history, but with fresh eyes? To be seen not as Tom Harper’s wife, but simply as herself?

Sarah thought about the blue dress hanging in her closet, about the way it hugged her curves and left her shoulders bare. She thought about the visiting scholars from Cambridge, with their accents and their different perspectives. She thought about Tom watching her across a crowded room, seeing her through the eyes of others.

A strange excitement stirred in her, unfamiliar after so long. Not quite desire, not yet, but its precursor—possibility. As if a door had opened just a crack, letting in a sliver of light from a room she’d forgotten existed.

Sarah closed her eyes, conscious of the slight throb in her pricked finger—a small pain, but sharp enough to remind her that she was still alive, still capable of feeling. Still capable of wanting. And perhaps, of being wanted in return.

In the morning, she decided, she would take the blue dress to the dry cleaners. She would find her good earrings, the silver ones that caught the light when she moved her head. She would prepare for the fundraiser not as Professor Harper’s wife fulfilling an obligation, but as Sarah—a woman stepping back into a world she had retreated from for too long.

Beside her, Tom shifted in his sleep, his arm extending slightly toward her side of the bed. Sarah watched him in the dim light filtering through the curtains—this man she had known for sixteen years and yet, in some ways, hardly knew at all. What desires lay dormant in him? What needs had gone unspoken? For the first time in years, she found herself genuinely curious to find out.

Sarah reached out, her bandaged finger lightly tracing the outline of Tom’s shoulder through his T-shirt. He didn’t wake, but his breathing changed slightly, as if some part of him registered her touch, even in sleep.

She didn’t know exactly what she wanted. Only that something had stirred, and once stirred, could not be put back to sleep.

“Okay,” she whispered to the darkness. “Let’s see where this goes.”


Chapter 4

Sarah stood before the full-length mirror in their bedroom, studying her reflection with a critical eye she hadn’t applied to herself in years. The blue silk dress still fit—perhaps a touch more snugly around her hips, but the effect was flattering rather than concerning. The color brought out the blue-green of her eyes, and the cut showcased her shoulders and collarbone, areas that hadn’t surrendered to time the way other parts had.

She smoothed her hands down the fabric, feeling its cool glide beneath her palms. Sixteen hundred threads per inch, the saleswoman had told her when she’d bought it. An indulgence she’d justified by promising herself she’d wear it to department functions, conferences, faculty dinners—all the social obligations of an academic spouse. But those occasions had grown fewer over the years, or perhaps she’d simply stopped attending them, retreating to the garden and her embroidery hoop.

Sarah reached for her silver earrings—delicate hoops with small moonstones that caught the light as she fastened them. Her fingers trembled slightly. She told herself it was the unfamiliarity of dressing up, nothing more.

Behind her, Tom appeared in the doorway. He had already dressed in his charcoal suit and burgundy tie, the one she’d chosen for him last Christmas. He leaned against the doorframe, watching her.

“You look beautiful,” he said, his voice quiet.

Sarah met his eyes in the mirror. “It still fits.”

“Did you think it wouldn’t?”

She shrugged, a small lift of one bare shoulder. “It’s been years since I’ve worn it.”

“Three years, two months.” Tom smiled at her raised eyebrow. “The Andrews retirement dinner. You wore your hair up.”

Sarah was surprised he remembered. She’d felt invisible that night, trailing behind Tom as he navigated department politics, introducing herself as “Tom’s wife” to people who’d met her multiple times before.

Tonight, she left her hair down, the chestnut waves brushing her shoulders. A few strands of silver caught the light, but she’d decided against coloring them. Let them see her age, these academics with their leather elbow patches and reading glasses. Let them see her as she was.

“Almost ready?” Tom asked.

Sarah nodded, reaching for her perfume—a scent she rarely wore anymore, with notes of jasmine and cedar. She applied it to her wrists, the hollow of her throat, behind her ears. The ritual felt foreign, almost theatrical.

Tom crossed the room and stood behind her, close enough that she could feel the warmth of him but not quite touching. In the mirror, they made a handsome couple—polished, mature, put-together. But there was something else in their reflection, something charged in the small space between their bodies.

“What are we doing, Tom?” Sarah asked, her voice barely above a whisper.

Tom’s eyes met hers in the mirror. “Going to a fundraiser.”

“You know what I mean.”

He was quiet for a moment, his expression thoughtful. “I’m not entirely sure,” he admitted. “But I think we’re trying to find our way back to each other.”

“By having me dress up for strangers?”

“By remembering who we are beyond these walls.” He gestured at the bedroom around them. “By seeing each other through fresh eyes.”

Sarah turned to face him directly, searching his expression for any hint of uncertainty. But Tom’s gaze was steady, his eyes warm with a mixture of affection and something else—anticipation, perhaps. Or curiosity.

“You’re not worried?” she asked.

“About what might happen?” Tom smiled, a small quirk of his lips that didn’t quite reach his eyes. “I’m terrified,” he said simply. “But also … interested.”

The grandfather clock in the hallway chimed seven. Sarah reached for her clutch and checked its contents. Lipstick, phone, house key.

“We should go,” she said. “You hate to be late.”

Tom nodded, but before he turned away, he reached out and tucked a strand of hair behind her ear, his fingers brushing her cheek. The touch was so gentle, so deliberate, that Sarah felt her breath catch.

“Ready?” he asked.

She wasn’t, not really. But she nodded, anyway. “Ready."

***

The university’s new arts center gleamed under the early evening sky, its glass and steel façade reflecting the sunset in shades of amber and rose. Sarah had watched its construction from a distance, driving past the site on her way to the grocery store or the garden center. Now, stepping into its soaring atrium, she felt a pang of something like regret—that this beautiful space existed in her town, on her husband’s campus, and yet felt so separate from her daily life.

The fundraiser was already in full swing. Faculty members in dark suits and cocktail dresses clustered around high tables, balancing wine glasses and small plates. Donors circulated among them, identifiable by their slightly more expensive attire and the way the university president hovered nearby, ready to make introductions.

“Professor Harper!” A thin man with wire-rimmed glasses approached them, hand extended. “So glad you could make it.”

“Charles,” Tom greeted him warmly. “You remember my wife, Sarah?”

Charles blinked, as if registering her presence for the first time. “Of course, of course. Lovely to see you again, Mrs. Harper.”

“Sarah, please,” she corrected gently. “And it’s nice to see you, too. The new building is spectacular.”

“Isn’t it just?” Charles beamed. “And the acoustics in the recital hall are world-class. We’ve already booked the Boston Symphony for next fall.”

Sarah nodded, smiling politely as Charles launched into details about the building’s design. She’d forgotten this part of academic gatherings—the careful dance of personalities, the currency of accomplishments and connections.

Tom’s hand rested lightly on the small of her back, a steady presence as they moved through the room. He guided her toward the bar, nodding to colleagues as they passed.

“White wine?” he asked, and she nodded.

As Tom ordered their drinks, Sarah took a moment to survey the room. Most of the faces were familiar, if not intimately known—faculty members she’d met at holiday parties, spouses she’d chatted with at department picnics. But there were new faces, too, younger professors who had joined the university after she’d begun her gradual retreat from campus life.

“Chardonnay,” Tom said, handing her a glass. “And courage,” he added in a lower voice, his eyes warm with conspiracy.

“Professor Harper.” A woman in her fifties approached, elegant in a black pantsuit. “I’ve been hoping to speak with you about the Oxford exchange program.”

Tom smiled politely. “Dean Foster, good evening. Have you met my wife, Sarah?”

The dean nodded in Sarah’s direction but quickly returned her attention to Tom. “The Cambridge contingent is here. I thought you might like to meet them, given your committee role.”

“Of course.” Tom turned to Sarah, a question in his eyes.

“Go ahead,” she said. “I’ll mingle.”

Tom hesitated then leaned in close. “The blue dress was the right choice,” he murmured, his breath warm against her ear. And then he was gone, following the dean toward a group gathered near the grand staircase.

***

Near the far wall, beside a gleaming sculpture no one quite knew how to interpret, a woman stood with a glass of champagne in one hand and the kind of posture that said she didn’t give a damn what anyone thought.

Sarah recognized her before she realized she had.


The waves of dark hair, the boots, the half-visible tattoo curling out from the edge of a low neckline. She looked more composed now, maybe—but not softer.


Maddie.


God. Maddie from Amherst.


They hadn’t spoken in years. A women’s lit seminar, a protest or two, and a few too many late-night arguments about everything from porn to marriage.


Sarah hadn’t expected to see her here. And she certainly hadn’t expected her to look… like that.


Maddie turned—and for a second, her eyes passed right over her. Then she paused, smiled slow and wide.


“Sarah Ellis. No fucking way.”


Sarah let out a breath. “Hi.”


Maddie crossed the room in three casual steps, holding her champagne like a cigarette.


“You look like someone’s very polished dream wife,” she said, not unkindly. “But you always did wear satin like it had opinions.”


“And you look like you might start a revolution between courses,” Sarah said, smiling in spite of herself.


Maddie laughed. “God, I missed that mouth.”


They hugged—brief, one-armed, cautious.


“What are you doing here?” Sarah asked.


“Alumni invite. They like to sprinkle a little chaos in with the capital.”


“Still making art?”


“Still making trouble.” Maddie’s eyes scanned her, not in judgment but curiosity. “And you? Still writing?”


Sarah hesitated. “No. Not really.”


Maddie tilted her head. “Pity. You had teeth when you wrote.”


A pause.


“But you look good,” she added, more gently. “Not like a mask. Like… maybe you’re on the verge of remembering something.”


Sarah looked away. “That’s a poetic way to say I look tired.”


“No. Tired looks like giving up. You look like you’re starting to itch under the skin.”


That hit deeper than Sarah expected.


“Drink with me?” Maddie offered.


“I can’t. I’m here with—”


“Of course,” Maddie said, already stepping back, no offense taken. “Next time.”


She winked. “If there’s one thing I’ve learned? Some questions don’t go away just because we stop asking them.”


Then she was gone, vanishing into the crowd like a woman who only appeared when the timing was right.


***

“Excuse me.”

The voice came from behind her, accented in a way that instantly marked its owner as not from New England. Sarah turned to find herself facing a man she didn’t recognize—tall, with dark hair swept back from a strong-featured face. He wore a navy suit that fit him impeccably, suggesting European tailoring rather than American department store.

“I believe I’ve taken your spot,” he said, gesturing to the high table where Sarah had set her wine glass.

“Oh, not at all,” she replied. “I was just … standing.”

The man smiled, revealing a slight dimple in his left cheek. “Standing with purpose, I’m sure.” He extended his hand. “James Whitfield. Visiting from Oxford.”

“Sarah Harper,” she said, taking his hand. His grip was firm but not aggressive, his palm warm against hers.

“Harper,” he repeated. “Any relation to the esteemed Professor Thomas Harper of the history department?”

“My husband,” Sarah confirmed.

“Ah.” Something flickered in James’s eyes—interest, perhaps, or recalibration. “His work on early modern economic systems is quite brilliant. I assigned his book last term.”

Sarah smiled. “I’ll let him know you said so. He’s speaking with the dean at the moment.”

“Then I’m fortunate to have found you first.” James leaned against the table, his posture relaxed but attentive. “What’s your field, Mrs. Harper?”

The question caught her off guard. Most of Tom’s colleagues assumed she was a housewife, or asked polite questions about her gardening or volunteering. Few inquired about her intellectual life.

“Sarah, please,” she corrected automatically. “And I don’t have a field, not officially. I studied English literature as an undergraduate, but that was … a while ago.”

“Literature.” James nodded, as if she’d confirmed something he’d suspected. “Let me guess—Victorian? No, earlier. Romantic period?”

Sarah felt a small thrill of surprise. “How did you know?”

James’s smile deepened, the dimple more pronounced. “Just a hunch. You have the look of someone who appreciates passion tempered by form. Wordsworth over Dickens, perhaps?”

“Keats, actually,” Sarah admitted. “Though I wrote my thesis on Mary Wollstonecraft.”

“Ah, A Vindication of the Rights of Woman. ‘I do not wish women to have power over men; but over themselves,’” James quoted, his eyes never leaving hers.

Sarah felt a flush of pleasure at the recognition, at being seen in this way—as someone with intellectual substance, with a history of ideas.

“I teach the Romantic period at Oxford,” James said. “Though my specialty is Byron. The mad, bad, and dangerous to know.”

“The perfect subject for a young professor,” Sarah observed, allowing herself a small smile.

“Young?” James raised an eyebrow, clearly pleased. “I’m thirty-four.”

“As I said,” Sarah replied, surprising herself with the easy banter, “young.”

James laughed, a warm sound that seemed to create a small bubble of intimacy around them amidst the fundraiser’s ambient noise. “And what do you do now, Sarah? Besides being married to a brilliant historian?” The question could have been condescending, but his tone was genuinely curious.

“I volunteer at the library twice a week. I garden. I run a small Etsy shop selling hand-embroidered textiles.” She paused then added, “And I read—constantly.”

“What are you reading now?” James asked, and again, Sarah was struck by his focus, his apparent interest in her answer.

“A mix of things. I just finished Ottessa Moshfegh’s latest. Before that, a history of English gardens.”

“Moshfegh is brilliant,” James said. “Uncomfortable, but brilliant.”

“Yes, exactly.” Sarah felt a spark of connection. “Her characters are so—”

“Undone,” James finished. “Falling apart in ways they can’t articulate.”

“Yes,” Sarah said softly. “That’s it exactly.”

They looked at each other for a moment, a beat of recognition passing between them. It wasn’t just intellectual connection, Sarah realized with a small shock. There was something else in James’s gaze—an appreciation, an awareness of her as a woman, not just a conversation partner.

“And what brings you to our little corner of New England, Professor Whitfield?” she asked, deliberately steering the conversation back to safer ground.

“James, please,” he corrected, mirroring her earlier request. “I’m here as part of an exchange program. One term at your university, then hosting one of your professors at Oxford next year.”

“How long will you be here?”

“Four months. I arrived last week.” James leaned in slightly, as if sharing a confidence. “To be honest, I was beginning to worry that American academic life would be all committee meetings and no stimulating conversation. You’ve rather rescued my impression of the place.”

Sarah felt the compliment land with unexpected weight. When was the last time someone had found her stimulating?

“Well,” she said, aiming for lightness, “one conversation at a fundraiser might not be a representative sample.”

“Then we’ll have to continue it elsewhere,” James said. “You said you volunteer at the library; perhaps I could visit. I need to familiarize myself with the local collections, anyway.”

They talked some more, about everything and nothing , and then Sarah felt a familiar presence at her side.

“There you are,” Tom said, placing his hand at the small of her back. His touch felt different now—more deliberate, more possessive.

“Tom,” Sarah said, aware of a sudden tension in her shoulders. “This is Professor James Whitfield, from Oxford. He’s part of the exchange program.”

“Professor Harper”—James extended his hand—“an honor to meet you. I was just telling your wife how much I admire your work on Tudor economic policy.”

Tom shook his hand, his expression cordial but assessing. “Thank you. And please, it’s Tom.”

“James,” the younger man offered in return. “Your wife has been kind enough to keep me company. We’ve been discussing literature and Ottessa Moshfegh.”

Tom’s eyebrows rose slightly. “Sarah’s always been the literary one in our partnership. I’m afraid my reading tends toward the historical.”

“A perfect balance,” James observed. “The past and the emotional present.”

Sarah felt caught in an unexpected current, a subtle shift in the atmosphere as the two men evaluated each other. Tom’s hand remained on her back, a warm, steady pressure.

“I should let you enjoy the evening,” James said, straightening. “But it was a genuine pleasure, Sarah. Perhaps I’ll see you at the library sometime.”

“Thursday afternoons,” Sarah heard herself say. “I’m usually in the rare books room.”

James smiled, that dimple appearing again. “Thursday, then. Good evening, Tom. Sarah.” He nodded to each of them then moved away, stopping to speak with a group near the grand piano.

Tom turned to Sarah, his expression curious rather than upset. “You made an impression.”

“He was just being polite,” Sarah said, though she wasn’t entirely convinced. “Shop talk about books.”

“Mmm.” Tom’s gaze followed James across the room. “He doesn’t look at you like it was just shop talk.”

Sarah felt her cheeks warm. “Tom.”

“It’s not a criticism,” Tom said, his voice low. “It’s an observation.” He studied her face, his eyes thoughtful. “How does it feel? To be seen that way again?”

Sarah hesitated, unsure how to answer. The truth was complicated. She had felt flattered, yes. Intellectually engaged. But also something more—a flutter of awareness, a recognition of possibility that both thrilled and unsettled her.

“Strange,” she admitted. “Like putting on clothes I’d forgotten were in my closet. They still fit, but I’m not sure if they’re still … me.”

Tom nodded, as if her answer confirmed something he’d suspected. “Do you want to stay longer? The president is about to give his fundraising speech, but we could slip out.”

“Let’s go,” Sarah said, suddenly eager to be away from the crowd, to process what had happened in the quiet of their car, their home.

Tom guided her through the atrium and toward the exit, his hand still resting on her back. As they passed the grand staircase, Sarah caught James’s eye across the room. He raised his glass slightly in farewell, a small, private gesture. She nodded once in acknowledgment then turned away, following Tom into the cool evening air.

***

The drive home was quiet, the car filled with a charged silence that wasn’t entirely uncomfortable. Sarah watched the familiar streets pass by, aware of Tom beside her, his profile illuminated by passing streetlights. His hands rested on the steering wheel at the precise positions they taught in driver’s education—ten and two. Always proper, always controlled.

But tonight, there was a subtle tension in his shoulders, a tightness around his mouth that suggested emotions running deeper than his calm exterior revealed.

“You’re quiet,” Sarah observed as they turned onto their street.

“Just thinking,” Tom replied.

“About?”

He slowed the car, approaching their driveway with careful precision. “About the way he looked at you. The way you responded.”

Sarah felt a flutter of defensiveness. “I was just being polite.”

“No,” Tom said, putting the car in park and turning off the engine. He turned to face her in the dimness of the garage. “You were being seen. There’s a difference.”

The observation silenced her. He wasn’t wrong. James had seen her—not as Professor Harper’s wife, not as a faculty spouse to be politely acknowledged then ignored, but as a woman with her own mind, her own history, her own presence.

“What do you want from this, Tom?” she asked, her voice barely above a whisper. “Really?”

In the darkness of the car, his face was half in shadow, making it difficult to read his expression. But his voice, when he spoke, was clear and surprisingly vulnerable.

“I want us back,” he said simply. “Not the polite, distant version we’ve become. The real us—the ones who wanted each other so much we couldn’t wait to be alone. The ones who talked until dawn about ideas and dreams.” He paused then added softly, “I think we need to break something to fix it.”

Sarah felt her heart beating against her ribs, a steady, insistent rhythm. “That’s dangerous.”

“Yes,” Tom agreed. “But so is this slow fade we’ve been living through.”

Sarah thought of James Whitfield, of his intelligent eyes and focused attention. Of the way he’d quoted Wollstonecraft and discussed Moshfegh. Of his casual invitation to continue their conversation at the library.

“I don’t know what happens next,” she admitted.

Tom reached across the console and took her hand, his fingers warm against hers. “Neither do I,” he said. “But I think that’s the point.”

They sat in silence for a moment longer, the weight of possibility hanging between them. Then Tom squeezed her hand gently and released it.

“Come on,” he said. “Let’s go inside.”

As they walked from the garage to the house, Sarah was acutely aware of the silk dress against her skin, of the lingering scent of her perfume, of the night air cool on her bare shoulders. She felt awake in a way she hadn’t in years—alert to sensations, to possibilities, to the subtle shift that had occurred between her and Tom, between her and the world.

Something had begun tonight. Something unexpected and potentially transformative. A game, perhaps, with rules they were still discovering. Sarah wasn’t sure how she felt about it—excited, nervous, apprehensive? But beneath all those emotions was one she recognized with clarity: she felt alive. Present in her body, in her mind, in the moment.

And for now, that was enough.


Chapter 5

The front door closed behind them with a soft click, sealing them inside the familiar sanctuary of their home. Sarah stood in the entryway for a moment, letting her eyes adjust to the dim light. Tom moved past her to switch on the small lamp beside the couch, casting the living room in a warm, amber glow that made the ordinary space seem suddenly charged with possibility.

“Would you like a drink?” Tom asked, loosening his tie.

Sarah nodded, watching the careful movement of his fingers. “Just water. I’ve had enough wine.”

Tom disappeared into the kitchen, leaving Sarah alone with the echo of the evening.

She slipped off her heels, feeling the cool hardwood beneath her feet. Standing barefoot in her blue silk dress, she felt strangely displaced—neither the polished faculty wife from the fundraiser nor the comfortable gardener in worn jeans. Someone in-between, someone emerging.

She ran her hands down the silk of her dress, remembering the moment James had first approached her at the high table. The precise way he’d held her gaze as they spoke about Wollstonecraft. The slight lean of his body toward hers, creating that small bubble of intimacy amid the noise of the fundraiser.

“You’ve rather rescued my impression of the place,” he’d said, and the compliment had landed somewhere deep inside her, in a place long untouched.

“Here.” Tom’s voice pulled her back to the present. He handed her a glass of water, the outside already beading with condensation. His fingers brushed against hers in the exchange, a touch so brief it might have gone unnoticed on any other night. But tonight, Sarah felt it like a small electric current.

“Thank you.” She took a sip, watching him over the rim of the glass.

Tom had discarded his jacket and tie, and the top button of his shirt was undone. He looked less like the distinguished Professor Harper and more like the Tom she remembered from their early days—slightly rumpled, more accessible. He poured himself a small measure of whiskey from the bottle they kept for special occasions.

“So,” he said, swirling the amber liquid in his glass, “James Whitfield.”

Sarah felt a flutter in her stomach at the name. “What about him?”

“Oxford. Byron scholar. Dimple in his left cheek.” Tom took a deliberate sip of his whiskey. “He seemed quite taken with you.”

“He was just being polite,” Sarah said, though the excuse sounded hollow to her own ears.

“Polite,” Tom repeated, a slight edge to his voice that wasn’t quite sarcasm but wasn’t quite acceptance either. “Is that why he’s planning to visit you at the library on Thursday?”

Sarah felt her cheeks warm. “He mentioned needing to familiarize himself with the collections.”

“I’m sure he does,” Tom said, his tone carefully neutral. He moved to the couch and sat down, patting the space beside him. “Come. Sit with me.”

Sarah hesitated before joining him, setting her water glass on the coffee table. She was acutely aware of the silk dress rustling as she moved, of the faint scent of her perfume still lingering on her skin. The cushion dipped slightly under their combined weight, creating a natural gravity that pulled them closer together.

“Did you enjoy the evening?” Tom asked, studying her face with an intensity that made her feel transparent.

“I did, actually.” Sarah settled back against the cushions, allowing herself to relax slightly. “More than I expected to.”

“Because of the conversation with our visiting scholar?”

There it was—the slight emphasis on “our,” the subtle claim of ownership.

Sarah looked at Tom, trying to read his expression in the soft lamplight. His face was a complex map of emotions: curiosity, tension, and something else she couldn’t quite name.

“Partly,” she admitted, deciding on honesty. “It was … refreshing. To be seen as something other than ‘Professor Harper’s wife.’”

Tom winced slightly, almost imperceptibly. “Is that how you feel? Like an appendage?”

“Sometimes,” Sarah said, the truth slipping out before she could soften it. “Not because of anything you’ve done. It’s just … what happens.”

Tom was quiet for a moment, turning his whiskey glass in his hands. “What did you talk about? You and James?”

“Literature, mostly.” Sarah recalled the moment her thesis topic had come up, the surprised pleasure she’d felt when he recognized it. “He guessed that I studied the Romantic period. And he quoted Wollstonecraft.”

“Impressive,” Tom said, with a small smile that didn’t reach his eyes. “He did his homework.”

“What do you mean?”

“I mean that a visiting scholar who knows he’s coming to a fundraiser at my university might have researched the department head’s wife.” Tom’s voice was carefully controlled, but Sarah could hear the slight strain beneath it. “Especially if he’s the ambitious type.”

Sarah felt a flicker of disappointment, followed quickly by indignation. “So, you think he was just what? Networking through me?”

“I don’t know what he was doing,” Tom said, setting his glass down with a bit more force than necessary. “I’m just saying that academic gatherings have their own politics. People make connections where they’re useful.”

“And I couldn’t possibly be interesting enough on my own merits?” The words came out sharper than she’d intended, edged with years of unnamed frustration.

Tom looked genuinely startled. “That’s not what I meant.”

“Isn’t it?”

The question hung between them, charged with a tension that went beyond this evening, beyond James Whitfield and his charming accent. It reached back into the structure of their marriage, into the choices made and unmade over sixteen years.

Sarah closed her eyes briefly, trying to gather her thoughts. When she opened them, Tom was watching her with a mixture of concern and something that looked almost like fear.

“I’m sorry,” he said quietly. “I’m not handling this well.”

“Handling what?”

Tom ran a hand through his hair, a gesture of frustration she recognized from their early days together. “This … whatever it is we’re doing. This experiment.”

Sarah suddenly felt vulnerable in her silk dress, barefoot in their familiar living room.

“Is that what this is to you? An experiment?”

“No,” Tom said firmly. “It’s more than that. It’s …” He trailed off, searching for words. “I want to fix us, Sarah. I want to find our way back to each other.”

“By pushing me toward another man?” The question was blunt, but Sarah needed clarity.

Tom flinched slightly. “That’s not—” He stopped then started again. “I don’t want to lose you. But I can see we’re drifting. I can feel it every day. And tonight, watching you with him, seeing you come alive in a way I haven’t seen in years …”

“What did you see?” Sarah asked, genuinely curious.

Tom’s eyes met hers, surprisingly vulnerable. “I saw the Sarah I fell in love with. The one who could talk about literature and ideas with such passion that the whole room wanted to listen. The one who didn’t second-guess herself or shrink into the background.”

The description caught her off guard. Was that how Tom saw her now—as someone who had shrunk? Had she?

“I’ve missed that Sarah,” Tom continued quietly. “And I think you have, too.”

A memory surfaced—James leaning in slightly as he spoke to her, his eyes intent on her face. “Just a hunch. You have the look of someone who appreciates passion tempered by form.” The casual confidence of his assessment, the way he’d seen something in her that felt long dormant.

“I felt awake tonight,” Sarah admitted. “Like I’d been half-asleep for … I don’t know how long.”

Tom nodded, a small, sad smile playing at the corners of his mouth. “I know. I could see it happening.”

“And that’s why you suggested I wear this dress? Why you wanted me to go to the fundraiser?”

“I wanted to remind you—remind us both—of who you are beyond these walls.” Tom gestured around their living room, the comfortable space that had somehow become a kind of confinement. “I didn’t specifically plan for a charming British literature professor to sweep in, but …” He shrugged, a wry smile flickering across his face.

“He didn’t sweep in,” Sarah protested, but she found herself smiling, too, the tension between them easing slightly.

“No?” Tom raised an eyebrow. “From where I was standing, it looked pretty sweep-like. The way he leaned in when you were talking. The way he looked at you.”

Sarah felt a flush of heat rise from her chest to her cheeks. “How did he look at me?”

Tom’s expression changed, growing more serious, more intent. “Like you were the most interesting person in the room. Like he was memorizing your face.”

The description sent a small shiver through Sarah. “And that didn’t bother you?”

“I didn’t say that.” Tom’s voice was low, with an edge she wasn’t accustomed to hearing. “It bothered me. It also …” He hesitated.

“Also what?”

Tom looked at her directly, his gaze steady. “It also reminded me that I’m not the only one who can see how remarkable you are. That I can’t take you for granted.”

The words hung in the air between them, weightier than any they’d exchanged in months, perhaps years. Sarah felt something shift inside her chest—a loosening of a knot she hadn’t realized was there.

“Tom,” she said, her voice barely above a whisper, “what’s happening to us?”

He reached out, gently brushing a strand of hair from her face, his fingers lingering against her cheek. “I think we’re waking up.”

Sarah leaned into his touch, her eyes closing briefly. When was the last time they had touched like this—deliberately, with full attention? Not the casual brush of bodies sharing space, but a conscious reaching out?

“I’m afraid,” she admitted, opening her eyes to find his gaze still on her, steady and intense.

“Of what?”

“Of change. Of wanting more than … this.” She gestured vaguely at the space between them, at their comfortable home, their orderly life.

“This isn’t enough anymore, is it?” Tom asked, and there was no accusation in his voice, only a quiet recognition.

Sarah shook her head slowly. “I don’t think it has been for a while. For either of us.”

Tom moved his hand from her cheek to the nape of her neck, his touch warm and firm. “What do you want, Sarah? Not what you think you should want, or what would keep the peace. What do you actually want?”

The question was both simple and impossible. Sarah felt it land somewhere deep inside her, in a place she hadn’t examined closely in years. What did she want? The Sarah who had written her thesis on Wollstonecraft had known. The Sarah who watched the college boys next door with a sense of disconnect—she had hints, glimpses. But this Sarah, sitting in her blue silk dress beside her husband of sixteen years?

“I want to feel alive,” she said finally. “I want to remember what it’s like to want something so much it hurts. I want …” She paused, the truth rising to her lips. “I want to be seen. Really seen.”

“By James?” Tom’s question was soft, not accusatory, but Sarah could hear the vulnerability beneath it.

“By anyone,” she said honestly. “By you. By myself.”

Tom nodded slowly, his hand still resting against the nape of her neck. “I want that, too. I want us to really see each other again. Not just the comfortable habits we’ve fallen into.”

“And tonight,” Sarah asked carefully, “seeing me talking with James; did that help you see me differently?”

A complicated expression crossed Tom’s face, something between pain and recognition. “Yes,” he admitted, “it did. It made me remember what it was like when we first met. How I couldn’t take my eyes off you, even when I knew I should.”

Sarah remembered that time—the ethical boundaries they’d navigated, the electricity of forbidden attraction.

“We were reckless then,” she said, a small smile playing at her lips.

“We were alive,” Tom countered, gently threading his fingers through her hair. “Everything was heightened. Every touch, every conversation.”

“And now?”

“Now we’re safe,” Tom said, the word carrying a weight of ambivalence. “We’re secure. But I think we’ve lost something in the process.”

Sarah nodded, feeling the truth of his words resonate inside her. They had built a good life—stable, comfortable, kind. But somewhere along the way, they had stopped risking, stopped reaching for each other with that desperate hunger that had marked their early days.

“So, what do we do?” she asked.

Tom held her eyes, steady and serious. “We take risks. We break patterns. We find our way back to that edge where everything feels real and immediate.”

Sarah thought of James Whitfield, of his invitation to visit her at the library. Of the way his eyes had lingered on her face as they discussed literature. The prospect of seeing him again sent a small thrill through her—not just the flutter of attraction, but the excitement of possibility, of the unknown.

“And if that means …?” she began then stopped, uncertain how to frame the question.

“If that means exploring what sparked between you and James?” Tom finished for her, his voice steady despite the charged nature of the question. “I don’t know. I honestly don’t know how I’ll feel. But I know that watching you come alive tonight, even if it was partly because of his attention … it awoke something in me, too.”

Sarah studied his face, searching for signs of resentment or fear. But all she saw was openness, vulnerability, and a quiet determination.

“You’re serious,” she said, not quite a question.

“I’m serious about us,” Tom replied. “About finding our way back to each other, even if the path isn’t straightforward. Even if it requires”—he hesitated—“ more than just the two of us closed up in this house, retreating further and further into our separate corners.”

The grandfather clock in the hallway chimed softly, marking the hour. The sound brought Sarah back to the present moment—to the blue silk against her skin, to Tom’s hand warm against her neck, to the charged space between them.

“Come here,” she said softly, reaching for him.

Tom moved closer, angling his body toward hers on the couch. Their faces were inches apart now, close enough that Sarah could smell the faint whiskey on his breath, could see the flecks of gray in his dark eyes.

“I’ve missed you,” she whispered, the words carrying layers of meaning that went beyond physical distance.

“I’m right here,” Tom said, closing the gap between them.

His lips met hers, gentle at first, then with growing intensity. Sarah felt herself respond, her body remembering rhythms and desires that had lain dormant. This wasn’t the perfunctory affection they’d fallen into—the quick pecks goodbye, the absentminded touches. This was deliberate, present, alive.

Tom moved his hand from her neck to her shoulder, his fingers tracing the bare skin revealed by the dress. Sarah leaned into his touch, suddenly greedy for the connection, for the feeling of being wanted.

“I’d forgotten,” she murmured against his mouth.

“What?” Tom asked, drawing back slightly, his eyes dark with desire.

“How this feels. To really want someone. To be wanted.”

Something flickered in Tom’s expression—satisfaction, relief, and perhaps a touch of that same jealousy she’d glimpsed earlier. He pulled her closer, hand splayed against her back, the warmth of his palm penetrating the thin silk.

“I’ve always wanted you,” he said, his voice low and rough. “Even when I was too distracted or too comfortable to show it properly.”

Sarah believed him. Despite the recent distance between them, despite the ways they had grown apart, that fundamental attraction had never truly disappeared. It had simply been buried under years of routine, of unchallenged assumptions, of paths not taken.

“The guest room,” James had said at the fundraiser, a casual reference to his temporary housing on campus. “Perfectly adequate, though rather impersonal. Like living in a hotel room decorated by a committee.”

The memory surfaced unexpectedly, cutting through the warmth of the moment. Sarah pushed it away, focusing on Tom—on the solid presence of him, on the familiar contours of his body now charged with new awareness.

“Upstairs,” she suggested, her voice slightly breathless. “This couch isn’t kind to your back.”

Tom smiled, a flash of the boyish charm that had first attracted her all those years ago. “Always practical,” he teased, but he stood, offering his hand to help her up.

Sarah rose, the silk dress falling around her in soft folds. Standing face-to-face with Tom in their living room, she felt a curious blend of familiarity and strangeness, as if she were seeing him with new eyes, or perhaps with old ones rediscovered.

“What are you thinking?” Tom asked, watching her face.

“That I don’t know what happens next,” Sarah admitted. “For us. After tonight.”

Tom took her hand, tracing small circles on her palm with his thumb. “Neither do I, but I think that’s part of the point. We’ve been living like we know exactly what tomorrow will bring. Like we’ve figured it all out.”

“And now?”

“Now we’re going upstairs,” Tom said simply. “And after that … we’ll see.”

As they climbed the stairs together, Sarah was aware of a new kind of tension between them—not the comfortable silence of long marriage, but something more charged, more uncertain. Tom’s hand rested lightly on the small of her back, guiding her in a way that felt both protective and possessive.

In their bedroom, the moonlight spilled through the half-open curtains, casting silver patterns across the familiar furniture. Sarah stood in the center of the room, suddenly shy in a way she hadn’t been with Tom in years.

He approached her slowly, his eyes never leaving hers. When he reached her, he didn’t immediately touch her. Instead, he simply looked—really looked—at her, as if memorizing her anew.

“I see you, Sarah,” he said quietly.

The words were simple, but they landed with the weight of a vow. Sarah felt her throat tighten with unexpected emotion.

“I want to see you, too,” she replied. “The real you, not just Professor Harper.”

Tom nodded, understanding the distinction. He reached for her then, finding the zipper at the back of her dress. Slowly, deliberately, he lowered it, the sound loud in the quiet room.

The silk parted, cool air meeting Sarah’s warmed skin. Tom traced the line of her spine, a whisper-soft touch that made her shiver.

“You’re beautiful,” he said, his voice low. “You’ve always been beautiful to me.”

The dress slipped from her shoulders, pooling at her feet in a puddle of blue silk. Standing in her underwear, Sarah felt not exposed but revealed, as if a layer of pretense had fallen away, along with the fabric.

Tom stepped back, removing his own clothes with less ceremony but equal deliberation. When he stood before her, equally vulnerable, Sarah reached for him, closing the distance between them.

Their bodies met with a familiar rightness, like coming home after a long journey. Yet there was something new in the way they touched each other—a heightened awareness, a presence that had been missing for too long.

Tom slid his fingers beneath the waistband of her lace underwear. Sarah inhaled sharply at the feel of his warm touch, the soft pressure sending a spark of heat straight to her core. She moved into him, pulling him closer, feeling the hard heat of his body press against her. His breath hitched as he kissed her, this kiss deeper than the previous ones, urgent and full of hunger. She felt him, tasted the whiskey on his lips, and then she couldn’t help herself—her hands roamed across his chest, feeling the hard muscles flex beneath her touch.

She kissed him back fiercely, hands traveling to the waistband of his pants, eager to free him from his clothing. Tom pulled away, however, his eyes dark with desire, his lips swollen from their kiss. He took her hand, guiding her to the bed as he worked at the buttons of his shirt with his other hand, pulling it off in one smooth motion.

Tom’s eyes never left hers, studying her as she sat on the edge of the bed, her breath quickening with anticipation. She was no longer the unsure woman who had stepped into this house just hours ago. She was alive—alive in a way she hadn’t felt in years.

She watched him finish undressing, his strong frame revealed to her. She felt her breath catch, her pulse speeding up at the sight of him—so familiar yet somehow new, stripped down to raw need.

He moved his hands to her body again, caressing the silk of her dress, now loosened around her waist. With a flick of his wrist, the zipper came undone, and the cool air hit her skin, making her shiver. He didn’t waste time skimming his fingers over her bare skin, his touch burning where it lingered.

He lowered her down onto the bed, trailing his lips down her neck as he nipped and kissed her, each touch sending a jolt of heat straight to her center. Sarah arched into him, her legs parting instinctively as her body called out for more.

She let her hands explore him in return, tracing the strong planes of his chest, the tautness of his abdomen, feeling his heat and hardness beneath her palms. She wanted him. Every inch of her body longed for him, felt like it had been craving this moment for so long.

His cock pressed against her, and she shifted, feeling the hot, solid length of him, and the heat in her body burned even more fiercely.

“Tom,” she whispered, feeling herself getting lost in him again. She’d forgotten what it was like to feel this much need, this much desire for him.

He responded with a low, hungry murmur, settling between her legs. He slid his hands over her thighs, gripping them firmly before moving to her waist. He kissed her again—slowly this time, deeply, with an intensity that took her breath away. His cock pressed against her, and she could feel the heat and hardness of him, everything inside her wanting to just feel him fill her.

With a steadying breath, Tom positioned himself between her legs. He moved slowly, easing his cock inside her, stretching her with a delicious burn. Sarah gasped, her body clenching around him, every inch of her flesh reacting to the sensation of him. She felt alive. Felt every sensation—his deep, deliberate thrusts, the way his body moved against hers, the rhythm they created together.

She reached up to grip his shoulders, pulling him closer, urging him deeper. The way his body slid against hers felt so familiar yet electrifying in this new space. The connection was undeniable—two bodies moving in tandem, the heat of their shared moment growing hotter by the second.

She felt Tom’s steady presence over her, his body holding her against the bed, but at the same time, he made her feel like she was floating, like she was the only one in the room, like nothing else existed except for them. And yet, a part of her knew it was more than just this physical act. It was the deep connection between them, a quiet intimacy that was becoming something more.

He deepened his thrusts, each movement sending jolts of pleasure through her, making her toes curl. Her body arched against his, desperate for more, she gripped at his back, feeling the muscles move beneath her fingers.

“God, Tom,” she whispered, her voice thick with lust and longing. She was so close, the pleasure building inside her, coiling tighter with every push of his hips.

The tension in her body was unbearable now, and she could feel the familiar pull of release, her core tightening in anticipation. She dug her nails into his back as she gave in to the pressure, letting it wash over her. Her orgasm hit like a wave, rolling through her body with an intensity that left her breathless. She cried out his name, her hips moving to meet his thrusts as she felt her body tremble in the aftershocks.

Tom’s movements grew more frantic, his breath coming in short, urgent bursts. She could feel his cock throbbing inside her, and then, with a final deep thrust, he came—his body jerking against hers as he groaned, his release flooding her. She felt him shudder, his hips pressed firmly against hers as they both gasped for breath, bodies still connected.

For a long moment, they lay together, tangled in each other’s arms, the weight of their bodies mixing with the heaviness of their shared release. Then Tom collapsed beside her, pulling her close, his chest rising and falling in time with her own.

Sarah felt his heart pounding against hers, the intimacy of the moment almost overwhelming. She breathed in the scent of him, the warmth of his skin, the faint traces of whiskey still on his breath. It was more than just sex—it was a rediscovery, a return to each other in a way that felt both deeply familiar and wonderfully new.

“I’ve missed you,” he said softly, his voice rough with exhaustion.

Sarah’s lips curled into a smile as she turned to face him. “I’ve missed you, too.” She traced the line of his jaw, the soft, familiar shape of his face. “More than I realized.”

Tom’s eyes softened as he looked at her. Reaching up, he gently cupped her cheek. “So, what now?” he asked, his voice barely more than a whisper.

“I don’t know,” Sarah admitted, the truth settling heavy in her chest. “But I think we’re on the right path.”

Tom nodded, brushing his thumb across her lips. “I think so, too.”

Outside, the world continued—the college boys next door with their loud music and boundless energy, the academic world with its politics and hierarchies, the visiting scholar from Oxford with his dimple, and his Byron, and his upcoming visit to the library.

But here, in this room, in this moment, there was only Tom and Sarah finding their way back to each other through touch, and whispers, and the ancient language of desire.

They lay facing each other in the darkness, their breathing gradually slowing. Tom’s hand rested on the curve of Sarah’s waist, a light touch that anchored her to the present.

“What are you thinking?” he asked, his voice soft in the darkness.

Sarah considered the question, aware of the layers of emotion settling inside her. “That I feel more like myself than I have in a long time,” she answered honestly. “And also … that I’m not entirely sure who that self is anymore.”

Tom was quiet for a moment, tracing small circles against her skin. “I think that’s how growth happens,” he eventually said. “You recognize yourself, but also realize you’re changing.”

Sarah nodded, knowing he could feel the movement even if he couldn’t see it clearly in the dim light. “Are you afraid?” she asked. “Of where this might lead us?”

Tom’s hand stilled. “Yes,” he admitted. “But I’m more afraid of staying frozen. Of watching us fade further and further from each other until we’re just two people sharing an address.”

The honesty in his voice moved her. Sarah reached out, her fingers finding his face in the darkness, tracing the familiar contours.

“Thursday,” she said quietly. “He said he’d come to the library on Thursday.”

Tom tensed slightly under her touch, but he didn’t pull away. “I know.”

“What do you want me to do?”

The question hung between them, weighted with possibility. Sarah held her breath, waiting for his answer.

“I want you to be honest,” Tom said finally. “With him. With me. With yourself.”

“That’s all?”

Tom moved his hand from her waist to her face, mirroring her touch. “For now, yes. We take this one step at a time. We see where it leads.”

Sarah nodded, a mixture of relief and apprehension washing through her. One step at a time. Into uncharted territory, into the unknown. But together, somehow, even if the path wasn’t clear.

“Okay,” she whispered. “One step at a time.”

Tom leaned forward, pressing a soft kiss to her forehead—a gesture of tenderness, of connection that went beyond desire.

“Sleep,” he said gently. “Whatever comes next can wait until morning.”

Sarah closed her eyes, letting her body relax into the familiar contours of their bed. But as sleep began to claim her, a single image persisted: James Whitfield raising his glass in farewell from across the crowded fundraiser, his eyes finding hers with unerring precision, his smile holding a promise of conversations yet to come.

Thursday was three days away. Three days to prepare, to reflect, to decide. Three days to consider what she wanted—not just from a chance encounter with an intriguing stranger, but from her life, her marriage, herself.

As she drifted into sleep, Sarah felt Tom’s steady breathing beside her, the weight of his arm across her waist. Familiar comforts, made new by the night’s revelations. Whatever came next, they had taken a first step toward something different, something alive.

Chapter 6

Morning light filtered through the kitchen windows, casting long rectangles of sunshine across the hardwood floor. Sarah stood at the counter, waiting for the coffee to finish brewing, her mind still foggy with sleep and the lingering impressions of the previous night. She wore her usual morning attire—soft cotton pants and an oversized sweater—but she felt different within them, as if her body had somehow changed overnight.

The coffee maker gurgled its final notes, and then she poured two mugs, adding a splash of cream to Tom’s. The familiar rhythm of their morning routine felt both comforting and suddenly precarious, as if she were walking across ice that might crack at any moment.

Tom appeared in the doorway, already dressed for campus in dark slacks and a button-down shirt, his hair still damp from the shower. He paused for a moment, watching her, and Sarah felt the weight of his gaze like a physical touch.

“Morning,” he said, his voice carefully neutral.

“Morning.” She handed him his coffee. “There’s toast if you want it.”

“Thanks.” Tom took the mug, their fingers brushing in the exchange. “Did you sleep well?”

The question hung in the air between them, weighted with unspoken meaning. Did she sleep well after they’d made love for the first time in months? After conversations about James Whitfield and seeing each other anew?

“Yes,” Sarah said then amended, “Eventually.”

Tom nodded, taking a sip of his coffee. “Me, too.”

They moved to the small breakfast table by the window, sitting across from each other as they had countless mornings before. The neighbors’ house was quiet for once, the college boys likely still asleep after whatever adventures had occupied their night.

“I don’t have office hours until eleven,” Tom said, breaking the silence. “I thought maybe we could talk.”

Sarah felt a flutter of nervousness in her stomach. “About last night?”

“About everything.” Tom set his mug down carefully. “About the fundraiser. About James.”

“There’s not much to say about James,” Sarah said, wrapping her hands around her own mug, seeking its warmth. “We had a conversation; that’s all.”

Tom’s expression tightened almost imperceptibly. “A conversation that led to him asking to see you at the library.”

“He’ll likely want to use the rare books collection,” Sarah said. Though, even to her own ears, the explanation sounded hollow. “That’s where I volunteer.”

“Sarah.” Tom’s voice carried a note of strained patience. “Let’s not pretend this is just about academics.”

Sarah felt a flicker of defensiveness. “I’m not pretending anything.”

“You’re still thinking about him,” Tom said. It wasn’t a question.

Sarah looked out the window, considering how to respond. The truth was complicated. Yes, James Whitfield lingered in her thoughts—his attentiveness, the way he’d seen past her carefully constructed façade, the intellectual spark she’d felt in their conversation. But it wasn’t just about him as a person. It was about what he represented—a reminder of the woman she used to be, the life she might have led.

“I’m thinking about a lot of things,” she said, turning back to Tom. “About last night. About us.”

“And James?”

Sarah sighed, setting her coffee down. “Yes, Tom, I’m thinking about James, too. About our conversation. About how it felt to be seen as something other than just your wife.”

The words landed harder than she’d intended, and she saw Tom flinch slightly.

“I’ve never seen you as ‘just my wife,’” he said, his voice low.

“Maybe not consciously,” Sarah conceded. “But somewhere along the way, that’s what happened. I became an extension of you, of your life. I lost something of myself in the process.”

Tom was quiet for a moment, staring into his coffee as if it might contain answers. When he looked up, his expression had softened from defensiveness to something more vulnerable.

“I’m afraid,” he admitted.

“Of what?”

“That I’ve already lost you.” Tom’s voice was barely above a whisper. “That we’ve been drifting apart for years, and I’ve been too comfortable, too absorbed in my own world to notice. And now …”

“Now?” Sarah prompted when he didn’t continue.

“Now you’ve met someone who reminds you of everything I don’t give you anymore. Someone who makes you feel alive again.” Tom tightened his grip around his mug. “And I’m terrified that it’s too late to fix things between us.”

The raw honesty in his voice caught Sarah off guard. This wasn’t the measured, controlled Professor Harper who carefully weighed his words. This was Tom—the man who had once read her poetry by candlelight, who had looked at her with such naked hunger that it made her breath catch.

“It’s not too late,” she said softly. “But I don’t think we can just go back to how things were.”

“No,” Tom agreed. “I don’t think that would be enough anymore. For either of us.”

Sarah took a deep breath, gathering courage for her own honesty. “I’ve been unhappy, Tom. Not all the time, not in every moment. But there’s been this … emptiness growing inside me. This sense that I’ve become a shadow of the person I was meant to be.”

Tom nodded, his expression pained but attentive. “When did it start?”

“I don’t know exactly. It was gradual.” Sarah tried to trace the evolution of her discontent. “Maybe when I gave up on graduate school to follow you here. Maybe when we decided not to have children, and I threw myself into making our home perfect instead. Or maybe it was just the slow accumulation of days where we moved around each other like well-choreographed strangers.”

“I didn’t know,” Tom said. “Or maybe I didn’t want to know.”

“I didn’t really let myself know either,” Sarah admitted. “It was easier to focus on the garden, on my Etsy shop, on the library. To fill my days with small tasks so I wouldn’t have to confront the bigger questions.”

“And now?”

“Now I can’t stop thinking about those questions.” Sarah met his gaze directly. “About who I am beyond being your wife. About what I want from the rest of my life.”

Tom was quiet for a long moment, his eyes never leaving hers. “And James? What role does he play in these questions?”

The directness of the question made Sarah pause. She owed Tom honesty, but she was still sorting through her own feelings.

“He reminded me of something I’d forgotten,” she said carefully. “That I can be interesting to someone. That my thoughts and ideas matter. That I’m still …” She hesitated. “That I’m still desirable.”

A flash of pain crossed Tom’s face. “I’ve failed you.”

“No,” Sarah said quickly. “That’s not what I’m saying. We’ve both let things slide. We got comfortable. Safe.”

“But not happy,” Tom added, his voice flat.

Sarah reached across the table and took his hand. “Not fully alive,” she corrected. “There’s a difference.”

Tom’s fingers tightened around hers. “So, what now? Is this about James? Do you want to …?”

He couldn’t finish the sentence, and Sarah felt a surge of tenderness mixed with her own confusion.

“I don’t know what I want,” she said honestly. “I just know that I don’t want to lose you. But I also don’t want to go back to that half-life we’ve been living.”

Tom was quiet for a moment, tracing small circles on the back of her hand. “Last night, when we were together,” he said finally, “that felt real. That felt like us finding our way back to each other.”

“It did,” Sarah agreed. The memory of their lovemaking—tender yet urgent, familiar yet somehow new—flickered through her mind.

“But it’s not enough by itself, is it?” Tom asked, his perceptiveness surprising her.

Sarah shook her head slowly. “No. It’s a start, but … there’s more to figure out.”

Tom released her hand and stood up, moving to the window. He stood with his back to her for a moment, looking out at their garden, at the raised beds she tended so carefully. When he turned around, his expression was complicated—a mixture of pain, resignation, and something that might have been determination.

“He’s going to come see you tomorrow,” Tom said. “At the library.”

“Yes.”

“And you want to see him.”

It wasn’t a question, but Sarah answered, anyway. “I’m curious,” she admitted. “About what a conversation with him would be like without the fundraiser, without you nearby.”

Tom nodded slowly. “I understand.”

“You do?”

“I think so.” Tom ran a hand through his hair, a gesture of frustration or perhaps surrender. “I want you to be happy, Sarah. I want you to feel alive. And if talking to James Whitfield helps you find your way back to yourself, then”—he took a deep breath—“I have to accept that.”

Sarah stood and crossed to him, moved by his vulnerability. “It’s not about replacing you,” she said, needing him to understand. “It’s about finding the parts of myself I’ve lost. I don’t know where that leads, but I know I need to follow it.”

Tom searched her eyes. “And if it leads to more than conversation?”

The question hung between them, fraught with possibilities neither of them had fully articulated. Sarah felt her heart beating against her ribs, a rapid, uncertain rhythm.

“I don’t know,” she said truthfully. “I’m not looking for an affair, Tom. That’s not what this is about.”

“But you’re attracted to him,” Tom pressed, his voice surprisingly steady.

Sarah considered denying it, but the honesty between them felt too precious to compromise. “Yes,” she admitted. “But attraction isn’t the same as intention.”

Tom nodded, absorbing this. “I want to set some boundaries,” he said after a moment. “Not because I don’t trust you, but because I think we both need clarity right now.”

“What kind of boundaries?”

“Honesty,” Tom said immediately. “Whatever happens—whether it’s just conversation or something more—I want to know. No secrets.”

Sarah nodded, feeling both relief and apprehension at the directness of his request. “Okay. No secrets.”

“And time,” Tom continued. “I want us to have time together, real time, not just passing each other in the kitchen or sitting on the couch with our separate books. I want us to talk, to reconnect.”

“I want that, too,” Sarah said, meaning it.

Tom took a deep breath, as if gathering courage for his next words. “And if … if things do develop with James, I want to know that our marriage comes first. That whatever exploration you need to do, it doesn’t mean leaving us behind.”

Sarah felt a lump form in her throat. The fact that Tom was even considering the possibility, that he was trying to make space for her needs while protecting their relationship, it moved her deeply.

“Our marriage comes first,” she agreed, reaching for his hand. “Always.”

Tom interlaced his fingers with hers, warm and familiar. “I’m trying to understand this,” he said, his voice low. “It goes against everything I was raised to believe about marriage, about fidelity. But I also know that what we’ve been doing isn’t working. And I’d rather find an unconventional solution than lose you entirely.”

Sarah felt tears prick at the corners of her eyes. “Thank you,” she whispered. “For trying to understand. For not just shutting this down.”

Tom pulled her into an embrace, wrapping his arms around her with a fierceness that spoke of both love and fear. Sarah pressed her face against his shoulder, breathing in the familiar scent of his cologne, feeling the solid warmth of him.

“I love you,” Tom said against her hair. “That hasn’t changed. Through all of this, through whatever comes next, that’s the constant.”

“I love you, too,” Sarah replied, and she meant it with her whole heart, even as she stood on the edge of unknown territory.

They held each other for a long moment, the morning sunlight warming their entwined figures. Outside, a car door slammed as one of the neighbor boys left for class, a reminder of the world continuing around them, oblivious to the quiet revolution taking place in their kitchen.

When they finally drew apart, Tom’s eyes were damp but clear. “I should get to campus,” he said, glancing at the clock. “Department meeting before my office hours.”

Sarah nodded, reluctant to break the moment but aware of the practical demands of the day. “Will you be home for dinner?”

“Yes,” Tom said firmly. “No late work tonight. I want to be here, with you.”

The deliberateness of his statement wasn’t lost on Sarah. This was part of their new beginning—making conscious choices to be present with each other, not just assuming the other would be there.

“I’ll make the pasta you like,” she offered. “With basil from the garden.”

Tom smiled, a small but genuine curve of his lips. “Perfect.”

He leaned in and kissed her—not the habitual peck of routine but something more intentional, more present. Sarah felt it reverberate through her, a reminder of their connection, complex and evolving as it was.

“Be careful,” Tom said as he gathered his satchel and keys. “With your heart, I mean. With all of this.”

Sarah nodded, understanding the layers in his warning. “I will. You, too.”

After Tom left, Sarah stood alone in the kitchen, listening to the familiar sounds of their house—the gentle hum of the refrigerator, the ticking of the grandfather clock in the hallway, the distant chirping of birds in the garden. Everything was the same as it had been yesterday, and yet everything had changed.

Tomorrow, she would see James Whitfield at the library. The thought sent a flutter of anticipation through her stomach—not just attraction, though that was certainly part of it, but something more profound. A sense that she was stepping into the unknown, that she was finally asking the questions she’d been avoiding for years.

Who was she, really, beneath the roles she’d accumulated? What did she want from the second half of her life? And was it possible to find her way back to herself without losing the marriage she still deeply valued?

Sarah didn’t have answers yet, only questions. But for the first time in years, the questions themselves felt like progress—like oxygen flowing into lungs too long deprived.

She moved to the window, looking out at her garden with its neat rows and careful plantings. Perhaps it was time to let a little wildness grow there, too. Time to see what might bloom when she loosened her grip on control and allowed herself to truly feel again—the full spectrum of desire, fear, hope, and possibility.

Tomorrow would come with its own challenges. But today, in this quiet morning after, Sarah felt something unfurling inside her—not happiness exactly, not yet, but potential. The potential for change, for growth, for a life more fully lived.

She smiled.


Chapter 7

Sarah lay in their bedroom, her body exposed to the heat of the sheets and the ache of desire. Tom was on top of her, his familiar weight pressing her into the mattress as he moved slowly inside her, his hands gliding over her skin. The world around her blurred, sinking into the haze of pleasure that began to spiral in her body.

Tom’s movements were deliberate at first, his cock sliding in and out of her with smooth precision, the familiar friction that made Sarah gasp each time he filled her. His lips brushed against her ear, whispering her name with a possessiveness that thrilled her.

“I need you, Sarah. Want you all to myself,” he murmured, his voice rough with longing.

Sarah’s body arched beneath him, her nipples tightening as he teased them, sending waves of heat across her chest. She moaned, opening to him with a yearning that hadn’t been there in months. She gripped his back, nails digging into his skin as she began to move against him, her hips meeting his in a rhythm that was both practiced and desperate.

The deeper he went, the more she felt herself getting lost in him, until a sharp awareness pierced the fog of her pleasure. She blinked and turned her head, her breath catching in her throat. By the edge of the bed sat Tom, watching her. His dark eyes gleamed with a knowing, predatory intensity.

Her heart skipped, her body faltering for a moment as she tried to process the image. She couldn’t tear her gaze away from him—her husband, sitting in that chair with a calm but hungry expression on his face, as if he were watching her for the first time.

The sensation of Tom’s body filling hers seemed to deepen. She could feel every inch of him, every thrust, but her mind was locked on the figure by the chair. Her body still moved, instinctively pushing against him as his cock slid inside, but the confusion of seeing Tom in two places at once made the pleasure feel distant.

She glanced back at the chair again. Tom was still there, watching, but as her gaze flickered back to the bed, everything shifted. The man moving inside her was no longer Tom.

It was James.

Her breath hitched as her mind scrambled to process the shift. James’s dark eyes met hers with that same intensity from their previous encounter, but now he was inside her, filling her with a deep, deliberate rhythm. The sensation of him, so different from Tom, sent a fresh wave of heat coursing through her.

She looked back at Tom in the chair, still there, still watching. The man on top of her—James—moved with a tenderness and intensity she hadn’t felt in so long. His thrusts were slow, measured, but deep, and she realized she felt more alive in this moment than she had in a long time. The contrast between the two men left her dizzy, caught between what was real and what was only a dream.

James’s gaze held hers, filled with that same quiet adoration from their earlier conversation. “Let go for me, Sarah,” he whispered, his voice rich with desire as he reached down to touch her clit, adding a new layer of pleasure to the rhythm.

She gasped, her body trembling beneath him.

“Show me how beautiful you are when you come.” His words were a command, but they made her ache with need.

The pressure inside her built rapidly, each thrust from James sending shockwaves of pleasure through her. The tightening in her core became unbearable. She was almost there, so close to something she hadn’t felt in ages, when she glanced once more to the chair.

Tom watched.

Just as her orgasm crested, her body ready to break free from the tension, she looked again at the chair. James was still there, his gaze locked on her, but her climax hit just as she realized the men would never truly overlap in her mind. The pressure peaked, and as her body trembled on the verge of release, Sarah woke with a start.

She opened her eyes to the darkness of the bedroom. For a moment, she could only hear Tom’s steady breathing beside her. She turned to him, her pulse still racing, her sex wet and throbbing from the dream that had been so vivid, so real.

Tom lay there, sound asleep, completely unaware of the turmoil her dream had caused.

Sarah’s chest rose and fell with shallow breaths as she tried to push away the overwhelming sense of confusion and desire that still lingered. Her fingers pressed against her own breast, feeling the heat that hadn’t quite faded, her nipples still hard beneath her nightshirt.

She turned over, eyes tracing the quiet outline of Tom in the bed beside her. He was her husband. The man she’d married. But in that moment, her body ached for completion, for the release that had been denied her in the dream.

She pressed her thighs together, feeling the wetness between them, the persistent throb that demanded attention. Then she closed her eyes and let out a slow, shaky breath. Whatever that dream meant, she couldn’t ignore it. Her body had felt alive in a way it hadn’t in years, and now she had to face the question of what she wanted from it all.


Chapter 8

Thursday morning arrived with a crispness that hinted at the approaching winter. Sarah stood in her closet, fingers trailing over her clothes as she considered what to wear for her volunteer shift. Not the burgundy wrap dress again—too deliberate. Instead, she chose a simple blue sweater and dark jeans. Practical. Unremarkable. As if the plainness of her appearance might somehow shield her from the intensity of what she was feeling.

The drive to campus was familiar, a route she’d taken hundreds of times before. Yet, today, it felt charged with anticipation, her hands slightly unsteady on the wheel. She parked in the faculty lot—a privilege extended to regular volunteers—and walked the path toward the library’s grand entrance.

Golden leaves crunched beneath her feet, and Sarah found herself noticing details with unusual sharpness: the way the morning light caught in the windows of the Gothic building, the sound of students’ laughter echoing across the quad, the smell of coffee from the campus café. Everything felt heightened, as if her senses had been dulled for years and were only now reawakening.

Inside the library, she nodded to the staff at the main desk and made her way to the rare books room. Her heart rate increased with each step at the thought of seeing James.

When she unlocked the door to the rare books room, she wasn’t surprised to find him there, seated at one of the reading tables with a stack of books before him. He looked up as she entered, and the smile that spread across his face sent a tremor through her.

“Sarah,” he said, her name in his voice carrying a warmth that seemed to reach across the room.

She set her bag down at her desk, buying time to compose herself. “Professor Whitfield,” she said, aiming for professional distance, “I didn’t realize you’d be working in here this early.”

“James,” he corrected gently. “And yes, I’m researching for a lecture on Byron’s influences on Victorian poetry. Your collection here is remarkable.”

Sarah nodded, slipping into the familiar role of librarian. “We have several first editions that might interest you. Let me know if you need anything specific.”

She moved to her desk and began her usual routine—checking the room’s climate controls and sorting through new requests. But she was acutely aware of his presence, of the way he occasionally glanced up from his work to look at her.

For nearly an hour, they worked in a silence broken only by the turning of pages and the soft sounds of Sarah’s organizing. It should have been comfortable—the shared quiet of two people engaged in scholarly pursuit—but beneath it ran a current of tension that made Sarah’s skin prickle with awareness.

“I’ve been thinking about our conversation,” James suddenly said, breaking the silence. “About Wollstonecraft and intellectual autonomy.”

Sarah looked up, meeting his gaze across the room. “Have you?”

He nodded, closing the book before him. “You said something that’s stayed with me—about independence being the freedom to define yourself rather than being defined by others.”

“It’s not an original thought,” Sarah said, deflecting the implied compliment.

“Perhaps not,” James agreed. “But the way you expressed it was … illuminating. It made me wonder about my own choices, how much of my identity has been shaped by external expectations.”

The personal turn in his words caught Sarah off guard.

He rose from his table and moved toward the shelves, his back to her as he continued, “Academia has its own rigid structures, its own ways of defining success,” he said, running his fingers along the spines of leather-bound volumes. “I wonder sometimes if I’ve surrendered too much to those definitions.”

Sarah found herself moving toward him, drawn by the unexpected vulnerability in his voice. “What would you do differently? If you could redefine your path?”

James turned to face her, and Sarah realized she’d moved closer than she’d intended. They stood just a few feet apart, surrounded by shelves of ancient texts that seemed to press in around them, creating an intimate space within the larger room.

“I’d be braver,” he said simply. “More honest about what I want. Less concerned with propriety.”

The implication hung in the air between them, impossible to ignore. Sarah felt her breath catch slightly.

“And what do you want, James?” The question slipped out before she could stop it, her voice softer than she’d intended.

His eyes held hers, dark and serious. “I think you know.”

The directness of his response sent a flush of heat through her body. There was no pretense now, no scholarly veneer to hide behind.

“This is … complicated,” Sarah said, taking a small step back.

“Life often is,” James replied, not moving closer but not retreating either. “Especially when we start to question the boundaries we’ve accepted.”

Sarah turned away, needing distance from the intensity of his gaze. She moved to one of the glass display cases, ostensibly checking its contents but really just giving herself a moment to breathe.

“I should be cataloging the new acquisitions,” she said, a weak attempt to reestablish professional distance.

“Sarah.” The way he said her name made her look up again. He had followed her, standing just behind her now. “I don’t want to make you uncomfortable. If you’d prefer I leave—”

“No,” she said quickly then caught herself. “I mean, you have every right to use the collection.”

James smiled slightly, seeing through her deflection. “That’s not what I’m asking, and I think you know it.”

Sarah met his gaze, finding herself unable to look away. “What are you asking?”

“For honesty,” he said. “From both of us. About what’s happening here.”

The directness of his words hung in the air between them. Sarah felt her heart racing, aware that they stood at the edge of something significant—a boundary that, once crossed, couldn’t be uncrossed.

“I’m married,” she said, repeating the fact as if it might create a shield between them.

“I know,” James acknowledged. “And I respect that. I’m not asking you to forget that reality.” He took a careful step closer. “But I’m also not going to pretend I don’t feel what I feel when I’m with you.”

Sarah inhaled sharply, the frankness of his admission both thrilling and terrifying. “And what is that, exactly?”

“An attraction that goes beyond the physical,” he said, his voice low. “A recognition of something in you that resonates with something in me. A curiosity about what could be, if we were brave enough to find out.”

His words seemed to vibrate in the air between them, echoing her own unspoken thoughts. The rare books room felt suddenly too small, too intimate, the morning light filtering through the high windows casting everything in a golden glow that felt dreamlike, removed from the ordinary world.

“I should say no,” Sarah whispered, aware that she was already leaning slightly toward him. “I should walk away.”

“But you haven’t,” James observed, his eyes never leaving hers. He reached out slowly, giving her time to move away if she wanted, and then brushed a strand of hair from her face. The touch was featherlight, but Sarah felt it like an electric current against her skin.

“Tell me to stop,” he said softly, his fingers lingering at her temple. “Tell me you don’t want this, and I’ll go.”

Sarah knew this was the moment—the last chance to retreat, to maintain the boundaries of her marriage, to remain the woman she had been for sixteen years. All she had to do was step back, say the words. It would be so simple.

But she didn’t move. She didn’t speak. Instead, she looked into his eyes and saw the reflection of her own desire, her own longing for something new, something that was hers alone.

James’s hand moved to cup her cheek, his touch gentle but sure. “Sarah,” he murmured, and in that moment, her name on his lips felt like permission.

He leaned forward, slowly enough that she could still pull away. When she didn’t, his lips met hers with a gentleness that made her heart ache—a tentative question, waiting for her answer.

Sarah’s eyes fluttered closed as she responded, her lips parting slightly, accepting the kiss. Everything else fell away—the library, her marriage, the complications that waited beyond this moment. There was only this—the warmth of his mouth on hers, the solidity of his presence, the surge of desire that rose within her like a wave.

The kiss deepened as James slid his hand to the nape of her neck, drawing her closer. Sarah’s hands found their way to his chest, feeling the steady beat of his heart beneath her palm. There was nothing rushed about it, nothing desperate. Instead, the kiss unfolded with deliberate intent, each moment building on the last, creating a connection that seemed to exist outside of time.

When they finally broke apart, Sarah felt breathless, disoriented. James rested his forehead against hers for a moment, his breathing as unsteady as her own.

“I’ve wanted to do that since the fundraiser,” he admitted, his voice rough with emotion.

Reality began to seep back in, the weight of what had just happened settling on Sarah’s shoulders. She stepped back, touching her lips as if to confirm the kiss had been real.

“I shouldn’t have done that,” she said, though the words lacked conviction.

“Are you sorry?” James asked, not reaching for her again but not backing away either.

Sarah considered the question, searching her feelings. The guilt was there, yes—a sharp pang when she thought of Tom. But beneath it was something else: a sense of awakening, of possibility, of doors opening where before there had only been walls.

“I don’t know,” she answered honestly. “This isn’t who I thought I was.”

“Maybe it’s who you’re becoming,” James suggested. “People change, Sarah. We evolve. The woman you were at twenty-one isn’t the woman you are now.”

His words struck a chord deep within her. Wasn’t that what she’d been feeling for months, years perhaps? That slow disconnection from the person she’d once been, that sense of identity slipping away beneath the comfortable routine of her life with Tom?

“I need to think,” she said, taking another step back. “This is … a lot.”

James nodded, respecting her need for space. “Of course.” He checked his watch. “I have a lecture to prepare for.” His eyes met hers again, serious but warm. “I won’t pressure you, Sarah. What happens next—if anything—is entirely your choice.”

The agency he offered her—the absence of demand or expectation—touched Sarah deeply. How long had it been since she’d truly made a choice that was entirely her own? Not based on what Tom needed, or what their marriage required, but simply what she wanted?

“Thank you,” she said softly.

James gathered his books and notes, moving deliberately, giving her time to collect herself. At the door, he paused, looking back at her. “For what it’s worth, I think you’re remarkable—not just for who you were or who you might become, but for who you are right now.”

And then he was gone, leaving Sarah alone in the rare books room with the lingering warmth of his kiss and the weight of a decision she wasn’t yet ready to make.

***

The rest of Sarah’s shift passed in a blur. She went through the motions of her volunteer duties—cataloging, organizing, assisting the occasional researcher—but her mind was elsewhere, replaying the kiss with James over and over. The gentle pressure of his lips, the warmth of his hand at her neck, the way he’d looked at her afterward, as if she were a treasure newly discovered.

By the time she drove home, her emotions had resolved into a strange mixture of guilt and exhilaration. She felt both heavier and lighter, as if something fundamental had shifted inside her. The familiar streets of their neighborhood seemed somehow different, as if she were seeing them through new eyes.

Tom’s car was already in the driveway when she arrived. She sat in her own car for a moment, gathering herself. The promise they’d made to each other echoed in her mind: honesty, no matter what happened. No secrets.

She would have to tell him about the kiss.

Inside, the house smelled of garlic and tomatoes. Tom stood at the stove, stirring a pot of pasta sauce. He looked up as she entered, smiling.

“Perfect timing,” he said. “Dinner’s almost ready.”

Sarah set her bag down, taking in the domestic scene. Tom had changed out of his professor clothes and into jeans and a sweater. A bottle of red wine stood open on the counter, two glasses already poured. The table was set with their everyday dishes, napkins folded neatly beside each plate. The comfortable routine of their life together were made suddenly unfamiliar by the events of the day.

“How was your shift?” Tom asked, adding a pinch of herbs to the sauce.

Sarah took a deep breath, steeling herself. “James was there.”

Tom’s hand stilled for just a moment then resumed stirring. “And?”

Sarah reached for one of the wine glasses, needing something to occupy her hands. “We talked.”

Tom looked up, his eyes meeting hers across the kitchen. Something in her expression must have given her away, because his gaze sharpened, focusing on her with sudden intensity.

“Just talked?” he asked quietly.

Sarah took a sip of wine, buying time. “No,” she admitted. “He kissed me.”

The words hung in the air between them, impossible to take back.

Tom set the wooden spoon down carefully, turning off the burner beneath the sauce. His movements were deliberate, controlled, but Sarah could see the tension in his shoulders, the slight tightness around his mouth.

“I see,” he said, his voice remarkably steady. “And did you kiss him back?” There was no judgment in the question, no accusation—just a directness that demanded equal honesty in return.

“Yes,” Sarah said, “I did.”

Tom nodded, absorbing this. He picked up his own wine glass and took a long drink. “Tell me how it happened.”

Sarah hadn’t expected this reaction. Anger, perhaps, or hurt. Not this calm request for details. But she had promised honesty, and so she told him about their conversation on autonomy and definitions of self, about the moment when the scholarly discussion had shifted into something more personal, about the way James had given her the opportunity to refuse him and how she hadn’t taken it.

Tom listened without interruption, his eyes never leaving her face. When she finished, he was quiet for a long moment.

“How did it make you feel?” he finally asked. “The kiss.”

Sarah considered the question, wanting to give him the truth he deserved. “Alive,” she said simply. “Like … waking up after a long sleep.”

Something flickered in Tom’s expression—a flash of pain, quickly suppressed. He set his wine glass down and moved closer to her, stopping just within arm’s reach.

“And what happens now?” he asked.

Sarah shook her head. “I don’t know. I told him I needed to think. He said whatever happens next is my choice.”

Tom nodded slowly, considering this. “Our choice,” he corrected gently. “Whatever happens affects us both, Sarah.”

“Yes,” she acknowledged. “Our choice.”

Tom reached out, his fingers just brushing hers on the counter. The simple touch sent a current of awareness through her, a reminder of their connection despite the day’s events.

“Did you want him to stop?” Tom asked, his voice lower now, more intimate.

Sarah looked into her husband’s eyes, seeing not just the pain there but something else—a curiosity, an intensity that seemed almost like … arousal? The realization sent a shock through her.

“No,” she admitted. “I didn’t want him to stop.”

Tom’s breath caught audibly. His fingers tightened slightly around hers. “Would you have let it go further? If you hadn’t been in the library?”

The question was charged, loaded with implications that made Sarah’s pulse quicken. She found herself unable to look away from Tom’s face, from the flush that had risen on his cheeks, the slight darkening of his eyes.

“I don’t know,” she whispered truthfully. “Maybe.”

Tom took a step closer, his body now just inches from hers. “Show me,” he said, his voice rough with an emotion Sarah couldn’t quite identify. “Show me how he kissed you.”

The request stunned her. This was not at all what she had expected. She had prepared herself for anger, for hurt, for difficult conversations about boundaries and futures. Not this strange, charged intensity radiating from her husband.

“Tom …”

“Please,” he said, and there was something in his voice—a vulnerability, a need—that she couldn’t refuse.

Slowly, hesitantly, Sarah raised her hand to Tom’s face, mirroring the way James had touched her earlier. She leaned forward, her lips meeting Tom’s with the same gentle pressure, the same gradual deepening that had characterized her kiss with James. Tom’s response was immediate, his arms encircling her, pulling her against him with an urgency that took her breath away.

This was not their usual kiss—not the comfortable, familiar affection of long marriage. This was something else entirely, charged with a new energy born of the day’s revelations.

Tom’s hands moved over her body with a possessiveness she hadn’t felt from him in years, his mouth hungry against hers. And when they broke apart, both breathing heavily, Sarah could feel the evidence of his arousal pressing against her. The dinner cooling on the stove, the conversation they should be having—all of it receded beneath the wave of desire that had suddenly engulfed them both.

“Upstairs,” Tom said, his voice barely recognizable. “Now.”

They ascended the stairs in silence, the tension between them electric. In their bedroom, Tom turned to her with an intensity that made her shiver. He didn’t speak as he began to undress her, his movements deliberate but urgent, his eyes dark with a mixture of emotions Sarah couldn’t fully decipher—desire, yes, but also something more complex, more challenging.

“Tell me more,” he said as he eased her sweater over her head. “Did he touch you? Beyond the kiss?”

Sarah shook her head. “No. Just my face, my neck.” She watched as Tom’s pupils dilated at her words, his breathing becoming more irregular.

“Where?” he asked, his voice low. “Show me exactly where he touched you.”

Sarah guided Tom’s hand to her cheek, then to the nape of her neck, the same places where James’s fingers had rested. Tom’s touch was firmer than James’s had been, more possessive. He leaned in, his lips finding the sensitive spot just below her ear.

“Like this?” he murmured against her skin. “Did he make you feel like this?”

Sarah’s body responded instantly, a shiver running through her at the combination of Tom’s touch and the memory of James’s kiss. It was disorienting—the physical presence of her husband overlaid with the echoes of another man’s attention.

Tom continued undressing her, each movement punctuated by questions about James—how he had looked at her, what he had said, how she had felt. Each answer seemed to fuel Tom’s arousal, his hands growing more insistent, his kisses more demanding.

But as they reached the bed, something shifted in Tom’s demeanor. His expression darkened, not with desire but with a flash of something closer to pain. He paused, his hands stilling on her bare skin.

“No,” he said, more to himself than to her. “This isn’t—” He stopped, shaking his head as if to clear it.

“Tom?” Sarah reached for him, uncertain.

His eyes met hers, and she saw the conflict there—arousal warring with hurt, possession with fear.

He took a deep breath, visibly gathering himself. “I don’t want to think about him anymore,” Tom said firmly. “Not now. Not with you.”

Before Sarah could respond, Tom’s mouth claimed hers again, but the kiss was different now—less about the questions he’d been asking and more about reclaiming what he feared losing. His hands moved over her body with a focused intensity, as if trying to erase the memory of another man’s touch, replace it with his own.

There was an edge to his movements now, a barely restrained aggression that Sarah hadn’t experienced from him before. He laid her back against the pillows, his body covering hers with an urgent weight. His hands and mouth seemed to be everywhere at once, tracing paths across her skin that left her gasping.

When he finally entered her, the sensation was overwhelming—not just the physical pleasure, but the emotional complexity of the moment. This wasn’t the comfortable lovemaking of their recent years. Nor was it quite like the passionate connection they’d rediscovered after the fundraiser. This was something else entirely—charged with jealousy and possession, a desperate attempt to reaffirm what had suddenly been threatened.

Tom moved within her with desperation, his rhythm faster and more urgent than usual. Sarah’s body responded instinctively, rising to meet him, her own desire heightened by the day’s events and the unexpected turn the evening had taken.

He was silent now, no more questions about James, no more probing into her experience with another man. Instead, his focus seemed entirely on her, on them, as if trying to recreate the connection they’d once had—to prove something to her, or perhaps to himself.

“Look at me,” he commanded, his voice rough with emotion. “Sarah, look at me.”

She opened her eyes, meeting his gaze as he moved within her. The vulnerability she saw there, beneath the passion and possessiveness, made her heart contract painfully.

“I’m here,” she whispered, reaching up to touch his face. “I’m with you, Tom.”

Something broke in his expression then—a mixture of relief and anguish that was almost too intimate to witness. His control, usually so measured, began to slip. Sarah felt her own pleasure building rapidly, driven by the physical sensations and the raw emotion between them.

Tom climaxed with an intensity that surprised them both, much sooner than usual, his body shuddering against hers as he called her name. The force of his reaction triggered Sarah’s own release, a cascade of pleasure that left her breathless and disoriented.

In the aftermath, they lay side by side, both staring at the ceiling as their breathing gradually slowed. The room felt charged with unspoken thoughts, with questions neither of them was quite ready to voice.

Tom reached for her hand, intertwining his fingers with hers, but there was a tension in his grip that hadn’t been there before.

“I didn’t expect to react that way,” he said, his voice quiet in the darkened room.

“Neither did I,” Sarah admitted.

“I don’t understand what I’m feeling,” Tom continued, a new vulnerability in his tone. “At first, I thought—the idea of you with him—” He stopped, unable or unwilling to complete the thought. “But then it felt wrong. Like I was losing you instead of sharing you.”

Sarah turned to look at him, studying his profile in the dim light. “Are you angry?”

Tom was quiet for a long moment. “A little,” he said, the admission clearly difficult. “Not at you. Or not just at you. At myself, too. For suggesting this in the first place. For not knowing what I really want.” He released a shaky breath. “I thought I could handle this. The intellectual idea of it seemed … exciting, even. But the reality …” He turned to face her, his expression troubled. “I don’t know if I can do this, Sarah. I don’t know if I can share you. Not really.”

The honesty of his admission hit Sarah with unexpected force. After their conversation following the fundraiser, she had assumed Tom was more open to the possibility of her exploring a connection with James than he apparently was.

“I’m sorry,” she said softly, not quite sure what she was apologizing for—the kiss with James, her response to it, or the confusion she’d caused in their marriage. “We can stop this. We stop it now.”

“No,” Tom said, squeezing her hand. “We’re figuring this out together, remember? No secrets, no judgments. Just honesty.” He hesitated. “I’m not saying no. I’m just saying … I don’t know. I need time to process this.”

Sarah nodded, her own emotions a tangled mess she couldn’t fully unravel. The evening had revealed layers of complexity in their relationship—and in herself—that she hadn’t anticipated.

“What happens now?” she asked.

Tom sighed, running a hand through his hair. “I don’t know,” he said truthfully. “But whatever it is, we face it together. Even if it’s messy. Even if it hurts sometimes.”

Sarah nodded, but as she lay beside her husband in the growing darkness, she found herself thinking of James—of the way he had looked at her as he left the library, of the promise of choice he had offered her. Of the doors that seemed to be opening before her, leading to places she had never expected to go.

But now those doors seemed more complicated, the paths beyond them less clear. Tom’s reaction had reminded her of what was at stake—not just her own desires, but the relationship they had built together over sixteen years. A relationship that, despite its familiar patterns and comfortable routines, still held depths of emotion she was only beginning to understand.

Whatever happened next would change them—was already changing them. And Sarah wasn’t entirely sure whether she was terrified or exhilarated by that prospect. Perhaps, she thought as she closed her eyes, it was possible to be both at once.

Chapter 9

The morning air carried the sharp edge of autumn, a crispness that hinted at the coming winter. Sarah knelt in her garden, trowel in hand, working the soil around her late-season vegetables. The sun had barely risen, casting long shadows across the neat rows of plants, but Tom had already left for campus—an early department meeting, he’d said, dropping a quick kiss on her forehead before hurrying out the door.

In his absence, Sarah had sought refuge in her garden, the one place where she still felt completely herself. Her fingers worked methodically, pulling errant weeds from around the kale and Brussels sprouts, her body moving through familiar patterns while her mind wandered elsewhere.

Two days had passed since the kiss with James in the library. Two days of careful conversations with Tom, of navigating the new tension that hummed beneath the surface of their interactions. He’d been attentive but distant, passionate in bed but guarded in conversation, as if he couldn’t quite reconcile his conflicting emotions about what was happening between them.

Sarah brushed soil from her hands, sitting back on her heels to survey her work. The garden beds stretched before her in tidy rows, a testament to her patience and care. She’d spent years cultivating this space, experimenting with different plants, learning which thrived in the New England climate and which required more protection from the elements. Like her marriage, the garden was a long-term investment—something that required consistent attention, that couldn’t be rushed or forced.

The thought made her chest tighten. Had she been neglecting that investment? Had she and Tom both allowed their relationship to go untended for too long, creating space for something like James to take root?

Sarah plunged her trowel into the earth with more force than necessary, turning over a clump of soil. James. The memory of his kiss lingered like a phantom sensation, impossible to dismiss. The gentle pressure of his lips, the warmth of his hands, the intensity in his eyes when they’d pulled apart—it all felt etched into her memory with startling clarity.

But it was more than the physical connection that haunted her. It was the way he’d seen her—not as Professor Harper’s wife, not as the woman who tended this garden and volunteered at the library, but as someone with her own intellect, her own desires, her own potential waiting to be realized.

“This is ridiculous,” Sarah muttered to herself, yanking another weed from the soil. She was thirty-nine years old, for heaven’s sake. A grown woman with a life she’d chosen, a marriage she valued. Not some character in a novel, swept away by romantic notions and fleeting passions.

And yet…

Sarah sat back, wiping her brow with the back of her wrist. The garden stretched around her, contained within the boundaries she and Tom had established when they’d bought the house. Neat. Orderly. Safe. Beyond the fence lay the wider world—the university with its Gothic buildings and bustling quads, the restaurants and shops downtown, the highways leading to cities she hadn’t visited in years.

Was that what James represented? Not just desire, but freedom? The possibility of a different path, one she’d set aside when she’d chosen Tom and this life they’d built together?

The thought unsettled her. She’d been happy with Tom—genuinely happy, not just content or comfortable. They’d built a good life together, based on mutual respect and shared values. The distance that had grown between them wasn’t anyone’s fault; it was just the natural result of time and routine, of two people moving in parallel rather than together.

Sarah stood, brushing soil from her knees. Her gardening wasn’t achieving the peace of mind she’d hoped for. Perhaps a change of scenery would help. She needed space to think, away from both the house she shared with Tom and the campus where James might be.

Inside, she showered quickly, washing away the garden soil and changing into jeans and a soft sweater. The house felt unnervingly quiet, the silence broken only by the ticking of the grandfather clock in the hallway, marking the passage of time with relentless precision.

Twenty minutes later, Sarah was in her car, driving toward the small downtown area a few miles from their neighborhood. The familiar route felt different somehow, each landmark standing out with unusual clarity—the old oak tree at the corner, the Victorian house being renovated, the bookstore where she occasionally browsed but rarely purchased. It was as if seeing James had adjusted the focus on her world, bringing everything into sharper relief.

She parked near a coffee shop she frequented occasionally—not the campus café where faculty gathered, but a smaller, more anonymous place frequented by locals. Inside, the warm aroma of coffee and pastries enveloped her, a comforting contrast to the crisp autumn air outside.

“What can I get for you?” The barista, a young woman with a nose ring and brightly colored hair, smiled from behind the counter.

Sarah found herself ordering a caramel macchiato with an extra shot of espresso and whipped cream—a far cry from her usual plain coffee. A small indulgence, a tiny rebellion against her own habitual restraint.

“Name for the order?” the barista asked, marker poised over a cup.

“Sarah,” she replied, and the simplicity of the name struck her. Not Mrs. Harper, not Tom’s wife, not the library volunteer. Just Sarah.

While waiting for her drink, she secured a small table by the window, away from the main flow of customers. Outside, people moved along the sidewalk—students with backpacks, business people hurrying to meetings, mothers with strollers—each absorbed in their own lives, their own choices and consequences.

“Caramel macchiato for Sarah!” The barista’s call pulled her from her thoughts.

Drink in hand, Sarah returned to her table and took a tentative sip. The sweetness was almost overwhelming after years of black coffee or simple lattes, but she found herself enjoying the indulgence, the small pleasure of something chosen purely for enjoyment rather than practicality.

As the caffeine and sugar entered her system, Sarah felt her thoughts begin to clarify. The past few days had been a whirlwind of new sensations and conflicting emotions—the awakening she’d felt with James, the renewed passion with Tom, the underlying anxiety about what it all meant for her marriage.

But beneath the confusion, one truth remained constant: she loved Tom. Not just out of habit or commitment, but genuinely, deeply. Their connection had evolved over sixteen years, weathering challenges and celebrating triumphs. They’d built a life together, brick by careful brick.

What she felt for James was different—a spark, a possibility, an opening to parts of herself she’d forgotten existed. But was it worth risking everything she and Tom had created together? Was it fair to either of them to pursue this attraction while still being committed to her marriage?

Sarah took another sip of her drink, letting the sweetness linger on her tongue. No, she decided. Whatever was happening with James, she needed to focus on her marriage first. She and Tom had begun something important with their honest conversations, with their renewed intimacy. They were finding their way back to each other after years of slow drift. That deserved her full attention and commitment.

She would need to set a boundary with James. The next time she saw him—perhaps at the library, or on campus—she would explain that while she valued their connection, she couldn’t pursue it further. Her marriage needed to come first.

The decision settled over her like a warm blanket, bringing with it a sense of clarity and purpose. Yes, this was the right choice. The responsible choice. The one that honored the life she’d built with Tom and the promises they’d made to each other.

She would tell Tom tonight about her decision. They would continue working on their marriage, on recapturing the passion and connection that had brought them together in the first place. Perhaps they could plan a weekend away, just the two of them—somewhere without the distractions of work, or home, or daily routines. A chance to really talk, to rediscover each other outside the roles they’d settled into.

Sarah felt her phone vibrate in her pocket, breaking her train of thought. Probably Tom, checking in as he sometimes did mid-morning. She pulled out the phone, a small smile forming at the thought of telling him about her decision, of making plans for their future together.

But the text message that appeared on her screen stopped her cold:

I invited James over for dinner tonight. Hope that’s okay. – Tom

Sarah stared at the words, reading them once, twice, three times, as if repetition might change their meaning. The clarity she’d just found shattered, replaced by a surge of confusion and something that felt suspiciously like anger.

Why would Tom do this? After everything they’d discussed, after his own conflicted reaction to her kiss with James, why would he deliberately bring the three of them together in the most intimate setting possible—their home?

Her fingers hovered over the screen, unsure of how to respond. The coffee shop continued its morning bustle around her, but Sarah barely noticed, her focus narrowed to the glowing text before her.

Was Tom testing her? Testing himself? Or was there something else at play here—some motivation she couldn’t yet understand?

A cold knot formed in her stomach. Whatever Tom’s reasons, whatever he hoped to accomplish by bringing James into their home, one thing was clear: the carefully constructed boundaries of their marriage were shifting, transforming into something neither of them had anticipated. And Sarah wasn’t sure whether to embrace that transformation or resist it with everything she had.

She picked up her phone again, typing and deleting several responses before finally settling on one:

Are you sure about this?

Tom’s reply came almost immediately.

No. But I think we need to see this through. Together.

Sarah set the phone down again, her coffee cooling beside it. Outside, clouds had begun to gather, casting shadows across the sidewalk. She watched as people hurried past, adjusting scarves and collars against the rising wind, preparing for whatever weather might come.

How did one prepare for a storm within a marriage? For the upheaval of everything familiar and known? Sarah had no answer to that question. She only knew that tonight, she would sit at her dining table with her husband and the man who had kissed her in the library, and nothing would ever be quite the same again.


Chapter 10

Sarah smoothed the tablecloth for the third time, making sure the crisp linen fell in perfect folds over the edges of the dining table. The good china—a wedding gift from Tom’s parents—gleamed under the soft light of the chandelier. Crystal wine glasses caught the light, sending small rainbows dancing across the white tablecloth. Everything was perfect, immaculate, as if the careful arrangement of physical objects might somehow bring order to the emotional chaos swirling inside her.

From upstairs came the sound of the shower running—Tom, preparing for dinner. In the kitchen, a pot of marinara sauce simmered, filling the house with the comforting scent of garlic and basil. Sarah had spent the afternoon cooking, channeling her nervous energy into the preparation of Tom’s favorite pasta dish. An ordinary dinner on an extraordinary evening.

Ever since Tom’s text that morning, Sarah had moved through the day in a state of heightened awareness, her mind spinning with questions she couldn’t answer. Why had Tom invited James? What did he hope to accomplish? And most troubling of all: what did she want to happen tonight?

The decision she’d made in the coffee shop—to refocus on her marriage, to set boundaries with James—now seemed impossibly distant, a resolution made by a different woman in a different world. Tom’s invitation had changed everything, opening doors she thought she’d closed.

Sarah set the silverware beside each plate, her hands less steady than she would have liked. The heavy silver forks and knives—another wedding gift—felt weighted with history and obligation. Sixteen years of marriage laid out in gleaming cutlery and fine china, the material evidence of a life built together.

The shower stopped. Soon Tom would come downstairs, and they would have to navigate this evening together. Since his text that morning, they’d barely spoken about the dinner. Tom had called briefly to say he’d be home by six, and Sarah had confirmed that she would cook. The silence between them on the subject felt deliberate, as if they were both afraid of what might be revealed if they addressed it directly.

Sarah moved to the kitchen, opening the oven to check the garlic bread. The warmth washed over her face as she adjusted the foil, protecting the bread from browning too quickly. The simple, familiar task steadied her slightly, bringing her back to the physical reality of the moment.

The sound of footsteps on the stairs made her straighten, closing the oven door. Tom appeared in the kitchen doorway, dressed in dark slacks and a deep blue button-down shirt that brought out the silver in his hair. He’d made an effort, she realized—not the casual attire he typically wore for dinners at home, but not the formal blazer of faculty functions either. Something in between, carefully considered.

“Smells wonderful,” he said, his voice light, almost deliberately casual. “Can I help with anything?”

Sarah shook her head. “Almost done. Just the salad left to toss.” She hesitated then asked the question that had been burning inside her all day. “Tom, why did you invite him?”

Tom’s expression changed, a flicker of something—vulnerability? determination?—crossing his face before settling back into careful neutrality. “I thought it was time we face this. Together.”

“Face what, exactly?” Sarah pressed, needing more than vague platitudes.

Tom was quiet for a moment, his fingers drumming lightly on the countertop. “Whatever this is,” he finally said. “Between you and him. Between us. I don’t want secrets or sideway glances. I want it all in the open, where we can see it clearly.”

“And then what?” Sarah asked, her voice barely above a whisper.

Tom met her eyes directly for the first time that evening. “Then we decide—all of us.”

The doorbell rang before Sarah could respond, the sound slicing through the tension between them like a knife.

Tom straightened, squaring his shoulders slightly. “I’ll get it,” he said, turning toward the front door.

Sarah remained frozen in the kitchen for a moment, his words echoing in her mind. Then we decide—all of us. What did that mean? What options was Tom considering?

She took a deep breath, steadying herself, then turned back to the stove to stir the sauce.

From the entryway came the sound of the door opening, followed by Tom’s voice, warm with practiced hospitality. “James, good to see you. Come in.”

James’s response was too low for Sarah to hear, but the deep timbre of his voice carried through the house, sending an involuntary shiver down her spine.

She closed her eyes briefly, gathering her composure, then turned off the burner beneath the sauce and smoothed her dress—a simple wrap style in deep green that she’d chosen after discarding three other options.

By the time she emerged from the kitchen, the two men were in the living room. James stood near the fireplace, a bottle of wine in one hand, looking entirely at ease in their home. He wore dark jeans and a charcoal sweater over a collared shirt, his dark hair slightly tousled as if he’d run his hands through it before ringing the doorbell. The casual elegance of his appearance made Sarah suddenly aware of how carefully she’d prepared for this evening, how deliberately she’d chosen her dress and applied her makeup.

“Sarah,” James said, his eyes lighting up as she entered the room. “Thank you for having me.” He crossed to her, offering the wine bottle. “I hope red is all right.”

“Perfect,” Sarah managed, taking the bottle, careful that their fingers didn’t touch in the exchange. “Dinner’s almost ready.”

“Something smells amazing,” James said, and the genuine appreciation in his voice made Sarah flush slightly.

“Just pasta,” she said. “Nothing fancy.”

“Don’t let her fool you,” Tom interjected, moving to the bar cart in the corner. “Sarah’s pasta sauce is legendary in the department. She won’t give anyone the recipe, not even the dean’s wife.”

The casual mention of her role in Tom’s academic world—the faculty wife with her secret recipes—sent a small pang through Sarah. Just days ago, in the library with James, she’d felt like something more than that. Someone with her own thoughts, her own desires, her own identity separate from her marriage.

“Can I get you a drink before dinner?” Tom asked, his hand hovering over the whiskey decanter. “Scotch? Wine? Something else?”

“Scotch would be great,” James replied, settling comfortably into an armchair. “Thanks.”

Sarah excused herself to finish dinner preparations, grateful for the temporary escape from the living room. In the kitchen, she uncorked the wine James had brought—an expensive Bordeaux, she noted—and poured herself a glass, taking a long sip before assembling the salad.

When she returned to call them to dinner, Tom and James were engaged in what appeared to be a relaxed conversation about department politics. Tom sat across from James, one ankle resting on the opposite knee, looking more at ease than Sarah had expected. James was leaning forward slightly, his eyes brightening as he made some point about university funding priorities.

“Dinner’s ready,” Sarah announced, interrupting whatever response Tom had been about to give.

The men followed her to the dining room, where the table gleamed beneath the chandelier. Tom took his usual place at the head of the table, while James waited for Sarah to sit before taking the chair across from her. The arrangement placed Sarah and James facing each other, with Tom presiding at the end—a positioning that felt both accidental and deliberate, forcing Sarah to look at James throughout the meal.

“This looks wonderful,” James said as Sarah served the pasta, his eyes warm on her face. “Thank you for going to so much trouble.”

“It’s no trouble,” Sarah replied automatically, passing the salad to Tom. “Just a simple meal.”

“Sarah’s being modest,” Tom said, filling wine glasses from the bottle James had brought. “She’s an exceptional cook. One of her many talents.”

Something in Tom’s tone—a slight emphasis on “many talents”—made Sarah glance sharply at him, but his expression remained pleasant, unreadable. James, too, seemed to pick up on the undercurrent, his eyes moving between them with subtle assessment.

“To talents discovered and undiscovered,” James said, raising his glass in a toast. The words hung in the air, charged with meaning beyond the simple phrase. Tom’s glass clinked against James’s, and after a slight hesitation, Sarah joined the toast, the crystal ringing clearly in the quiet dining room.

The first few minutes of the meal passed in what might have appeared, to an outside observer, a normal dinner conversation. They discussed the university, the changing autumn weather, a new exhibit at the campus museum. But beneath the surface pleasantries, Sarah felt currents of tension swirling—in the way James’s eyes lingered on her face when Tom wasn’t looking, in the careful precision with which Tom refilled wine glasses, in her own hyperawareness of every gesture, every word.

“Sarah mentioned you’re researching Byron,” Tom said as they finished the main course. “Interesting choice. A man who lived without regard for social convention.”

The comment hung in the air, its implications impossible to ignore. Sarah’s hand tightened around her fork, but James appeared unfazed.

“That’s the popular image,” he agreed. “But I’m more interested in how Byron navigated the tension between desire and restraint. He wasn’t simply a libertine—he was a man wrestling with the limitations of his time while acknowledging his own need for freedom.”

“Freedom at the expense of others,” Tom observed, swirling the wine in his glass. “His pursuits left quite a trail of damaged lives.”

James nodded, conceding the point. “True freedom requires responsibility,” he said, echoing the words he’d spoken to Sarah in the library. “Understanding the impact of our choices on those we care about.”

Their eyes met across the table, and Sarah felt the air between them change, as if the polite veneer of dinner conversation had been stripped away, revealing the true substance of the evening. This wasn’t just about academic interests or casual socializing. This was about choices—hers, Tom’s, James’s—and the consequences those choices would have for all of them.

“And what about you, James?” Tom asked, his voice deceptively casual. “What responsibilities do you consider when pursuing your own … freedoms?”

The question hung in the air, its real meaning unmistakable. Sarah held her breath, watching James’s face for his reaction. To his credit, he didn’t pretend to misunderstand.

“I believe in honesty,” he said after a moment, moving his eyes from Tom to Sarah. “And in respect for the agency of everyone involved. No deception, no pressure. Just … possibilities.”

“Possibilities,” Tom repeated, as if considering the word. “Interesting term. Very open-ended.”

Sarah set down her fork, the tension suddenly unbearable. “Should I clear the plates?” she asked, needing to move, to break the tableau they had created. “I have dessert—berries and cream.”

“Let me help,” James offered, standing before Tom could respond. He gathered his plate and Tom’s, following Sarah into the kitchen with the small stack of dishes.

In the relative privacy of the kitchen, Sarah busied herself at the sink, rinsing plates to avoid meeting James’s eyes. He set the dishes he’d carried on the counter beside her, standing close enough that she could smell his cologne—something with notes of cedar and bergamot, entirely different from Tom’s preferred scent.

“Are you all right?” James asked quietly, his voice pitched low enough that Tom wouldn’t hear from the dining room. “This evening is … unexpected.”

Sarah nodded, still not looking at him. “Tom’s idea,” she said, as if that explained everything.

“I gathered,” James replied. He paused. “Sarah, look at me.”

Against her better judgment, she turned and found his eyes on her face, dark and serious. “Whatever is happening here,” he said softly, “whatever Tom is trying to accomplish—this is still your choice. You know that, right?”

The sincerity in his voice caught her off guard. In all her anxiety about the evening, all her confusion about Tom’s motives, she hadn’t fully considered her own agency in the situation. James was offering her that reminder—that regardless of the circumstances, her choices remained her own.

“Thank you,” she whispered, and meant it.

The sound of a chair scraping in the dining room broke the moment. Sarah quickly turned back to the sink, running water over the dessert bowls she’d prepared earlier. “Could you take these to the table?” she asked, her voice steadier than she felt.

James nodded, accepting the stack of bowls without comment. As he turned to leave the kitchen, his shoulder brushed against hers—the briefest of contacts, but enough to send a jolt of awareness through her body.

Sarah remained in the kitchen for a moment longer, bracing herself against the counter, trying to gather her composure. The evening was unfolding in ways she hadn’t anticipated, creating currents of emotion she wasn’t prepared to navigate. She took a deep breath, then another, before picking up the small pitcher of cream and following James back to the dining room.

Tom had opened a second bottle of wine, and the glasses were already refilled. He looked up as Sarah entered, a smile on his face that didn’t quite reach his eyes. “Everything all right in there?” he asked, his tone light but his gaze searching.

“Just getting dessert organized,” Sarah replied, setting the cream on the table. She took her seat, aware of both men watching her, their attention like a physical weight on her skin.

The conversation during dessert shifted to safer topics—a new film James had seen, a book Tom was teaching in his class. But beneath the veneer of normalcy, Sarah felt the evening moving toward some inevitable conclusion, like a tide being pulled by forces beyond her control.

“Shall we move to the living room?” Tom suggested as they finished their berries. “More comfortable for conversation.”

The three of them relocated, carrying their wine glasses. Tom sat in his usual armchair, while James took a position on the couch. After a moment of hesitation, Sarah joined James on the couch, leaving a careful distance between them.

“I must admit,” James said, once they were settled, “I was surprised by your invitation, Tom. Given the … circumstances.”

Tom nodded, swirling the wine in his glass. “I imagine you were.” He paused then continued with a directness that surprised Sarah. “But I thought it was time we addressed what’s happening here. All three of us, together.”

“And what exactly is happening here?” James asked, his posture relaxed but his eyes alert.

Tom’s gaze moved from James to Sarah, lingering on her face. “That’s what we’re trying to figure out. My wife and I have been married for sixteen years. We’ve built a good life together.” He took a sip of wine. “But something’s changed recently. Since Sarah met you.”

James didn’t look away from Tom’s steady gaze. “I won’t deny that I’m attracted to Sarah,” he said calmly. “Or that I believe the feeling is mutual.” He briefly flicked his eyes to Sarah. “But I respect your marriage. I wouldn’t be here if I didn’t.”

“Respect,” Tom repeated, as if testing the word. “Interesting. Is that why you kissed my wife in the library?”

The bluntness of the question made Sarah flinch. “Tom,” she began, but he raised a hand, silencing her.

James set his wine glass on the coffee table, giving Tom his full attention. “I kissed Sarah because I wanted to,” he said simply. “Because I felt a connection with her that seemed worth exploring. But I also made it clear that what happens next is entirely her choice. I don’t want to damage your marriage, Tom. But I won’t pretend I don’t feel what I feel.”

The honesty of his response hung in the air between them. Sarah felt her heart racing, watching Tom’s face for his reaction. He was quiet for a long moment, considering James’s words.

“And what about you, Sarah?” Tom asked, turning his attention to her. “What do you want?”

The question—so direct, so impossible to evade—made Sarah’s breath catch. She felt caught between the two men, between the life she’d built with Tom and the possibilities James represented. Between safety and adventure, familiarity and discovery, loyalty and desire.

“I don’t know,” she admitted, her voice barely above a whisper. “I love you, Tom—that hasn’t changed—but meeting James has … awakened something in me. Something I thought I’d lost.”

Tom nodded slowly. “You’re different lately. More alive. More present.” He took another sip of wine. “It scares me. But it also … interests me.”

The admission hung in the air, charged with implications Sarah wasn’t sure she fully understood. Before she could respond, Tom set his glass down decisively.

“I need some air,” he said, rising from his chair. “And I think you two need to talk.” He looked between them, his expression unreadable. “I’ll be in the backyard. Take your time.”

As he walked toward the door, Sarah caught a glimpse of the tightness in his jaw, the slight tremor in his hand as he set down his wine glass. For all his careful composure, Tom was struggling—perhaps more than he was willing to admit. The realization sent a pang through her chest. Whatever game they were playing tonight, the stakes were real, and Tom felt them keenly.

With Tom gone, silence settled over the living room, heavy and expectant. Sarah stared after him, trying to decipher what was happening beneath the surface of this strange evening. Was Tom testing her loyalty? Giving her permission to explore her feelings for James? Or was it something more complicated—his own curiosity about what might happen if he loosened the boundaries of their marriage?

“Sarah,” James said softly, drawing her attention back to him. He had moved slightly closer on the couch, though still maintaining a respectful distance. “Are you all right?”

She shook her head, not in negation but in confusion. “I don’t understand what’s happening. What Tom wants. What I want.”

“What do you want?” James asked, his voice gentle but direct. “Not what Tom wants, not what I want. What do you want, Sarah?”

The question seemed to expand, filling the room, forcing her to look inward in a way she had avoided for too long. What did she want? The safety and history she had with Tom? The excitement and discovery she felt with James? Was it possible to have both, in some new configuration that none of them had imagined?

“I need a moment,” she said, standing abruptly. “Excuse me.”

Sarah moved to the kitchen, seeking refuge in the familiar space. Her hands trembled slightly as she poured herself a glass of water, trying to calm the racing of her thoughts. Through the window over the sink, she could see Tom in the backyard, standing near her garden beds, his back to the house.

He wasn’t pacing or gesturing—just standing still, shoulders slightly hunched, looking at the plants she had so carefully tended. The sight of him there—solitary, vulnerable—made her heart ache with a complex mixture of love and guilt. For all his calm words about facing this together, Tom was hurting. She could see it in the set of his shoulders, in the way his hand occasionally rose to rub the back of his neck, a gesture she knew indicated stress.

What did Tom really want from tonight? Was he offering her freedom, or asking her to choose him all over again? The uncertainty of his motives made her decision all the more difficult. If she chose to explore what was happening with James, would that break something precious between her and Tom, something that could never be repaired?

The sound of footsteps behind her made her turn. James stood in the doorway, his expression serious but warm.

“I didn’t mean to pressure you,” he said. “I should go.”

“No,” Sarah said, surprising herself with the quick response. “Don’t. Please.”

He nodded, staying where he was, giving her space. The kitchen light cast soft shadows across his face, highlighting the angles of his cheekbones, the depth of his eyes. Sarah was acutely aware of him as a physical presence—not just an idea or a possibility, but a flesh-and-blood man standing in her kitchen, waiting for her to make a choice.

“This isn’t just about physical attraction,” she said, needing him to understand. “When I’m with you, I feel … seen. In a way I haven’t felt in a long time. Maybe ever.”

James took a step closer, still maintaining enough distance that Sarah could have easily moved away if she wanted to. “I do see you, Sarah,” he said quietly. “Not just as Tom’s wife, or as a woman I’m attracted to. But as a person with depths and dimensions all your own.”

The simple truth of his words made something inside Sarah shift, a recognition that whatever was happening between them was more than just chemistry or novelty. It was about being witnessed, being valued for exactly who she was.

“Tom sees you, too,” James continued, surprising her. “He loves you. That’s obvious to anyone watching you together.”

“I know,” Sarah said, and she did. Despite the recent distance between them, despite the complications of the current moment, she had never doubted Tom’s love. “That’s what makes this so difficult.”

James nodded, understanding in his eyes. “It doesn’t have to be either/or, Sarah. There are other possibilities. If you want them. If Tom wants them.”

The implication hung in the air between them, unspoken but clear. Sarah felt her heart rate increase, her breath coming faster at the mere suggestion. A boundary she’d never considered crossing suddenly seemed possible, even tempting. But with that temptation came fear—fear of damaging her marriage beyond repair, fear of losing the foundation she’d built her life upon for sixteen years.

“I don’t know if I can do that,” she whispered, voicing the doubt that churned inside her. “Even if Tom thinks he can … what if he’s wrong? What if this breaks us?”

The thought of losing Tom, of damaging something precious and irreplaceable, made her chest tighten with anxiety. For all the excitement James brought into her life, for all the parts of herself he had awakened, Tom was her history, her home. The man who had known her through triumph and failure, growth and stagnation. Could she risk that for something new, something untested?

Before James could respond, the back door opened, and Tom stepped into the kitchen. He paused, taking in the scene before him—Sarah and James standing close but not touching, the charged atmosphere between them.

His face showed more emotion than it had all evening—a mixture of vulnerability, determination, and something that looked almost like hope beneath the fear. The mask of the gracious host had fallen away, revealing the man beneath—a man struggling with his own complex emotions, his own desires and fears.

He moved further into the kitchen, his eyes finding Sarah’s. “I know this evening has been … confusing,” he said, his voice steadier than his expression. “I’m not entirely sure what I’m doing either. He paused, seeming to gather courage. “At first, I thought I was just … testing the waters. Seeing how I’d feel if I brought you two together. I was jealous, yes. Afraid, definitely. But there was something else.” His eyes flickered between them. “I was curious. About what might be possible. About whether there was a way forward that didn’t mean losing you, Sarah.”

The raw honesty in his voice touched something deep inside her. Tom wasn’t offering a simple solution or an easy choice. He was opening a door to something complex and unknown, something that required courage from all of them.

Sarah looked between the two men—her husband of sixteen years and the man who had awakened something long dormant within her. The safe choice would be to pull back, to return to the familiar patterns of her marriage and set firm boundaries with James. To choose the known over the unknown.

But as she stood in her kitchen, with the evening stretching before them, she realized she was tired of safety. Tired of predictability. Tired of being the version of herself that fit neatly into the role of Professor Harper’s wife.

“I’m afraid,” she admitted, her voice barely above a whisper. “Terrified, actually. Of making the wrong choice. Of hurting someone I care about.” Her eyes moved from Tom to James, acknowledging the truth of her feelings for both of them. “But I’m more afraid of not choosing at all. Of letting fear keep me from discovering what might be possible.”

The words felt like stepping off a cliff—exhilarating and terrifying in equal measure. Whatever happened next would irrevocably change the course of all their lives. There would be no going back to the comfortable patterns they had established, no pretending that this night had never happened.

And despite the uncertainty, despite the risk, Sarah found herself ready—not without fear, but with courage enough to take that step into the unknown.

“So … let’s see where this leads,” she said.


Chapter 11

The guest room felt strange to Sarah—familiar yet foreign, a space within her own home that suddenly seemed set apart from the ordinary world. Tom had led them here after their conversation in the kitchen, a silent agreement passing between the three of them as they climbed the stairs.

The room was simple but comfortable: a queen bed with a pale blue duvet, nightstands on either side, a reading chair in the corner. Tom had switched on only the small lamp, casting the room in soft golden light that made shadows pool in the corners. Outside, moonlight filtered through the half-drawn curtains, adding a silvery glow to the scene.

Sarah stood near the foot of the bed, acutely aware of her breathing, of the way her heart hammered against her ribs. This was really happening. The theoretical had become tangible, the imagined made real. She felt both terrified and exhilarated, caught between the impulse to flee and the desire to surrender to whatever came next.

Tom moved to stand before her, his eyes searching her face. “We can stop at any point,” he said softly. “Just say the word.”

The tenderness in his voice made her throat tighten. Even now, even here, he was thinking of her comfort, her agency.

Sarah reached up to touch his face, feeling the familiar contours beneath her fingertips. “I know,” she whispered.

Behind Tom, James stood near the window, giving them space for this moment of connection. His presence was a tangible force in the room—not intrusive, but impossible to ignore. When Sarah’s eyes met his over Tom’s shoulder, the intensity of his gaze sent a shiver through her.

Tom followed her gaze, turning slightly to include James in their circle. “This is new territory for all of us,” he said, his voice steady despite the undercurrent of tension Sarah could feel in him. “We figure it out together.”

James nodded, moving closer but still maintaining a respectful distance. “Your pace,” he agreed. “Both of you.”

The consideration in his tone touched Sarah deeply. This wasn’t just about physical desire—there was care here, respect for the bonds she and Tom shared, even as they prepared to test those bonds in ways they had never imagined.

Tom turned back to Sarah, cupping her face in his hands. Without words, he leaned in and kissed her, a kiss that felt both familiar and new, weighted with sixteen years of history yet charged with the novelty of their current situation. His lips were warm and sure against hers, his hands gentle but firm as they moved to her shoulders, her waist.

When they finally broke apart, Sarah was breathless, her senses heightened. She could feel James watching them, could almost taste his anticipation in the air. Tom stepped back slightly, his hands sliding from her waist, and in the space he created, James moved forward.

“May I?” he asked, his voice low, his eyes never leaving hers.

Sarah nodded, unable to form words past the tightness in her throat. James closed the distance between them, one hand coming up to brush a strand of hair from her face with exquisite gentleness. The touch, so simple yet so intimate, made her breath catch.

His kiss was different from Tom’s—more exploratory, with an edge of hunger that made her pulse quicken. Where Tom’s kiss had been grounded in familiarity, James’s was all discovery, his lips coaxing responses from her that felt both foreign and inevitable. Sarah felt herself respond, her body arching slightly toward him as he moved his hand to the small of her back, drawing her closer.

From somewhere behind her, she heard Tom’s sharp intake of breath. The sound brought her back to herself, to the reality of what they were doing.

She broke the kiss, turning to find Tom watching them, his expression a complex mixture of arousal and uncertainty.

“Tom?” she asked, suddenly afraid they had moved too far too fast.

He shook his head slightly, as if clearing it. “It’s … intense,” he admitted. “Seeing you with him.” His eyes met hers, vulnerability and desire mingling in his gaze. “But I want to see more.”

The admission sent a jolt of heat through Sarah’s body. This was a side of Tom she had never seen before—a man willing to share her, to find pleasure in her pleasure with another.

James seemed to understand the delicate balance of the moment. He moved to stand behind Sarah, close enough that she could feel the warmth of his body but not touching her. “Perhaps we should help Sarah get more comfortable,” he suggested, his voice a low rumble near her ear.

Tom nodded, moving forward again. His fingers found the tie of her wrap dress, slowly pulling the knot free. The fabric loosened, parting slightly to reveal the edge of her bra, the curve of her collarbone. Tom’s eyes darkened as he slipped his hands inside the opening, pushing the dress off her shoulders with deliberate slowness.

Sarah felt the cool air of the room against her skin, felt the weight of both men’s gazes as the dress slid down her body to pool at her feet. She stood before them in her underwear—simple black lace that she’d chosen with care that morning, a silent acknowledgment that something might happen tonight.

“You’re beautiful,” James murmured from behind her, his voice rough with desire.

Tom’s eyes traveled over her body—the body he had known for sixteen years, seen through illness, youth, and the subtle changes of approaching middle age. But tonight, he looked at her as if seeing her anew, his gaze heated in a way that made her feel both exposed and powerful.

“She is,” Tom agreed, and there was something in his tone—pride, love, desire—that made Sarah’s heart swell.

Tom stepped forward again, his hands finding her waist, sliding up her sides with a familiarity that contrasted sharply with the novelty of the situation. When his fingers traced the edge of her bra, Sarah felt her breath quicken, her body responding to his touch with practiced ease.

Behind her, James moved closer, his body now pressed lightly against her back. He settled his hands on her hips, his touch tentative at first, then more assured as she leaned back into him. The sensation of being between them—Tom’s familiar touch in front, James’s new exploration behind—sent waves of heat through her body.

Tom’s fingers traced the curve of her breast, dipping beneath the lace of her bra while his eyes held hers, checking her response. Sarah nodded, giving him permission to continue. As he eased the strap down her shoulder, James’s lips found the sensitive spot where her neck met her shoulder, the dual sensation making her gasp.

“Is this okay?” James murmured against her skin, his breath warm, his hands now moving up her sides to mirror Tom’s exploration.

“Yes,” Sarah managed, her voice barely audible over the sound of her own pulse in her ears.

Tom unhooked her bra, sliding it off her arms and letting it fall to join her dress on the floor. He cupped her breasts, thumbs brushing over her nipples with practiced knowledge of what would make her respond. Behind her, James’s hands roamed her back, her shoulders, his touch more exploratory but no less attentive.

Sarah closed her eyes, surrendering to the dual sensations—Tom’s familiar touch, James’s new discoveries. The contrast was intoxicating, each man approaching her with different knowledge, different intent, but both focused entirely on her pleasure.

Tom leaned in to kiss her again, his mouth hungry against hers while his hands continued their exploration. When he broke the kiss, he glanced over her shoulder at James, some unspoken communication passing between them. Tom stepped back slightly, creating space.

Tom stepped back, his hands resting on the bed’s edge as he watched her carefully. “The bed,” he suggested, his voice husky with desire.

James’s hands settled on Sarah’s waist, gently guiding her toward the bed. The feel of his fingers against her bare skin, the warmth of his body behind her, made her nerves sing with anticipation. As she reached the edge of the bed, she turned to face both men.

Tom had begun to unbutton his shirt, his eyes never leaving her face as he revealed his chest, his abdomen. James followed suit, pulling his sweater over his head in one fluid motion. Sarah watched them, this strange mirror image—Tom, familiar and beloved, his body known to her through years of intimacy; James, new and unexplored, his lean frame an invitation to discovery.

James moved back slightly to admire Sarah, giving her a moment to breathe as he stood at the foot of the bed, undressing in front of her. The weight of his gaze on her body was almost as intense as his touch. Sarah shifted beneath it, her fingers lightly grazing her skin where James had touched, feeling the heat rise with every passing second.

The room smelled faintly of sex, of bodies and anticipation, the scent of the cool air mingling with their collective desire. Sarah’s pulse quickened, and her mind swam with the mix of emotions flooding her—excitement, curiosity, fear, and a strange sense of power she hadn’t expected.

James stood before her, his body now fully revealed to her, a stark contrast to Tom’s more familiar form. His body was lean but strong, a sharpness in his jaw and the broadness of his chest giving him a quiet confidence. Sarah’s eyes roamed over him, drawn to the way his muscles flexed as he moved. She could feel the pull of something new, something that was undeniably different from Tom but no less intoxicating.

“Are you okay?” James asked softly, watching Sarah carefully. His eyes were filled with a question—an openness that made her stomach flutter.

She nodded, unable to speak just yet, her body responding in ways that made her feel both overwhelmed and alive.

James lowered himself onto the bed beside her, drawing closer as he kissed her again, his lips rough and insistent, more intense than the kiss before. His hands roamed over her body, making her feel as though she was being touched for the first time, as if everything about her was new in his eyes.

Tom’s gaze was a constant, his presence lingering at the corner of her mind. She could feel the way he was watching her, his breath just as erratic as hers as he took in every shift of her body under James’s touch. Her heart beat faster as she realized this was the first time she’d ever felt like this—exposed yet wanted, vulnerable yet strong.

James’s mouth left hers and moved to her neck, his lips trailing soft kisses down her collarbone, causing her skin to ignite beneath him. His hands followed the path of his lips, making her arch into his touch as his fingers brushed over her breasts, thumb circling her nipples in a way that made her gasp. The sensation was different from Tom, but no less thrilling—each movement an exploration, a discovery that sent her body humming with need.

When James’s hands moved lower, to the waistband of her underwear, Sarah closed her eyes and gave a slight nod. He pulled it down slowly, inch by inch, until she was fully exposed to him. The cool air of the room washed over her, but it was the heat of both men’s gazes that made her feel like she was on fire.

“Beautiful,” James whispered, his voice thick with desire. “I want to taste you.”

Sarah’s breath caught at the words, and she flicked her eyes to Tom, whose eyes were dark with want, his fists clenched at his sides. She could see the tension in his jaw, the way he was holding back. It sent a rush of heat through her—knowing he was aroused by watching her, that he was still there, still present despite the overwhelming emotions between them.

James lowered his mouth to her chest, his lips circling one nipple before sucking it into his mouth with a low groan. The sensation was hot and wet, his tongue teasing her until she squirmed beneath him, gasping for more. Her hands found his hair, guiding him as her body arched up to meet his every touch. She moaned, her body tightening with pleasure, and James’s hands moved to her hips, spreading her legs wider as he continued his ministrations.

Every sound she made was for both of them—her own pleasure now mixed with the intensity of being watched. She could feel Tom’s eyes on her, a tangible presence that amplified everything. It wasn’t just about James’s touch; it was about the knowledge that Tom was there, seeing her as she was, as he had never seen her before.

“Please,” she whispered, her voice shaking with need. “Don’t stop.”

James didn’t need any further encouragement. He moved his mouth lower, trailing kisses over her waist and between her legs. Sarah’s breath hitched as his tongue flicked out, brushing against her sensitive skin. The intensity of the touch made her cry out, her hips lifting instinctively to meet him.

Every move he made seemed calculated, designed to bring her to the edge but never quite letting her fall—until she felt the pressure building, the tension winding tighter inside her. She gripped the sheets, her fingers digging into the fabric, as she let out a strangled cry.

The first wave of her orgasm hit her hard, her body trembling as the sensations surged through her, tearing through her with an intensity she hadn’t expected. Her eyes flew open, and she looked toward Tom, locking eyes with him as her body bucked beneath James’s touch.

James’s mouth and fingers didn’t stop—they kept moving, pushing her higher. His hands found her breasts again, his mouth trailing over her body as she struggled to breathe, to steady herself.

“Let go,” James murmured, his voice low and soothing, his hands guiding her through the aftershocks of pleasure. “You’re so beautiful when you come.”

It was the final push Sarah needed. Her body tensed again, her second orgasm crashing over her with overwhelming force, leaving her gasping for air. She felt the hot rush of pleasure flood through her, each wave leaving her breathless and spent.

James kissed her again, his mouth warm and comforting as she came down from the peak, her body still shuddering with aftershocks. She lay there, a tangled mess of limbs and emotions, feeling more exposed than she ever had before, but in the best way.

As Sarah’s body began to recover from the overwhelming pleasure, her breath coming in short gasps, she could feel James hovering above her, his body warm and strong against her. There was a moment of shared silence, the weight of their connection hanging between them before she stirred beneath him, her mind clearing just enough to make the decision.

Sarah shifted, moving slightly to the side as she looked at James. His face was flushed with desire, his eyes locked on hers, waiting for her to make the next move. There was no hesitation in her this time, no uncertainty. This was a shared experience, and she wanted to give him the same pleasure he had just given her.

She pushed herself into a sitting position, her body still trembling, and slowly crawled up to him, a quiet smirk tugging at her lips. James’s eyes widened as he watched her move closer, the intense heat in her gaze not lost on him.

“Your turn,” she whispered, the words low and almost seductive, but there was a playfulness to them that made him chuckle softly.

Sarah moved closer, her hands reaching up to pull at the waistband of his pants. With deliberate slowness, she slid them down, revealing the lean muscle of his legs and the arousal that had not yet subsided from their earlier interactions. She admired him for a moment, running her fingers along the path of dark hair that trailed down his abdomen. Her eyes flicked up to meet his, and she gave him a reassuring smile, signaling that she was ready.

James leaned back slightly, giving her space to maneuver, and as Sarah reached for him, she could feel the slight quiver in her fingers. She was no stranger to what she was about to do, but it felt different with James—this was the first time she was fully reciprocating, and there was a sense of power in her touch.

She wrapped her fingers around him gently at first, feeling his warmth in her hands as she began to pump slowly, her gaze flickering to his as his eyes closed in response. The sensation of him in her hands was different from the way she had touched Tom—it was an unfamiliar thrill, the softness of the moment mixed with the intensity of their shared desire. She leaned forward slightly, her lips brushing against his waist as she continued the slow rhythm with her hand.

James’s breath hitched, his chest rising and falling with each inhale as she teased him, circling her hand around his length before leaning in, her mouth trailing the path of her hand. The first touch of her lips against his tip made him groan, and Sarah smiled against him, savoring the sound.

She took him into her mouth slowly, feeling the warmth and thickness of him, her tongue swirling around the head, drawing him in deeper. James’s hands found her hair, gently guiding her as she moved, but it wasn’t a push—it was more a tender encouragement, a silent appreciation for what she was doing. His breathing deepened, his grip tightening slightly, but Sarah kept a gentle pace, teasing him with her mouth while keeping her eyes locked on his face. His expression was full of pleasure, but there was a trace of surprise too—perhaps at how willing she was to take control in this moment.

The sound of her movements, the soft wetness as she bobbed up and down, seemed to fill the room, the only sound louder than her breathing. Her hands rested lightly on his thighs as she continued, the rhythm of her mouth and hands matching the pulse of their earlier intimacy. Her own body was still humming with desire, her own arousal building as she felt the power in what she was doing. There was something exhilarating about pleasuring him as he had pleasured her—an exchange of control, of power, of shared experience.

“God, Sarah,” James breathed, his fingers tightening in her hair as she continued. “You’re incredible.”

She gave him a final deep stroke with her mouth before pulling back slowly, giving him a lingering kiss on his tip. She looked up at him, her mouth wet from the effort, and smiled softly before speaking. “You can have me any way you want,” she whispered, her voice hushed but full of heat.

James’s chest heaved as he took in her words, his hands coming to rest on her shoulders, guiding her to kneel back beside him. The desire was written all over his face—raw, hungry, full of need for the woman in front of him. And she wanted nothing more than to give it to him.

James stood before Sarah, already naked, his body taut and eager, the muscles in his chest and abs bulging under the dim light. His cock was hard and thick, rising proudly from the dark hair below.

She felt a pulse of heat between her legs just from the sight of him. She was no longer hesitant—this was happening. She wanted it, needed it, and the anticipation had already stretched the moment beyond the ordinary.

Tom remained seated in the corner, watching intently, his gaze never leaving them. The weight of his presence was a constant in the room, but it didn’t deter Sarah—it only seemed to intensify her desire, knowing that Tom was there, taking in every movement. There was power in it, in being desired by both men in such a profound and intimate way.

Without breaking eye contact with James, Sarah moved onto the bed, the cool sheets brushing against her skin. James followed, his body closing the distance between them with ease. He kissed her again, deeper this time, his hands trailing down her sides, over her breasts, before pulling her into him. She could feel his erection against her belly, pressing firmly as he held her.

Sarah’s hands moved to his chest then lower, guiding him toward her, the heat of his body driving her wild. She lifted one leg, wrapping it around his waist as James aligned himself between her thighs. She felt the thick head of his cock pressing against her entrance. Then, without a word, he entered her slowly, teasingly.

The feeling of being filled, stretched by him, was overwhelming. She moaned softly, her back arching as she adjusted to him. The sensation of him inside her was different from Tom, but equally intoxicating, and her body responded immediately. She gripped the sheets as James began to move, his thrusts slow at first, giving her time to feel every inch of him as he filled her. He held her hips steady, guiding her as he deepened his rhythm.

Every movement felt magnified, the sounds of their bodies meeting, the slickness of her wetness, the rasp of his breath as he moved inside her.

Tom’s gaze was unrelenting, and it only fueled her desire. She felt his eyes on her, felt the tension and the heat of him even from across the room. The thought of Tom watching her, watching James, sent a shiver of excitement through her body.

James picked up the pace, his thrusts becoming more urgent, the intensity building as she met him halfway, pushing back against him, eager for more. Every part of her was on fire, her body responding instinctively to his touch, to his rhythm, and to the feeling of being watched.

“Let go,” James whispered in her ear, his voice low and rough. His hand found her clit, the pressure sending jolts of pleasure straight to her core. “Come for me, Sarah.”

The pressure inside her built, coiling tighter and tighter until she couldn’t hold back any longer. She cried out, her body tensing as the orgasm rippled through her. She gripped his shoulders, her nails digging into his skin. The sensation was overwhelming, and for a moment, she could only feel the waves of pleasure crashing over her.

James didn’t stop—he kept moving, his thrusts unrelenting, pulling another orgasm from her as he continued to push into her. His own breathing grew more erratic, the tension in his body telling her he was close. With one final, deep thrust, he came inside her, his body jerking against hers as he groaned softly in her ear.

The room was still, the sound of their heavy breathing filling the silence. Sarah lay back against the bed, her body spent, her skin tingling from the aftermath. James remained pressed against her, his chest rising and falling with the rhythm of his breath.

She turned her head to find Tom’s eyes on them, his expression a mixture of awe and something deeper—something she couldn’t quite place. Without a word, she reached for him.

Tom stood up and walked toward the bed.

James rolled off of her, away from Tom. He didn’t want to position himself between man and wife, no matter how full of his seed she was.

Sarah pulled herself toward Tom. As he neared the bed, she reached for his erect cock. As he came closer, she slid it into her mouth. She kept her eyes wide open, staring into Tom’s eyes. He watched his wife, filled with another man’s cum, slide her lips up and down his shaft.

Sarah took Tom’s cock in her mouth with slow, deliberate care, her lips closing around him, feeling the warmth and hardness of him as she adjusted. She maintained eye contact with him, seeing the desire in his eyes, the way he watched her—watched them—in awe. She could taste the remnants of James on her lips, a heady combination of them both, and the thought of what she was doing to Tom, how his pleasure would unfold, only intensified the moment.

She slid her mouth up and down his shaft, working him slowly at first, giving him a moment to breathe. Her movements were careful, calculated, knowing how Tom liked it, how he responded when she took control like this.

He groaned, a low sound from deep in his chest, and she felt a rush of satisfaction. She gripped his thighs as she deepened her motion, taking him fully into her mouth.

Tom’s breath quickened, his hands finding her hair, but not pulling her closer, only guiding her gently, letting her take him at her pace. But Sarah could feel the urgency building between them. She could sense it in the way his hips subtly moved, his muscles tensing as the pleasure began to overwhelm him.

She continued to stroke him with her mouth, her tongue flicking across the sensitive head of his cock, every touch deliberate, teasing. Her hands worked at the base, squeezing rhythmically, while her lips and tongue worked tirelessly on him. Sarah’s eyes were still locked on his, watching him as his body responded to her—a show of dominance, yet so vulnerable at the same time.

“God,” Tom whispered hoarsely, his voice strained, the words barely a breath. He gripped her hair tighter as he pushed deeper into her mouth, his hips twitching.

She pulled back, just enough to make him wait, tracing her tongue along the underside of his shaft before returning to her steady pace. She could see the tension building in his body, his muscles coiling tight in preparation. Tom wasn’t going to last long.

She slid her mouth back down on him, her throat tightening as she took him deeper. Her hands never stopped their movement, adding to the sensation as she sucked him in and out.

“Fuck, Sarah,” Tom groaned, his voice ragged. His breathing was shallow now, every part of him trembling as he neared the edge. “I’m going to come.”

She looked up at him, her eyes never leaving his as she felt him pulse in her mouth. The intensity in his gaze told her all she needed to know—he was there, on the verge. She increased her rhythm, pushing him closer to the brink, using every motion to send him over.

And then, with a soft, guttural sound, Tom released. His cock jerked in her mouth as he came, warm jets of cum filling her mouth in thick spurts. She swallowed quickly, taking him all in as he shuddered above her, his hands tightening in her hair, guiding her through the process.

Sarah pulled back, wiping her mouth with the back of her hand as Tom collapsed on the bed beside her, breathless and spent. She felt a strange sense of satisfaction, knowing she had given him that release after everything they had just shared.

He closed his eyes briefly as he regained his composure, but Sarah could see the contentment in his face.

She turned her head toward James, who had been watching quietly, his own arousal still evident, but he seemed to respect the moment—understanding, perhaps, that the exchange between Sarah and Tom had needed to happen. He met her gaze with a subtle nod of acknowledgment, as if to say, “You did well.”

In that brief moment, Sarah’s mind spun with what had just transpired. She had crossed a threshold, had shared herself in ways that were both new and deeply familiar. As she looked at Tom, she could see the love and pride in his eyes, even through the intensity of everything that had just unfolded. It wasn’t just physical—it was emotional, deeply intimate, and she was more certain than ever that their connection was stronger for it.

As the intensity of the moment faded, the room grew quiet except for their collective breathing. Sarah lay in the middle of the bed, her body humming with the afterglow of pleasure, her mind slowly clearing from the haze of desire.

Tom collapsed beside her, his breathing gradually steadying as he reached for her hand, interlacing their fingers in a gesture that felt both familiar and newly significant.

James remained on her other side, respectfully maintaining a small distance, giving husband and wife this moment of reconnection. The air was thick with unspoken emotions—satisfaction, vulnerability, and the weight of boundaries crossed that could never be uncrossed.

“I should go,” James said softly, breaking the silence as he began to sit up. “You two should have some time alone.”

Sarah turned toward him, a question in her eyes. “You don’t have to leave right away.”

James smiled, his expression gentle but resolute. “I think I do.” He glanced at Tom, some unspoken male understanding passing between them. “This is new territory for all of us. We should navigate it carefully.”

There was wisdom in his consideration that touched Sarah deeply. This wasn’t just about physical pleasure; it was about maintaining the delicate balance between all three of them, respecting the primary bond between her and Tom even as they explored these new possibilities.

As James dressed, Sarah watched him with new eyes—no longer just the charming Oxford scholar who had awakened something in her, but now a man with whom she’d shared the most intimate of connections. It felt surreal yet strangely right, as if the three of them had discovered something that had been waiting for them all along.

When he was fully dressed, James approached the bed once more. He leaned down and placed a gentle kiss on Sarah’s forehead—not possessive, not demanding, just a tender acknowledgment of what they’d shared.

“Thank you,” he said simply, his eyes conveying deeper meaning than his words. Then, looking to Tom, he said, “Both of you.”

Tom nodded, his expression thoughtful but not regretful. “We’ll talk soon.”

After James left, the house fell into profound silence. Sarah turned to face Tom fully, searching his expression for any sign of regret or pain. What she found instead surprised her—a calm openness, vulnerability mixed with wonder, as if he, too, had discovered something unexpected about himself tonight.

“Are you okay?” she asked, needing to hear his voice, to confirm that the foundation of their marriage remained solid beneath this seismic shift.

Tom traced patterns on her arm, his touch gentle and contemplative. “Yes,” he said after a moment. “Different than I expected, but … yes.” His eyes met hers, direct and honest. “No regrets. You?”

Sarah considered the question, tried to navigate the complex tangle of emotions swirling within her. “It was … overwhelming,” she admitted. “In the best possible way. But it’s a lot to process.”

Tom nodded, understanding in his eyes. He pulled her closer, her head resting against his chest where she could hear the steady rhythm of his heart.

“We have time,” he assured her. “To figure out what this means for us. Where we go from here.”

“I love you,” Sarah whispered, feeling the need to affirm this fundamental truth amidst all the change. “That hasn’t changed.”

“I know,” Tom replied, pressing a kiss to her hair. “I love you, too. Maybe even more now, seeing you like that—so free, so completely yourself.”

There was something profound in his words that touched a deep place in Sarah’s heart. For years, she had been fragmenting herself—the dutiful faculty wife, the passionate woman with her own desires, the intellectual who had set aside her ambitions. Tonight had brought those fragments together, allowed her to be whole in a way she hadn’t experienced in years.

As they lay entwined in the quiet aftermath, Sarah felt a sense of peace settling over her. They had stepped into uncharted territory tonight, opened doors that couldn’t be closed again. But what lay beyond wasn’t chaos or loss—it was possibility. For herself, for Tom, for their marriage, and perhaps for James, too.

Whatever came next, they would navigate it together—not as the couple they had been, bound by comfortable routine and unspoken compromises, but as something new. Something they were still discovering, still creating together.

Sarah closed her eyes, letting the exhaustion of emotion and physical release carry her toward sleep. Tomorrow would bring its own questions, its own challenges. But tonight, held in the arms of the man who had loved her enough to let her explore this new dimension of herself, she felt strangely, perfectly whole.


Epilogue

Sarah lay in the soft, inviting haze of sleep, the world around her drifting into a swirling mist of sensual warmth. In her dream, the room was familiar yet distorted in that way dreams often were—dimly lit, the edges of her vision blurred with a soft, golden glow. She was with a man, his presence filling her senses with intoxicating urgency. His hands moved over her body with confident precision, pulling her closer, his lips searing against hers.

His cock slid inside her, filling her, pushing her into a spiraling crescendo of pleasure. She gasped, her body responding to him in a way that was entirely new yet completely natural. Every thrust was an intoxicating mix of passion and power. She clutched his back, her nails digging into his skin, pulling him closer, urging him to move faster, harder.

The rhythm between them built, and she lost herself in the sensation of him—every inch, every thrust, every whisper of skin against skin. The fire inside her ignited, swirling into something almost uncontainable, and then the world seemed to shatter.

Her orgasm exploded within her, waves of intense pleasure crashing through her body. She gasped for air, her back arching as she came, her body trembling in the aftermath of release.

But just as the final tremors of her orgasm passed, she felt a shift in the dream. She instinctively turned her head, and in the corner of the room, there they were—both James and Tom, standing in the shadows, watching her. Their eyes locked on hers, a silent agreement between them, their presence a heavy weight that only added to the intensity of her dream.

The man inside her paused, his body still as she turned her gaze back to him. But the moment she shifted her attention back to the dream’s source, the man disappeared and the world blurred. She awoke with a jolt, her breath heavy, her body slick with sweat.

Her sheets were soaked, and her skin was still alive with the aftershocks of the dream. She could feel the dampness between her legs, the unmistakable evidence of how real the dream had felt. She reached down, feeling the wetness, her breath quickening again as her mind raced to process the intensity of the sensation.

Her pulse hammered in her ears, and as she lay there, still in the warmth of the dream’s lingering hold, she couldn’t help but wonder: Was it the dream, or had something changed inside her? The image of Tom and James watching her still flickered in her mind, their eyes etched in her memory as they observed her.

But there was no mistaking the sensation—the heat, the wetness, the hunger. Whatever had shifted between her and them was undeniable. She was no longer the same.

And tomorrow? Tomorrow, she would see James again. And perhaps, just perhaps, the next step would become clearer.

But, for now, she was left with the dream, with the ache between her legs, and with the question of what this new chapter in her life might truly bring.

Thank you for reading! If you enjoyed this book, please leave us a review. :)


The Shared Wives Series

Behind closed doors and beneath perfect lives, some wives crave more than just devotion—they crave permission. Each standalone story follows a married woman's journey into sexual awakening and forbidden desire, often with the eager encouragement of the husband who knows her best. From whispered fantasies to explosive realities, these emotionally charged tales explore trust, surrender, and the intoxicating thrill of being truly seen.

Read them in any order. Just not in public.

Sharing Sarah - Once a brilliant academic, Sarah's quiet life as a professor's wife ignites when she meets James, a magnetic visiting scholar from Oxford. As forbidden desires awaken, she must choose between the safety of her marriage and the thrilling possibilities that challenge everything she thought she knew about herself.

Sharing Emily - When Ben asks his wife if she misses being reckless, her answer awakens dangerous desires. What starts as whispered fantasy becomes reality when an old flame returns to test just how much Ben truly wants to share her.

Sharing Vivian - Beneath her picture-perfect life, Vivian hungers for something more. When a younger bartender threatens to shatter her carefully curated world, her husband's unexpected permission changes everything.

Sharing Rachel - After two decades as the perfect wife and mother, Rachel finds herself drawn to a mysterious single dad. When her husband Caleb asks "Do you want him?", she discovers a hunger she didn't know she had—and a marriage stronger than she imagined.

Sharing Nora - Empty-nested Nora's quiet life changes when passionate new neighbors move in. What starts as innocent eavesdropping becomes obsession as she discovers the beautiful Ally might harbor secrets Nora desperately wants to learn from.

Sharing Samantha - When star Vanessa Vale gets injured, director Mark's wife Samantha becomes her body double—including intimate scenes with leading man Lucas Reid. Mark discovers he's not just directing anymore; he's orchestrating his own sexual awakening.

Sharing Cassie - Teddy's investigation into San Francisco's kink scene for a journalism assignment awakens unexpected questions about love and possession. As he encourages Cassie to explore, they discover that sharing can create connections deeper than either imagined.

Sharing Jessica - Jessica's husband has had many more lovers than her. She feels inexperienced and he feels like he's corrupted her. Their marriage counselor suggests that an "Alternative Lifestyle" cruise might solve both their problems!

Sharing Jane - Jane's husband discovers that his wife wasn't always the perfect school-board sitting domestic goddess he thought she was! She used to be a groupie for a midwestern metal band. She made such an impression on them that they made a song about their summer together. Now he can't get the images out of his mind!

Sharing 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!

About Raven Merlot

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

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

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

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


📢 Twitter/X: @RavenMerlot

💋 You can also find exclusive content on Patreon!

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