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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

You can have everything and still feel nothing.

Sharing Vivian came from thinking about gilded cages. The marriages that look perfect from the outside but feel curated from within. The right parties. The right clothes. The right husband. And beneath all of it, something that hungers.

Vivian has never admitted what she wants. Not to Elliot. Not even to herself. Then a flirtation with a younger bartender threatens to crack the surface, and her marriage has to ask questions it's been too careful to avoid.

What does it mean to be truly seen? What does it mean to be truly wanted? And what happens when the man who vowed to have you wants to watch you become someone else?

I wanted this one to burn slow. Vivian's journey isn't about impulsive choices. It's about a woman who has performed perfection for so long she's forgotten what's underneath. Choosing truth over safety. Choosing pleasure over polish.

Elliot surprised me as I wrote him. A husband who sees his wife slipping toward something dangerous and responds not with control but with curiosity. That question, that permission, changes everything.

Take what resonates. Leave what doesn't.

Thanks for reading.

Love Always,

[image: ]

Sharing Vivian

A "Shared Wives" Novel

By Raven Merlot





Chapter One: The Quiet House

The house was quiet in the way all expensive things were—soundless, still, and vaguely resentful of disturbance. Even the walls felt padded, like they’d learned not to echo.

Vivian padded barefoot across the heated marble, the hem of her silk robe whispering around her calves. Morning light spilled through the towering windows, filtered through linen curtains that someone steamed and pressed once a week. She’d never met her.

Everything smelled faintly of citrus and something floral—expensive and indistinct. Probably coming from the diffuser system Elliot had installed without telling her.

Vivian stirred oat milk into her coffee with the little gold spoon. Not because she cared how it tasted, but because it gave her hands something to do.

Elliot had left for the office about an hour ago. Gym at six, calls at seven, car at eight. He had kissed her cheek before he’d left. Always did. It wasn’t unkind. Just … practiced.

Her phone buzzed—calendar reminders. Facial at noon. Fitting at two. Dinner with Elliot at seven. Black dress. No red lipstick.

She sipped her coffee as she walked to the sunroom, where the city stretched below—trimmed hedges, slate rooftops, the skyline farther off than it looked. On the glass table was a new book she wasn’t reading, a fashion magazine she’d already flipped through, and the same scented candle she’d lit every morning for three weeks. She struck the match, anyway.

Somewhere upstairs, the housekeeper moved between rooms. Vivian didn’t call out. They barely spoke past “good morning” and “thank you.”

She scrolled for a while. Instagram. News. A text from Maddie, reading, “You still alive in that mansion? Blink twice if you’re trapped.

She smiled but didn’t reply.

***

Lunch was a salad she didn’t finish, eaten while she scrolled through centerpiece options for the foundation dinner Elliot was co-chairing. They were all beautiful. Interchangeable. Like everything else.

Vivian nodded in the right places while talking to the florist. Picked something understated. Agreed politely. Hung up.

By late afternoon, she was upstairs again. Showered. Moisturized. Hair blown out by the stylist who came every week. She stood in the closet, wrapped in a towel, staring at rows of dresses with the tags still on. She chose the black one Elliot liked—fitted, not too short. He said it made her look “composed.”

He noticed what she wore. Complimented her. Bought her things. Remembered her wine. Told the chef not to use garlic because it gave her headaches.

He wasn’t cruel. He just wasn’t there. Not really.

***

At seven, the driver arrived.

Elliot had texted, On my way. Looking forward to it.

Vivian replied with a heart. It felt polite, like RSVP’ing to a party she had already agreed to.

As she slipped on her heels and fastened her earrings, she caught her reflection in the full-length mirror.

She looked perfect.

And yet she felt absolutely nothing.

***

The restaurant was one of their favorites. Or rather, one of Elliot’s. Vivian never objected, so it had quietly become the place. The maître d’ greeted them by name. Their table was already set, Chassagne-Montrachet poured, candles lit.

Elliot arrived on time, in his usual dark suit, no tie, watch worth more than a semester at a good university. He leaned in, kissed her cheek, then sat.

“You look lovely,” he said, adjusting his cufflinks. “Is that the dress from Milan?”

“It is.”

“It suits you.”

He scanned the wine list, though he’d already ordered. Rituals were soothing, even when they were unnecessary.

They ordered—steak for him; halibut for her—and made small talk while they waited.

“How was your day?” he asked.

“Productive. I picked centerpieces for the dinner next week.”

“The foundation one?”

“Mmhmm. Tall. Green and white. Understated.”

“Good,” he said, nodding. “You’re good at that sort of thing.”

“At what?”

“Making things look seamless.”

Vivian laughed softly. “Is that a compliment?”

He blinked, caught off guard, then smiled. “Of course.”

The silence between them settled again.

The restaurant hummed—other couples laughing, clinking glasses, touching hands.

Vivian tried to remember the last time he had touched her hand across a table.

“You’re quiet tonight,” he noted.

“Am I?”

He nodded. “You seem … introspective.”

“Do I usually seem something else?”

He chuckled. “I don’t know. I suppose I’ve gotten used to a certain rhythm with you.”

“What rhythm is that?”

“Polished. Pleasant.”

She smiled, but it didn’t reach her eyes.

He must have sensed it, because he leaned in slightly. “Is everything all right?”

“Yes,” she said automatically. “I think I’m just wondering if there’s more than pleasant.”

He blinked once then leaned back as our food arrives. “Well,” he said lightly, “you’d be surprised how far pleasant can take you in this city.”

Vivian nodded, lips tight, and sliced delicately into my fish.

And just like that, the moment passed.




Chapter Two: The Auction

The ballroom buzzed with curated glamour—gowns, cufflinks, laughter that didn’t quite reach anyone’s eyes. Vivian moved through it like a well-rehearsed note in a symphony: composed, charming, just engaged enough to seem real. A compliment here, a nod there, she had the timing down to muscle memory.

Elliot walked beside her, greeting donors and board members with practiced ease. He had this way of making people feel seen while revealing nothing. Polished. Impeccable. Untouchable. Vivian used to admire it. Now, she just watched.

They stopped at the bar, where she ordered champagne and Elliot a bourbon.

The bartender was younger. Handsome in a clean-cut way, with blue eyes that carried just enough trouble to be interesting. He smiled at Vivian a beat too long as he handed her the flute.

“You look like you’ve done this before,” he said.

She raised an eyebrow. “Drink champagne?”

“Float through a room without touching the floor.”

The laugh slips out of her before she could stop it—unpolished. Real.

Behind her, the auctioneer called out, “Eight thousand for the Napa wine tour package! Eight—thank you, sir in the navy jacket—do I have nine?”

Vivian glance back over her shoulder at the crowd. “Am I really that transparent?”

“No,” he said. “That’s the thing. Most people here are trying to look important. You look like you’re trying to remember why you came.”

She studied him. “You’re very confident for a man serving overpriced rosé to hedge fund managers.”

He grinned. “I know who’s drinking and who’s pretending. You’re actually drinking.”

The auction continued behind her, “Ten thousand for the Aspen chalet. Ten-five. Eleven—thank you, sir—eleven-five…”

Vivian swirl her champagne. “Didn’t know bartenders were so philosophical.”

“I’m not,” he said, leaning just slightly closer. “But I’m good at watching people who are pretending not to be bored.”

“Dangerous skill.”

“I’m told I have a few of those.”

“And sold!” the auctioneer yelled. “To the gentleman who clearly didn’t tell his wife he was bidding!”

Laughter rippled through the crowd.

Vivian smiled, eyes still on the bartender.

He offered his hand. “Micah.”

“Vivian.”

His grip was warm, lingering just enough to be noticed.

Then Elliot’s voice cut through behind her.

“Vivian?”

She turned.

He was smiling politely, holding two glasses of something expensive. “Time to make the rounds. Senator Warren was here,” Elliot murmured, guiding her toward a table draped in white and crowded with people who all smelled like money and dry cleaning.

The senator’s wife, Monica, greeted Vivian with that graceful, glassy kind of warmth that wealthy women cultivated with precision. They exchanged the kind of compliments that left no fingerprints. Then she was gone, onto the next person, the next room, the next important thing to pretend to care about.

***

Later, the crowd thinned. Dessert plates abandoned, jackets unbuttoned. The rhythm of the room slowed, softened.

Vivian drifted toward the balcony doors, a half-empty flute in hand, tracing the rim with her finger. Not hiding, just stepping outside the role for a moment.

“Thought you might’ve made your escape,” a voice said.

Micah.

He was carrying a tray of used glasses, but his expression hadn’t changed. Still that same easy confidence, like he lived in two worlds and belonged in both.

“Almost,” Vivian said too quickly.

“Too polite to slip out?”

“Too visible.”

“Fair.” He set the tray down behind a pillar. “You’re definitely the type they’d send someone after.”

She tilted her head. “What type is that?”

“Someone who looks good in photos, but better in candlelight.”

She blinked. Not because it was crude—it wasn’t. Just unexpected. Real.

Across the room, Elliot glanced up. Vivian didn’t see it, but Micah did.

He held her gaze a moment longer Before saying, “I should get back.”

She nodded, yet neither of them moved.

Then he leaned in, his voice lower. “If you ever do want to make an escape, I pour a decent glass of whiskey. No tuxedos required.”

And then he was gone.

Vivian stand there, still for just a moment. The music had slowed into something soft and sentimental. A song for couples pretending they still danced.

When she turned back, she met Elliot’s eyes from across the room. He was watching her. Not suspicious. Not possessive. Present.

And she didn’t look away.

***

The powder room was tastefully lit, all gold fixtures and too-white light. Vivian stepped inside and paused, letting the door hush shut behind her. The sound of the gala faded into a soft, distant hum.

She stood in front of the mirror. Lipstick intact. Eye makeup perfect. The dress clung just right. She looked like someone who belonged there. But something had shifted just enough to feel like the edge of a seam had started to unravel.

She leaned in.

Micah’s voice played in her head. “Better in candlelight.

And Elliot’s eyes—watching her like he had seen something he hadn’t seen in years.

The door opened behind her, and two women swept in on a breeze of floral perfume and champagne.

“Oh my God, I cannot believe Rachel bid that much on Aspen,” one said.

“She only did it because Vanessa was watching.”

They laughed, settled in at the sinks, adjusted themselves in the mirror.

Vivian moved aside, becoming invisible again with practiced ease.

“You coming to Carla’s afterparty?”

“Maybe. Depends on if Trevor’s ready to leave.”

As Vivian headed for the door, one of them smiled at her. “I love your dress.”

She smiled back. “Thank you.” And slipped out before they could ask for her name.

***

The car glided away from the curb, silent and smooth.

Vivian crossed one leg over the other, the rustle of fabric the only sound between her and her husband. Outside, the city streamed past in gold and red.

Elliot sat beside her, phone untouched. Silent. That alone felt strange.

She stared out the window, warm from the champagne but clear-headed. Micah’s voice looped in her mind. So did the way Elliot had looked at her. Curiosity? Or hunger? Or recognition? She couldn’t figure it out.

She shifted, smoothing her skirt where it had risen. She left it there.

Elliot finally spoke, voice calm. “You disappeared for a while.”

“Just needed a moment.”

He nodded. “You looked good tonight.” It didn’t sound like habit.

“Thank you,” Vivian said, softer than she had expected.

The silence settled again, heavier this time.

Then he added, “The bartender seemed to think so, too.”

She glanced at him. “I hope you don’t think I was flirting.”

He chuckled quietly. “If you were, I’m not bothered. You flirting with someone at a party isn’t exactly scandalous.”

She studied him in the dim light. The curve of his mouth. The line of his jaw.

“In fact …” he started then stopped.

She waited. “In fact, what?”

But the car slowed, pulling into their driveway. The valet was already approaching.

Elliot reached for the door handle. “Nothing,” he said lightly. “We’re home.”

Vivian didn’t push. But as she stepped into the warm night air, she felt a slow smile pulling at her lips.




Chapter Three: The Good Room

Vivian woke to silence and sun.

The blackout shades had been half-drawn, so light spilled through in long, golden stripes across the foot of the bed. The sheets were cool, crisp. High thread count and too much care.

Elliot’s room was down the hall—his darker, quieter. He kept the air colder in there, and the lights lower. He said it helped him sleep.

Vivian’s was soft. Pale neutrals, linen and silk. The kind of room that looked good in a photo. The kind of room people described as “tasteful.”

It didn’t smell like sex, or skin, or sweat. It smelled like clean sheets and nothing.

She stretched beneath the duvet, toes brushing the cool edge, and thought about champagne. About Micah’s voice. About Elliot’s glance from across the ballroom, still lingering behind her eyes.

He’d said she looked good.

Not beautiful.

Not elegant.

Just … good.

And it had felt real.

She padded to the vanity, wrapped in her robe. The mirror greeted her like it always did—friendly, flattering, unbothered.

Her phone buzzed on the marble counter. Yet another calendar alert. Facial at noon. Pick up new earrings from Cartier. And a message from Monica Warren.

“Vivian, you were a vision last night—as always. I’m putting together the committee for this year’s Women’s Health Gala. Would love to have your eyes (and grace) at the table. Lunch next week? X

She stared at it for a long moment. Of course Monica had noticed her. Monica noticed everyone. That was her gift. She could spot polish from a hundred feet away and knew how to make it feel like a crown.

Vivian read the message again.

“Lunch next week.”

She hadn’t just been asked. She’d been selected.

Vivian typed a reply, “Thank you, Monica. I’d love to.”

Then she set the phone down and looked back at herself in the mirror.

Her face looked perfect.

Her skin glowed.

And she couldn’t tell if she’d just agreed to something … or surrendered to it.

She slipped the phone into the drawer, where it wouldn’t vibrate against the silence. The message had been sent. She would be having lunch with Monica Warren. The gatekeeper of taste, elegance, and socially acceptable philanthropy.

Her coffee was still hot when she stepped into the sunroom.

The floor was stone—cool even with the morning sun warming everything else. Cream-colored chairs arranged just-so. Pillows that had never been slouched against. A glass table that reflected everything but held nothing. The housekeeper dusted it daily, though no one ever set anything on it.

Three walls of windows framed the view: skyline in the distance, treetops closer in, and rooftops below that all looked like they’d been picked out of a catalog.

Identical gray slate. Identical lives.

The sun hit the tops of the hedges just right. It was all beautiful. Correct. Like someone had drawn it, and then had hired people to make it real.

Vivian curled into the chaise by the far window, pulling the throw over her legs. It was cashmere, or something better than cashmere. She couldn’t remember if she’d picked it out or if it had just … appeared.

The coffee was bitter in a way she liked. It gave her something to taste.

She should have been thinking about Monica. About seating charts, and auction items, and whether the Women’s Health Gala had a theme this year.

Instead, she thought about Micah.

Not in a fantasy. Not in the way women were supposed to think about handsome strangers.

More like the memory of a song that hadn’t finished playing.

His voice had had no polish. No pitch. Nothing performative about it. And yet, it had landed in the middle of a room full of people who rehearsed everything.

It was the way he’d looked at her.

It unsettled her.

Vivian looked back out the window. A bird had landed on the balcony railing. It stayed for a moment then took off again—one sharp flap, and it vanished into the open sky.

She reached for the planner on the table beside her. Six events this week. Two fittings. One lunch with Monica. Plenty of reasons to get dressed. To smile. To nod.

None to be touched.

She turned a page in the planner, not really reading anything. Her handwriting stared back at her—neat, contained, the kind that suggested a woman with everything under control.

The door creaked open behind her, but she didn’t look.

Elliot’s voice came softly from the doorway.

“You’re up early.”

“I didn’t sleep late.”

He stepped inside, shoes soft on the stone. Dressed already—slacks, open collar, jacket not yet buttoned, a watch that cost more than some weddings. He looked good. He always did. He carried a takeaway coffee cup, the kind his assistant picked up on the way in.

“I have a call in twenty,” he said. “London.”

Vivian nodded.

He walked to the window and stood beside it, hands in his pockets. For a moment, they both just looked out. The skyline was clean and pale.

He sipped. “You said yes to Monica?”

“I did.”

“She’ll like that.”

“I’m sure she will.”

Another quiet sip. Another moment that wanted to mean something but didn’t.

Then he turned. “You looked … good last night.” He said it casually, but not without intent.

“Thank you,” Vivian said just as casually. Maybe too fast.

A pause.

Then he smiled. That soft, non-invasive smile he wore for donors and doormen. “I’ll see you tonight.”

And then he was gone.




Chapter Four: Reappearances

Vivian didn’t ask what the event was for. She only knew that it wasn’t black tie. Elliot had said it would be small. A few clients. Drinks. Familiar faces. Nothing that needed planning.

The house was already full of candlelight and soft voices when she came down, floating into it like she always did—perfect posture, clean lines, the navy silk dress that whispered with every step.

Someone placed a glass in her hand. She smiled. Nodded. Let her face do all the work.

Vivian ended up in a corner with two men and a woman, talking about Italy. Not Italy, really, just the parts they could categorize.

“Florence is lovely, of course, but the wine in Piedmont is much less commercial,” a man in a checkered jacket said.

“We had a driver who kept recommending the tourist restaurants,” the woman added, as if still offended.

“You really have to know someone,” the second man said, eyes on Vivian. “The locals won’t give up their secrets easily.”

Vivian smiled. “Secrets taste better, though.”

They all laughed, just a little too hard. Vivian laughed, too, because that was what you were supposed to do.

The man in the checkered jacket leaned closer. “Have you been recently?”

“Not in years,” she said. “We honeymooned there.”

That landed oddly. Too honest, maybe. Too specific.

He shifted his drink. “Well, Florence is flooded now. Too many Americans.”

Vivian felt it then—that tug, that deep, dull ache just behind the ribs that said, None of this matters. But she nodded. Made a sound of agreement. Asked a question she didn’t care about.

And then …

“Careful with that—glass on linen’s a bitch to lift.”

The words came from somewhere just behind her. Warm. Dry. Real.

Vivian turned, not all at once—casual, practiced, perfectly slow.

Micah stood at the end of the long table, steadying a server’s tray with one hand and repositioning a wine glass with the other. Rolled sleeves. Same quiet grace. No performance.

He looked up. Saw her. And didn’t blink.

Their eyes held for just a breath. Not long enough to start anything, but more than enough to remember everything.

Vivian turned back to the conversation, still nodding, still smiling. However, she had no idea what anyone was saying. Yet, she wasn’t bored anymore. And it scared her more than she wanted to admit.

She wasn’t sure how she ended up standing by the sideboard—alone, for once. Her glass was still half-full, but she wasn’t drinking. Just holding it.

The conversation had peeled away, one boring layer at a time, and now she was here. Quiet. Waiting for something she hadn’t named yet.

A soft clink. Then …

“You’re not drinking that.”

His voice again. Closer now. For her.

Vivian looked up.

Micah stood a few feet away, holding a bottle in one hand, a towel draped over the other, watching her like she was both familiar and unknown.

Vivian glanced down at her champagne. “I suppose not,” she replied.

He moved forward, smooth and unhurried. “Want something different?”

“I’m fine.”

He nodded. “You look it.”

The words weren’t flirtatious. Not exactly. But they landed just the same.

He stepped past her to adjust something on the table. She watched his hand move—steady, efficient. A man who worked with his body but wasn’t owned by it.

“You clean up well,” Vivian said before she could stop herself.

He smiled but didn’t turn. “It’s the sleeves. People trust rolled-up sleeves.”

Vivian almost laughed. “Why?”

“Looks like I’m about to help, even if I’m not.”

That did make her laugh.

He finally looked back at her, slower this time. And that’s when she felt it.

A glance across the room.

She followed it.

Elliot. Standing near the fireplace, talking to someone but not really talking. His eyes were on her.

Not just watching—studying.

And then, as if he knew exactly what she needed to see, he raised his glass to her.

Vivian’s stomach flipped with confusion.

Was that permission? Curiosity?

She looked back at Micah who was still there, still close. Then she stepped back before she meant to.

“I should … get back,” she said, her voice not sounding like hers.

Micah nodded. “Sure.” Nothing in his face changed.

Vivian turned and walked away, careful not to walk too fast. Careful not to look back.

She slipped back into the current of the room like a woman returning from the powder room. No rush. No panic. Just the right tilt of the chin and half a smile meant to suggest everything was exactly as it should be.

The couple from earlier was still holding court by the fireplace, discussing something tedious—this time about vineyards in Sonoma or ski conditions in Telluride. Vivian rejoined them without announcing it.

“The elevation makes such a difference,” the man in the silk jacket was saying. “Not just in snow quality, but in the density of the air. People underestimate that.”

Vivian nodded like she’d heard something profound.

“You have to get in early,” the woman added. “All the good rentals are snapped up by July.”

Vivian opened her mouth to agree, to say something elegant and mildly clever—something to reestablish her rhythm. But nothing came out. Her brain offered something about snow density, yet she rejected it on arrival.

She smiled instead, lifted her glass, and took a sip that didn’t taste like anything.

Someone asked a question, but she missed the first half.

“—at Vail, or do you prefer Deer Valley?”

Vivian blinked. “Deer Valley, I think.” It wasn’t a lie, but it wasn’t an answer either.

The woman cocked her head slightly, as if trying to determine whether Vivian was being dry or just distant.

Vivian laughed softly, like she meant it. Then she changed the subject. complimenting the woman’s earrings.

The woman beamed.

The moment passed.

But Vivian felt it—the seams in her smile pulling tighter. The sound of Micah’s voice still echoing behind her ribs. And Elliot’s raised glass hanging in the back of her mind like a question she wasn’t ready to ask.

And somewhere, between a story about a private chef who got caught stealing wine and a debate over the ethics of renting versus owning in Provence, Vivian found herself wondering if she was having an affair without actually doing anything. Because that was what Micah felt like. And Elliot, who had raised his glass like he’d seen it, too. Like he wanted it. Like he wanted her to want it. And maybe that was the affair. Maybe she was sleeping with the possibility. Or with permission. And that thought—so ridiculous, so completely unprovable and half-formed—made her laugh at absolutely the wrong moment.

The woman beside her blinked. “I said she found him in the wine cellar.”

“Right,” Vivian said quickly. “Of course. That is funny.”

But her smile was crooked now.

No longer perfect.




Chapter Five: Clean Lines

Vivian didn’t say anything to Elliot after the last guest left. He had disappeared into his study while the house was still warm with laughter and perfume, the clink of crystal glasses still echoing faintly in the hall.

She went upstairs, kicked off her shoes, peeled off the navy silk dress, and left it draped over the armchair like someone else had worn it.

The lights in her room were too bright, so she turned on only the lamp by the window. The room took on a quiet glow—muted gold on white walls, shadowed corners that looked softer in the half-light.

She stood in front of the vanity, half-undressed, still wearing earrings that cost more than some people’s rent. Her makeup was intact, hair still pinned.

She looked … flawless.

And she felt completely unsupervised, like no one was left in the audience.

She slid the earrings off, one by one. Micah’s voice was still playing in her head. Just a few words, but the way he’d said them—You’re not drinking that—like he knew. Like he always knew.

And Elliot. Watching her. Raising his glass. The smirk that wasn’t quite a smirk.

“You’ve always had excellent taste in men.”

What the hell was that?

Vivian didn’t know if she was being baited, tested, or indulged. She didn’t even know which of those she preferred.

She didn’t cry, didn’t shake, didn’t smile. She just stood there for a long time, in her slip and heels, wondering how many nights she’d gone to bed without being touched, and how many more she was willing to accept.

Vivian picked up her phone and just held it. There were a few notifications—event reminders, a newsletter she had never unsubscribed from, a photo from the gala posted by someone she didn’t remember speaking to. And Maddie’s name, still pinned to the top of her texts like a bad idea waiting to happen.

She would know what to say. She’d laugh, make it dirty, call Elliot something half-affectionate and half-terrible, and tell Vivian that she was overdue for trouble. Then Maddie would pour a drink, tell her about a man with forearms like carved wood, and remind her that wanting wasn’t a crime.

Vivian thought about calling her. She even opened the thread. But then her finger hovered over the screen too long and the moment passed.

She didn’t know what she’d say, anyway. Hey, so Elliot hired the bartender I maybe flirted with, and then watched me like he wanted to see what would happen.

It sounded insane. Worse—embarrassing.

She locked the screen, set the phone face-down on the nightstand, and reminded herself that everything was fine.

Vivian slid between the sheets. They were cold at first. Clean. Smooth. Nothing to catch on, nothing to sink into.

She lay on her back, staring at the ceiling. The light from the hallway cast a faint line across the crown molding, like a reminder that the house was still awake somewhere, even if she wasn’t.

Her legs were still warm from movement, skin hypersensitive in places she hadn’t noticed in a long time.

She let one hand drift. A hum under the surface that hadn’t been there the night before.

She thought of Micah’s voice. The way he looked at her like she were real.

She thought of Elliot’s smile. That glass raised like a curtain.

And she closed her eyes. But it didn’t go anywhere.

The touch wasn’t enough. Too practiced. Too quiet. Like trying to start a fire with wet matches.

She let her hand fall back to the sheets, turned onto her side, and stared at the wall between their bedrooms, wondering if Elliot was still awake.




Chapter Six: The Lunch

Vivian had thought it was just lunch. Just Monica and her. A quiet table, some shared floral samples, polite talk about the gala, and maybe—if she were lucky—a brief window into the woman behind the senator’s smile.

Instead, there were six women already seated when she arrived. Beautiful. Balanced. Air-kissed cheeks and curated laughter that didn’t touch the eyes.

The club’s terrace was perfect, of course. White linen table, blush glassware, a gentle breeze threading through the jasmine hanging above us. The sound of trickling water from a nearby fountain played its part like background music in a spa commercial.

“Vivian,” Monica said, standing to greet her. “So glad you could make it.”

“You didn’t mention a full table,” Vivian said lightly.

“I thought you wouldn’t mind a little noise,” Monica replied with a smile, motioning toward the empty seat beside her. “Besides, we need your taste. Especially with the men making the final decisions.”

Vivian returned the smile, just enough to look gracious.

The other women introduced themselves with soft gestures and subtle perfumes. Vivian knew some by face, most by reputation. Serena Vaughn wore a sleeveless coral dress and three shades of tan, her laugh just a hair louder than necessary. Nina Caldwell was sharp, black silk everything, a pearl-studded phone case and an expression like she’d seen through you before you even opened your mouth. Julia Penrose was younger, still hungry, too eager to be effortless. And Daphne Lang—perfect posture, soft voice, older money—offered Vivian the kind of smile that said she’d already decided she belonged.

Vivian sat, crossed her ankles, and accepted a chilled glass of something herbal that tasted like spa water and Sauvignon blanc.

Monica reviewed the confirmed auction items—Aspen, the vineyard retreat, a chef’s tasting at Le Bernardin. Everything elegant, expensive, and perfectly predictable.

“We need something playful this year,” she said, flipping through a soft-bound guest list.

“Something with teeth,” Nina added, sipping from her glass. “If I see one more silent auction with beach baskets and gift cards, I’m going to torch the linen.”

Serena leaned forward, her bracelets clinking. “We should auction off something fun. Like dinner with a professional athlete, married or not.”

A ripple of laughter floated around the table.

Julia grinned. “You think they’d show up?”

“I’ll bid if he doesn’t talk,” Nina said, dry as bone.

Serena gave her a mock-wounded look. “My trainer barely talks. Still worth it.”

That drew sharper laughter, the kind that was half-confession and half-challenge.

Daphne raised a brow. “Is that a rumor or a headline, Serena?”

“Wouldn’t you like to know?” she said, and they all laughed again.

Then Julia turned toward Vivian, bright-eyed. “Vivian, what do you think? Dangerous men for a good cause?”

She smiled, just enough to be part of the room. “I suppose it depends on how many secrets you want to manage.”

The table paused, just for a beat—processing, recalibrating.

“Secrets are half the fun,” Serena offered with a wink that wasn’t entirely a joke.

Vivian lifted her glass. “Maybe. Until they aren’t.”

That landed with a softer kind of silence. Not scandalized. Just … paused.

Monica’s voice smoothed it over. “Still waters,” she said lightly, “often run strategic.”

“Or shallow,” I replied with a soft smile. “Depends on who’s steering.”

The laughter that followed was polite. Controlled.

The moment passed.

The conversation turned back to florals, to seating logistics, to whether donors preferred handwritten place cards or engraved.

But something inside Vivian had cooled. Or sharpened. Or both.

She hadn’t come to be charming. She’d come to feel something real. And she was starting to think that might not be on the menu.

***

The car was quiet. Cool. Vivian didn’t ask the driver to turn on music. She needed the silence more than she needed a distraction.

Outside the window, the city slid past in soft fragments—balconies, awnings, pale stone storefronts she’d never actually walked into. Everything looked clean. Arranged. Like it knew how to behave.

Vivian leaned back against the seat and let the air conditioning press against her skin.

They had confirmed the gala’s floral direction—green and white, minimalist. She’d agreed to help curate the cocktail hour, co-hosted with Daphne Lang. The phrase Monica used was “shape the atmosphere.” Elegant code for: make it feel expensive without trying too hard.

Vivian was also supposed to preview the final guest list with her next week. She’d said Vivian had an eye for flow, that she could sense which combinations of people would elevate a room and which would dim it.

It was flattering. Or it would have been, once.

Now it felt like being asked to design the lighting for a play she didn’t believe in anymore.

She tapped the edge of her phone against her thigh. Serena’s laugh echoed faintly in her memory. “My trainer doesn’t talk much. Still worth it.”

The look on Monica’s face when Vivian had said, “Maybe. Until they aren’t.” No one had called her out. No one ever would. She’d played it right. Still waters, strategic shallows.

And yet, she felt like she’d shown something.

The light turned. The car rolled forward.

The gala was in three weeks. Plenty of time to choose the right dress. Plenty of time to decide what kind of woman she was becoming.




Chapter Seven: Technicalities

The house was quiet when Vivian came in. The kind of quiet that carried weight.

Afternoon light spilled across the entryway, soft and gold and deliberate, like the house had set itself for a magazine shoot she hadn’t agreed to.

Elliot was in the sitting room, half-turned in the chair, tablet in hand. His blazer was folded neatly over the backrest. A drink waited on the table beside him, half-melted ice catching the light. He looked comfortable in a way that never quite read as relaxed—always just a little too precise.

He looked up as she entered. “How was lunch?”

Vivian didn’t answer right away. She set her bag down on the credenza, unclipped her watch, and walked barefoot across the marble, pretending not to feel the chill of it.

“Fine,” she said at last. “Exactly what you’d expect.”

He raised an eyebrow but didn’t press.

She moved to the bar and poured water. Cold. Clean. Something her hands could do while she thought about the way Serena had laughed when she’d talked about her trainer. The way Julia’s voice had gone just slightly too bright when she’d mentioned a man who wasn’t her husband. And the way Monica had smiled through all of it like a woman watching a storm through triple-pane glass.

Elliot took a sip of his drink. “Gala talk?”

“Mostly.”

He waited again. That was his thing—let the silence work for him.

“Serena still pretending no one knows about her trainer?”

That stopped Vivian.

She turned, water in hand. “You know about that?”

He smiled—not smug, just knowing. “Vivian, everyone knows about that. Her husband included.”

She sat down slowly, more carefully than necessary. The ice clinked softly in her glass. “He doesn’t mind?”

“He’s gay.”

She blinked at him. Not out of shock, just the casual way he’d said it. Like noting someone preferred tea over coffee.

“He’s still married to her.”

“They both like the arrangement. It works. Appearances are appearances.”

Vivian looked down into her water. The light refracted through it, clean and clear, yet she felt muddied somehow. Like she was floating in a story that someone else had written and never bothered to explain to her.

“You don’t think that’s dishonest?” she finally asked.

He shrugged. “Only if they’re lying about it.”

“And if they are?”

He gave a small, dismissive breath. “Then it’s just sloppy. Not immoral. Just messy.”

Vivian turned that over in her mind. Messy. As if the real offense wasn’t infidelity, but inconvenience.

She wasn’t sure what she wanted to say next. So, she asked, “Have you ever had an affair?”

The question hovered there between us like a moth caught in still air.

Vivian didn’t know why she’d asked it. She hadn’t planned to. She wasn’t even sure what she had wanted him to say. Did she want confirmation that she hadn’t been imagining the emptiness between us? Or proof that he’d at least been tempted, like she wasn’t the only one who sometimes thought about other people in the quiet between rooms?

He didn’t look startled. He didn’t ask her why. “No,” he said simply.

“I believe you,” she said, almost to herself.

It didn’t feel like relief. Or betrayal. Just … truth. Clean and final.

He nodded once, as if that was the end of it.

But she wasn’t quite ready to let it go.

“There was another woman there. Julia Penrose. She brought it up like it was nothing. Like it was standard.”

Elliot frowned slightly. “She’s married to Henry Penrose, isn’t she?”

“Yes.”

“That surprises me.”

“Why?”

“She always struck me as the earnest type.” He said it like it was a flaw. Or maybe a liability. Then he added more sharply, “Having an affair is one thing. Lying about it is something different entirely.”

Vivian wanted to ask what that meant. If he thought the lie was worse than the act? If he thought truth was only valuable when it wasn’t dangerous?

But before she could speak, his phone buzzed.

He looked at the screen. “Give me a moment. I have to take this.” He stood and walked out of the room.

Vivian sat there with her water, ice melting faster now, thinking about all the things they hadn’t said.

And the one thing she still couldn’t ask,

What would you think of me … if I wanted more?




Chapter Eight: A Conversation with Maddie

Vivian hadn’t meant to call her. She stared at her name on the screen, thumb hovering like she might accidentally set something on fire with it. Maddie’s name was always there—pinned, waiting, like a red button Vivian was never sure she was ready to push. Yet she pushed it, anyway.

“Viv?” she answered, voice warm and amused. “Is the mansion on fire, or are you just finally bored enough to miss me?”

“A little of both,” Vivian replied. She walked slowly toward the far window as she spoke, bare feet silent on the polished hardwood. Outside, the hedges were perfectly trimmed. The lighting on the patio was soft and tasteful, pre-set to warm white. Everything looked like the catalog version of comfort. But it didn’t feel like hers.

Maddie laughed. “That’s already the most glamorous start to a midlife crisis I’ve heard all week.”

Vivian pulled the curtain back with one hand, watched her reflection in the glass more than the garden beyond it. “I don’t know what I’m doing,” she said.

“That’s my girl.”

The silence stretched. Then …

“There’s someone.”

A pause, followed by the unmistakable sound of Maddie setting down a wine glass. “All right. When? Who? How hot? What’s he like?”

“Bartender. From a gala. I didn’t think anything of it at first.” Vivian paced across the room, fingers brushing the back of the white armchair near the fireplace. The pillows were always fluffed, the throws always folded at an angle. The housekeeper followed routines she couldn’t remember ever requesting. “But he’s shown up again. At events. Elliot hired him for a party here.” She crossed to the bookshelf, picked up a book she’d never read, and then set it back down again. “He was polite, and aware, and I felt something. Not dramatic. Just … seen.

“Okay,” Maddie said. “And …?”

“And then Elliot watched us talking. Not in a jealous way. More like … curious. Later, he raised a glass to me, like a private joke I wasn’t in on.”

“Viv, that’s not subtle.”

“No.” She stopped at the console table beneath the painting they’d bought in Milan. She hadn’t liked it then, and she liked it even less now. “I haven’t done anything. But I can’t stop thinking about it. About him. About Elliot. About what any of it means.”

“And that,” Maddie said, “is why you need to test the waters.”

“What?”

“Get close to him. Not to sleep with him—yet—but to feel it. See if the heat is real or just boredom in a good dress.”

Vivian shook her head even though Maddie couldn’t see her. “It feels like cheating.”

“Even if nothing happens?”

She walked back toward the window, rested her hand on the glass. “It feels intentional. That’s what makes it worse.”

“Okay,” Maddie said, shifting into that tone she used when she wanted to dismantle Vivian’s arguments like furniture she knew she could reassemble. “So, imagine this: Elliot meets someone, they talk, there’s chemistry. Maybe a kiss. Maybe nothing else. He tells you after. Or he doesn’t, because it wasn’t worth mentioning. How would you feel?”

Vivian opened her mouth. Closed it again.

“Exactly,” Maddie said.

“That’s different.”

“Why?”

She didn’t have an answer she liked.

Maddie softened. “Wouldn’t you rather know it meant something before you brought it into your marriage? Before you risked the foundation?

“I don’t want to lie.”

“Then don’t. But don’t jump off a ledge without checking what’s below it either.”

Vivian pressed her forehead briefly against the cool glass, eyes closing. “I just wish I knew what I wanted.”

“You want something real. You always have.” Maddie paused. “And you’re not wrong to want permission instead of secrets. But Viv, you’re going to have to get close enough to know what you’re asking for.” Maddie then went quiet on the other end of the line, letting the weight of her words settle.

Vivian didn’t argue, didn’t agree. She just said, “Thanks,” and meant it.

Maddie hummed. “Don’t do anything stupid.”

“No promises.”

“That’s why I love you.”

They hung up.

Vivian stood there for a moment, the screen of her phone going dark in her hand, the silence flooding back in like warm water.

The house was immaculate. Her robe was silk. Every corner of the room had been chosen, curated, placed just so. A magazine could’ve photographed it without moving a single thing. But it didn’t feel lived in. It felt like she’d wandered into someone else’s idea of beauty and been asked to smile like she belonged.

She walked slowly toward the bed, trailing her fingers along the edge of the duvet, then sat—not quite ready to climb in. She stared at the mirror across the room, the one she usually avoided when undressing, and tried to see something there besides her own reflection. She didn’t know what she wanted. She just knew she wanted to want something without shame. She wanted to be able to look at herself—really look—and not flinch. Not calculate. Not wait for someone else to define what was too much.

Maybe getting close to him would answer the question.

Or maybe it would ask a better one.




Chapter Nine: The Edge of the Room

The gallery was too cold. It always was—the art needed it, supposedly—but Vivian suspected it was intentional. Cool air made people feel expensive. Kept the bodies sharp and the sweat invisible.

She moved through the space like she belonged there. Simple black dress. Hair pinned in a way that said effortless but took a full hour. She greeted guests with the kind of smile people liked to believe meant familiarity, not performance.

Daphne was already there, perfectly composed in deep navy. She smiled as Vivian approached, kissed both cheeks.

“Everything looks beautiful,” Daphne said.

“It’s a beautiful space.”

“It’s a beautiful crowd. You’re part of that.”

Vivian smiled, cool and gracious.

They reviewed the donor list. Made sure the name tags had arrived. Checked the placements of champagne trays, flower arrangements, the glass bowl holding folded cards for the silent auction preview.

“Monica’s thrilled with everything,” Daphne said. “She thinks you bring balance and restraint.”

Vivian almost said she’s right but stopped herself. Because, for the first time in years, she didn’t feel restrained. She felt like a person wearing restraint. And the seams were starting to itch.

She turned toward the far end of the room and froze.

Micah was standing behind the bar. He hadn’t seen her yet. His sleeves were rolled. His movements efficient, economical. The same slow, controlled grace she remembered. He was opening a bottle of wine, focused on the motion, unaware of the way light caught the tendon in his wrist, the way his collar sat just slightly loose at the throat.

She looked away before he saw her.

Daphne had moved on, speaking with a donor’s wife about the auction items.

Vivian drifted toward the edge of the room, not with purpose but with that kind of practiced float she’d perfected at every social event since her twenties.

A tray passed in front of her. Champagne. She took one without thinking.

Then … his voice.

“Be careful with that. Someone might think you’re enjoying yourself.”

Vivian turned.

Micah was there. Not behind the bar anymore. Close now. Closer than she’d expected.

“I’m not,” she said, too fast.

He raised an eyebrow.

She recovered. “Enjoying myself, I mean.”

“No,” he said. “Didn’t think so.”

Silence stretched between them—not awkward, but alert. Like the space between notes in a piece of music neither of them wanted to play yet.

“You’re working again,” she said.

“I get around.”

“I noticed.”

His mouth curled slightly. Something close to real.

“You clean up well,” she added, softer now.

“You said that last time.”

“I meant it both times.”

Their eyes held.

Then—just a flash—his fingers brushed hers as she passed the glass back onto a tray. Not by accident. Not obviously intentional.

It didn’t matter.

She felt it in her knees.

Vivian stepped back half a pace. “I should get back,” she said.

“To pretending you’re having a good time?”

She smiled, soft but not coy. “Something like that.”

He nodded. “I’ll be here.”

She didn’t answer, just turned and walked away before she could hear what her heartbeat sounded like from the outside.

She moved through the room like a current beneath silk. Smooth. Directionless. Her heart still beat harder than it should.

She found Daphne near the donation table, speaking to a couple in their early fifties. Donor types. Old money, stiffer smiles. She slid beside them like a second skin and let Daphne finish her sentence before nodding politely, smiling once, twice, enough to pass.

When the couple stepped away, Daphne turned to her. “You all right?” she asked lightly.

Vivian nodded, too quickly.

“You looked like you were being hunted by a canapé.”

Vivian laughed—too much breath, not enough ease. “Long day.”

Daphne looked past her, toward the bar. “Is that the same bartender from Monica’s last event?”

Vivian followed her gaze.

Micah. Still behind the bar, still moving with that same disarming calm.

“I think so,” she said, working to keep her tone flat. “Elliot hired him for one of our things, as well.”

“Interesting.”

“Why?”

Daphne smiled faintly. “He’s very … present. Most men in tuxedo aprons just disappear.”

Vivian didn’t say anything. Couldn’t.

Daphne tilted her head slightly, assessing … noticing. Then she said, “You have good taste.”

Vivian froze.

Daphne raised her eyebrows. “In staff selection.”

Vivian’s smile returned—belated, but functional. “You make it sound like I arranged the guest list and the drink menu.”

“You didn’t?” Daphne asked then laughed softly. “That’s a shame. Could’ve given the room a little more spark.”

Vivian said nothing.

Daphne didn’t push. She just took a sip of her champagne and glanced back toward the bar. “Let me know if you’re ready to sneak out. You look like someone who could use a second life tonight.”

Vivian watched her drift away toward another guest, leaving her alone in the middle of the room.

The air felt colder now.

Not from the gallery.

From something under her skin.




Chapter Ten: The First Yes

She told herself it didn’t matter that she didn’t have a reason to be there. She walked through the side hallway of the gallery, past a stack of broken-down boxes and the faint sound of someone vacuuming in another wing.

She found Micah alone, packing away the last of the stemware. His sleeves were rolled up, his collar open, a little sweat darkening the back of his neck.

He looked up when she entered. No surprise. Just that same steady stillness.

“I came to see you,” she said.

Micah set the glass down then wiped his hands on a towel. “I figured.”

“I’ve been thinking about this.”

“This?” he asked.

She nodded. “I don’t want anything from you.”

His brow ticked upward, but he said nothing.

“I just want to know if what I felt was real. I needed to … check.”

Micah took one step toward her.

She stepped in close—closer than she’d let herself before. Close enough to feel the heat of his skin, the faint hum of his breath.

Micah didn’t move.

Didn’t reach for her.

Didn’t smile.

Just stood there, waiting, like he knew what was coming and understood that it had to come from her.

Vivian lifted her hand slowly, fingers brushing the edge of his jaw. He had a day’s growth of stubble, warm and coarse under her palm. Her thumb traced the corner of his mouth. Then she leaned in.

She kissed him like a woman tasting something she wasn’t sure she deserved but couldn’t deny any longer. Her mouth met his with deliberate softness, lips parted just slightly, breath trembling through her nose.

She wasn’t asking. She was searching.

Micah’s breath caught. His mouth opened against hers, answering, matching her.

It wasn’t tongue. Not yet. Just mouths opening and closing, pressing together with slow, rhythmic pressure. Her top lip gliding over his then lower. His head tilted into her slightly, enough to deepen the angle.

She stepped closer, closing the final inch. Her chest brushed his. Her hand curled lightly around the side of his neck, just holding.

Micah still didn’t touch her. But his restraint made her want to pull him in by the shirt and press every inch of her body against him.

She didn’t. She stayed in that kiss. Just the kiss. Long enough for her mouth to learn the shape of his. Long enough for her skin to heat, her stomach to tighten, and her thighs to pulse with the threat of something more.

And then she pulled back. Their faces still close. Their breath shared.

She opened her eyes, meeting his. She could feel her heartbeat in her fingertips.

“That’s all I needed,” she said softly.

Micah looked at her like he knew exactly how much of a lie that was. But he didn’t stop her.

And that, more than anything, made her body burn.

***

The car was warm from the sun. Vivian slid into the front seat, pulled the door shut behind her, and let her head rest against the leather. She didn’t start the engine. She couldn’t. Her hands were still trembling.

The kiss hadn’t been wild. It hadn’t been sloppy or dangerous. It had been clean. Intentional. Controlled. Yet it had done something to her. Cracked something open.

It wasn’t Micah’s mouth that haunted her—it was her own.

The way she kissed him. The way she chose to.

She stared through the windshield. The glass was tinted, reflecting the sky. It felt like being underwater. Like no one could see her here. Like the air had gone soft and slow.

She shifted in her seat. Her thighs were warm. Her breathing shallow.

She looked down at her hands, at the fingers that had poured wine, adjusted napkins, buttoned a thousand silk blouses. Then she let one of them slide down, slow, deliberate, over the curve of her thigh and beneath the hem of her dress.

Her fingers slipped under her panties and found heat. Wetness. She was already there, her body lit up like a low flame, waiting to be touched.

She closed her eyes for half a breath. Then opened them again.

She wanted to see this. To feel everything. To be present for it.

Her free hand stayed on the wheel. Her hips rolled slowly, meeting her touch in a quiet rhythm. She wasn’t rushing. She wasn’t desperate.

In her mind, she felt the ghost of Micah’s mouth. The way his breath had caught just slightly when she pulled away. She felt Elliot’s raised glass in another memory—distant, unreadable, watching. And she felt herself, alive now in a way that had nothing to do with who she belonged to.

Her fingers circled. Pressed. Her mouth parted. She whispered something—she didn’t know what.

The pleasure crested slowly. A rising swell of heat and hunger and need that she didn’t flinch from this time.

She came with a quiet gasp, legs trembling, breath caught halfway in her throat.

No shame.

No apology.

Just relief.

She stayed like that for a moment, eyes closed, skin flushed, hand still pressed between her thighs. Then she laughed. A small, startled sound that felt like a breath she’d been holding for years.

When she finally straightened, she caught her reflection in the rearview mirror. And for the first time in a long time, she looked like a woman who belonged to herself.




Chapter Eleven: The Look That Lingers

She let herself in through the side entrance, slipping her keys into the bowl near the door like she had a thousand times before. The house was quiet. Evening had settled, and the lights were dimmed to their usual amber glow. Peaceful. Curated.

She took a breath.

She wasn’t sure if she smelled different, but she felt different. Her skin was warm. Her mouth tingled. Her thighs were still bare beneath the hem of her dress, and she hadn’t bothered to fix her hair in the mirror of the car.

She walked into the kitchen, expecting silence. Instead, Elliot stood near the wine fridge, two glasses already half-poured.

He looked up when she entered and paused. Not long. Just a fraction of a beat too long.

“Busy afternoon?” he asked, voice casual.

Vivian’s heart tapped once, hard. She smiled. “Gala prep.”

He handed her a glass. She took it without comment.

His eyes held hers for a second longer than they should have.

She sipped. “You’re home early.”

“Had a few meetings cancel. Thought I’d make use of the quiet.”

He studied her as she drank. Not her dress. Not her face.

Her presence.

“You look …” He paused.

She turned, raising an eyebrow. “I look what?”

He gave a small smile. “Different.”

She almost laughed. Almost said I kissed someone just to see what he’d do.

“Do I?” she asked.

Elliot nodded once. “In a good way.”

She sipped her wine again. Her body still hummed, the memory of her own fingers still hot beneath her skin.

“I needed a little time today,” she said. “Just for myself.”

“Did it help?”

“Yes.”

Elliot didn’t ask anything else. But he kept watching her, like a man reading a page that had been rewritten.

And for the first time in years, she didn’t feel like explaining.

They moved into the dining room with practiced ease, each carrying their glass.

The housekeeper had left the table set, something light and chilled waiting in the fridge, but neither of them made a move to serve it yet.

Elliot sat. Vivian hovered for a moment before taking her seat across from him.

He looked at his glass before drinking. She looked at him.

Every movement was catalogued. Was he quieter than usual? Was that a smile or a smirk? Did he glance at her thighs for a half-second too long?

She couldn’t tell.

And that made it worse.

He spoke about the city council’s recent idiocy—some policy vote, a zoning issue. He sounded normal. Calm. Engaged. But he was watching her as he spoke.

Does he know?

Can he smell him on me? Feel the shift in my breath? See the memory behind my eyes?

She nodded at the right times. Made an occasional comment. She even laughed once, too brightly. She hated that laugh.

Elliot raised his glass again, and she caught the way his eyes held her a moment too long.

He wants to ask something, she thought. He’s waiting to see if I’ll volunteer it.

He’s testing how much I want him to know.

She looked away. Just for a second. Regrouped.

“Do you want dinner?” she asked, voice light.

“If you’re hungry.”

“Not really.”

He nodded, leaning back in his chair. “You’ve been quiet today.”

“Have I?”

“A little.”

She smiled. “Long day.”

He watched her but said nothing.

She shifted in her seat, crossed one leg over the other. Her dress slipped slightly higher on her thigh, and she didn’t adjust it.

If you want to look, Elliot, look.

But he didn’t. He just took another sip of wine, cool and smooth. And smiled.

Elliot glanced down at his phone. Just once. Probably a news alert. Maybe a message from his assistant. But it was enough.

“Am I boring you?” Vivian’s voice came out sharper than she’d expected.

Elliot looked up, slow and deliberate. “Not at all,” he said calmly.

“You keep checking your phone.”

“One glance.”

She took a long sip of her wine. “You used to listen better.”

He tilted his head. “You used to talk more.” It wasn’t cruel. Just true.

And she didn’t like that.

She set her glass down too firmly. “I’ve had a long day.”

“So you said.”

There was a pause between them.

Then Elliot leaned back in his chair again, posture so relaxed it felt performative. “You seem tense,” he said.

“I’m not.”

He smiled faintly. “You’re clenching the stem of your wine glass like it owes you money.”

Vivian looked down. She hadn’t even noticed.

She loosened her grip, exhaled through her nose.

“I just …” she began then stopped.

Elliot waited.

But she didn’t finish the thought. She stood up instead.

“I think I’m going to take a bath.”

“You deserve it.”

She paused in the doorway. Turned halfway, eyes on him. Say something. Ask me. Call me out. Tell me you know.

But he didn’t.

He just nodded. “Take your time.”

And she hated how much she wanted him to want to know.




Chapter Twelve: Lavender and Lies

The bath was absurd. French porcelain, free-standing, claw-footed, imported from somewhere where people still talked about lineage like it meant something. The water had been drawn at just the right temperature—Vivian had figured out the trick of it over the years. Not too hot to scald, but hot enough to feel like something was being rinsed out of her bones.

She’d added two handfuls of bath salts—lavender and eucalyptus, though the jar said something fancier—and a single drop of the rose oil she wasn’t technically supposed to touch because the housekeeper said it stained the marble.

There were candles, of course. And soft piano music echoing faintly through the built-in speakers, part of a sound system Elliot had installed during one of his “I want you to feel at home” phases.

The bathroom itself was larger than most people’s living rooms, tiled in pale stone, with a bench near the window no one ever used and a heated floor she took for granted until she didn’t have it.

She was neck-deep in excess. And she couldn’t stop thinking about the taste of Micah’s mouth.

Vivian sighed, sunk lower into the water, then reached for her phone where it rested on the tray across the tub. She didn’t overthink it. She just typed: “I kissed him.” Then she sent it.

She exhaled. Closed her eyes.

Then … ding.

Maddie, instantly.

Vivian reached for the phone again, finger hovering over the preview …

Knock knock.

She froze.

The knock came again.

“Viv?” Elliot’s voice.

She didn’t answer.

A third knock. Still polite. Still distant.

Something inside her snapped.

“He’s my husband,” she whispered aloud. “He shouldn’t knock.”

She raised her voice. “Just come in.”

There was a pause. Then the door opened, and Elliot stepped inside like he’d been invited to speak on a panel. Calm. Dressed down but precise. He glanced at the tub then at her.

She expected a comment. A joke. A compliment. Instead, he walked to the other end of the bathroom and sat down on the bench next to their toilet, like they were in a therapist’s office made for royals.

He folded his hands. Met her eyes. “Tell me what’s going on with you,” he said. He folded his hands. Met her eyes.

Vivian sank slightly lower in the water. The scent of lavender felt suddenly overwhelming. Her phone buzzed again, Maddie waiting for a reply.

But she couldn’t look away from Elliot. And he didn’t look away from her.

He didn’t smile. He didn’t blink. He just waited. Like he knew something had shifted. And he wasn’t leaving the room until she said it out loud.




Chapter Thirteen: The Ask

“Vivian.”

She still hadn’t answered.

Elliot was sitting at the edge of the bathroom like he belonged there—like he’d always belonged there—and she didn’t know what that meant anymore.

The water had gone slightly cooler. The scent of lavender stronger. Her skin was flushed, not from the bath but from the weight of his gaze.

She hadn’t looked away. But she hadn’t spoken either.

He tried again. “Tell me what’s going on with you.”

Vivian swallowed. “I don’t know,” she said finally. “That’s the problem.”

Elliot nodded once. Waited.

She looked down at the water. Watched the way it rippled against her collarbone. One of the candles flickered behind her, and she thought, briefly, about how ridiculous all of this would look from the outside. All this comfort. All this emptiness.

“I feel like I’m waking up,” she said quietly. “And I don’t know if it’s too late.”

Elliot tilted his head slightly. “Too late for what?”

“For wanting things again.”

He didn’t flinch.

She hated that about him sometimes.

“I’m not unhappy,” she said. “That’s the part I can’t stop circling. I don’t hate you. I don’t feel trapped. I’m not bored in the way I used to be when I was younger.”

He was listening.

“I just … forgot what it felt like to be wanted.”

That landed. Gently, but deep.

Vivian looked at him again, and for the first time, she let herself hope he wouldn’t misinterpret it. That he wouldn’t think this was about Micah. That he’d understand this was about her.

Elliot blinked slowly. “By anyone.”

The silence that followed wasn’t cold. It was thick. Suspended. Like they’d both walked into a room made of breath and didn’t know how to step without disturbing it.

Elliot didn’t look away from her. He didn’t challenge. Didn’t apologize. He just … took it in.

Vivian turned her head slightly. Looked down at the curve of her shoulder breaking the surface of the water. “I’m not saying I’m unloved,” she said. “Or unwanted, even. It’s just …” She trailed off, mouth tightening. “I’m wanted in the way a painting is wanted. For how it fits a wall. For how quiet it is.” Her voice didn’t shake. But the softness in it carried more vulnerability than she’d allowed in years.

Elliot shifted slightly on the bench, elbows resting on his knees now. He laced his fingers together. “I didn’t know you felt that way,” he said.

“I didn’t either,” she replied.

That made him smile—just a little. A crack in his usual reserve.

“What changed?” he asked.

Vivian considered lying. Or deflecting. Saying something vague. Something safe. But she was tired of that.

“I kissed someone,” she said. Just like that. Not bold. Not broken. True.

Elliot didn’t move. He blinked once. Vivian watched his throat shift as he swallowed.

She waited for the question—Who?—but it didn’t come.

He just said, “How did it make you feel?”

And the way he asked it—not bitter, not bruised, just curious—made her heart do something strange in her chest.

“I felt alive,” she whispered. “I felt like a person again.”

He nodded once. Still watching her. “Do you want to do it again?”

He didn’t press her. Just sat there, waiting.

Vivian sank a little deeper into the water. Steam curled up against her collarbones. The soft scent of lavender hung like memory in the air. And for a moment—just a moment—she remembered. Not the Elliot of dinner parties and press photos. Not the man in tailored suits who moved through the world like it owed him silence.

She remembered the man who sat with her on their second date, long before the world knew his name. Who’d listened to her talk about books she didn’t think anyone else had read. Who didn’t interrupt. Who let her finish whole thoughts without filling the space with anecdotes of his own.

She remembered the night her mother had called her, half-drunk and cruel, and how Elliot had just held her. No advice. No solutions. Just arms, and breath, and warmth.

She remembered the stillness that had once made her feel safe, not small.

And suddenly, the guilt hit her like gravity. Not because of Micah. But because she’d let that man become furniture in her life. Because it had been easier to believe he’d stopped seeing her than to admit she’d stopped trying to be seen.

She closed her eyes, throat tightening. “I’m sorry,” she whispered.

Elliot didn’t move.

“I’m sorry I forgot how to talk to you,” she said, voice breaking just a little. “You’ve always been here. I just didn’t know how to … reach for you anymore.”

He exhaled softly. Then, after a moment, he said, “I’ve missed you, too.”

And that, more than anything, made her cry.

She cried softly, shoulders trembling just beneath the waterline, her breath catching now and then like her body didn’t quite know how to regulate itself.

Elliot still hadn’t moved. Then, slowly, he stood.

She didn’t look up until she felt his presence closer—his shoes against the tile, the faint shift of air as he stepped to the edge of the tub.

He crouched. One hand reached out, brushed a damp strand of hair from her cheek. His thumb paused just at her temple. “Vivian,” he said softly, “can I touch you?”

She nodded.

He leaned in. Not for her mouth. For her forehead.

He kissed it first—soft, reverent. The kind of kiss you gave someone you were trying not to break. Then he stood again and started unbuttoning his shirt. One by one. Quiet. No show.

She watched. Not because it was hot—though it was—but because it was him. Her husband. The man she’d once fallen into like a dream.

He stepped out of his clothes then stepped into the water behind her, carefully bracing one hand on the edge of the tub. It was a tight fit, but it somehow felt right.

His chest pressed against her back, arms folding gently around her waist. She let her head fall back onto his shoulder. And for a long moment, they just breathed.

The water lapped at their skin. His mouth found her neck, slow and reverent. Her hand reached down and found his thigh.

“Are you sure?” she whispered.

“I’ve never been more,” he said.

His fingers slid down her belly, between her legs, and this time she didn’t flinch. She opened for him.

Her head tilted. Her lips parted.

He kissed her jaw, her throat, the slope of her shoulder as he worked her open. His chest was at her back, his hands warm on her skin, and when his fingers slid lower, between her legs, Vivian let out a breath like she’d just come up for air.

He touched her with purpose.

Her hips shifted with each circle of his hand. Her breath quickened.

He kissed the back of her neck.

She reached down, found him—hard, hot, ready—and the idea of him inside her made her knees weaken.

She arched against him, ready to guide him in. And then … they both realized the tub was a terrible place for this.

She turned her head slightly.

He huffed out a breath.

Their eyes met.

And they both started laughing—quiet, breathy, ridiculous.

Vivian pressed a hand to her face, giggling into her fingers. “This is so stupid.”

Elliot’s smile was wide and warm. “You have no idea how relieved I am that you said it first.”

She was still laughing when he nodded toward the glass shower. “Come on.”

She didn’t hesitate. She followed him out of the tub, water sloshing as they stepped carefully onto the warm tile.

He opened the shower door and turned on the water—steam rising immediately as heat pulsed from the rainfall spout overhead.

She braced her hands against the marble wall, steam curling around her shoulders, her skin flushed from arousal and heat. Elliot stepped behind her, one hand sliding down the center of her back, steadying her. The other gripped her hip, his thumb anchoring just below the curve of her waist.

When he pressed into her—slow and thick and real—Vivian inhaled sharply, her mouth falling open. He filled her with one slow, claiming thrust, and her knees almost gave out.

“Jesus,” she breathed.

He didn’t speak. Just gripped her hips tighter and drew out almost all the way before easing back in, inch by inch.

The stretch of him was perfect. Deep. Just bordering on too much.

She bit her lip and exhaled against the wall, hips pushing back instinctively. He met her, steady and firm, his hips finding a rhythm that made her entire body pulse with awareness.

The slap of skin echoed under the water, muffled by steam.

Vivian dropped her head between her arms and took it—each thrust more sure, more possessive. She arched her back, tilted her hips, gave him everything he asked for without a word.

His pace quickened—still controlled, but with an urgency building behind it. She could hear his breath, short and sharp above her, feel the sweat sliding over his chest beneath the rain of hot water.

One of his hands left her waist and slid up her back, fingertips tracing her spine.

“You feel so fucking good,” he said, and the roughness in his voice made her clench around him.

Her nails scraped lightly against the wall, her thighs trembling as she tried to hold her balance, as her pleasure built and shifted just beneath her skin.

He fucked her harder now—not punishing, but with weight, with intention. His hips smacked against her ass, wet skin on wet skin, and she felt him deepen with every thrust, hitting a spot inside her that made her cry out without meaning to.

“Elliot,” she gasped.

His hand returned to her hip. “I’ve got you.”

And he did. He held her in place while he fucked her like he remembered everything—every way she liked to be touched, every breath that made her tighten, every sound she made when she was too close to speak.

When he came, he buried himself deep inside her, pressing his forehead to her shoulder, groaning low in his throat as his body shuddered against hers.

She could feel him pulsing inside her, his grip tightening just enough to make her gasp again.

But he didn’t pull out. He stayed inside her. Arms wrapped around her waist. Holding her there, like he was keeping her tethered to the moment.

And then his hand slipped down again. Between her thighs.

His fingers were soaked—water and cum and her—and he used it all.

He pulled himself out of her. He placed just enough pressure on her shoulder to turn her towards him. He gently walked forward and she put her arms around him. His fingers started massaging her again. He stroked her clit with practiced, perfect pressure.

She moaned, her body already trembling.

“No,” she whispered, breath shaking. “I’m so close. Don’t stop.”

“I won’t,” he said into her neck.

She leaned against him, head resting on his shoulder, and let him work her open again.

Her thighs quivered. Her stomach pulled tight.

His fingers moved faster—confident, knowing. He knew her body. Had always known it.

And her body—God, her body remembered him, too.

The pressure was perfect.

She wasn’t just close. She was right there, every nerve awake, buzzing, teetering on the edge.

“Elliot,” she gasped, forehead pressing into the back of her hand against the tile. “I—”

“I’ve got you,” he said again, voice low, rough in her ear.

And she let go.

The orgasm didn’t hit like a flash. It hit like a wave crashing into her chest, then cascading through her limbs—down her spine, across her thighs, into her toes, curling her fingers against the wall.

Her moan turned into a gasp, then a whimper, then another cry as the pleasure kept going—rolling through her in waves, like her body was releasing every ache it had been storing in silence.

“Oh my God,” she choked, shuddering, legs trembling as Elliot held her in place. Her body pressed against him, jaw slack, hips bucking without rhythm, overwhelmed by the way her body wouldn’t stop shaking.

It didn’t stop—not right away. Her orgasm had a second pulse, then a third—smaller, sharper shocks that made her clench around him, her breath fractured, a low sob of pleasure caught in her throat.

“Shh,” Elliot whispered, holding her tighter. “That’s it. Let it happen.”

She did.

Her knees finally buckled, and he caught her, pulled her into his arms, her body limp and buzzing, her cheek pressed against his chest as the last of it washed away.

“I can’t feel my legs,” she muttered into his skin, dazed.

Elliot laughed, just once. Not mocking. Just amazed.

He kissed the top of her head gently.

And neither of them moved.

The water poured around them, steady and hot, and for once, neither of them felt like pretending they weren’t broken open.




Chapter Fourteen: Messages Waiting

The house was quiet. So quiet Vivian could hear the soft click of the bedroom door as she eased it closed behind her.

She padded barefoot into the bathroom, skin still warm from the last time Elliot had touched her. The robe she wore was his—oversized, soft, still carrying the faint scent of his cologne and steam.

Her phone blinked on the counter. Three unread texts from Maddie.

Maddie: “Okay, so either you’re asleep or dead. In which case, I will call 911. Eventually.

Maddie: “Just checking in. No pressure. Except a little. 

Maddie: 😬

Vivian smiled. Her thumbs moved quickly.

Vivian: “Sorry. I’m fine. It’s been … a night. >

The reply came fast.

Maddie: “A night?? That is not an acceptable summary. You are required by law to elaborate.

Vivian hesitated before replying.

Vivian: “We had sex. Twice.”

Maddie’s name flashed across the screen—incoming call.

Vivian answered, already grinning. “Hello.”

“Oh my God,” Maddie hissed. “You cannot just drop ‘we had sex’ in a text and expect me to sleep tonight like a normal person, Vivian. Twice?”

Vivian laughed, low and breathy. “Yes. Twice.”

“You mean Elliot, right? You didn’t go rogue and fuck the bartender in the gallery bathroom or something?”

“It was Elliot.”

“Oh, thank God. Okay. So, tell me everything. Was it revenge sex? Were there accusations? Was he angry? Hurt? Dramatic?”

“No,” Vivian said, still surprised by it herself. “He was … calm. He just asked what was going on with me. And I told him. And he listened.”

“That man has the pulse rate of a glacier,” Maddie muttered. “Did you tell him about the kiss?”

“Yes. I said I kissed someone. He didn’t even ask who.”

A pause.

“Wait,” Maddie said. “He didn’t ask who?”

“Not once.”

“Did he flinch?”

Vivian smiled faintly. “Not even a little.”

Another pause. Maddie was quiet, and Vivian could hear a glass clink against something—probably a wine glass against the countertop.

“Well,” Maddie said slowly, “that’s not nothing.”

Vivian leaned against the counter, staring at her reflection in the mirror. Her cheeks were still pink. Her lips still swollen.

“He touched me like he’s been waiting for me to come back to him,” she said softly. “And I think he’s been waiting a long time.”

Maddie exhaled slowly. “Jesus.”

“I don’t know what any of it means,” Vivian said. “But it didn’t feel like anger. It felt like … opening something. And I don’t know if I can close it now.”

There was another long silence on the other end of the line. Then Maddie said gently, “Do you think he might be … into this?”

Vivian blinked. “Into what?”

“I mean,” Maddie continued, “the fact that you kissed someone else, and he didn’t even ask who—it’s not just chill. It’s aware. It’s almost like he was … curious. Or hopeful.”

Vivian was quiet. She didn’t have an answer.

“Some men,” Maddie said carefully, “get turned on by the idea of their wife with someone else. Not because they don’t love her, but because they do. It’s about letting her go … and watching her come back.”

Vivian’s breath hitched. “Maddie.”

“I’m not saying that’s what this is,” Maddie said. “I’m just saying … be open to the possibility that Elliot isn’t in denial. He might be ahead of you.”

Vivian stared at the ceiling. The steam had long since faded from the bathroom. But something hot still lingered in her chest.

“I think I need to sleep,” she whispered.

“Okay,” Maddie said. “But don’t pretend like this is normal.”

“I won’t.”

“And don’t pretend like this is over.”

Vivian closed her eyes. “No,” she said. “It’s not.”

They were quiet for a moment.

Then Vivian frowned slightly. “Wait. Why are you even awake right now? Isn’t it like … one a.m. your time?”

“Babe,” Maddie said, dry as ever, “I just got railed by a very enthusiastic friend-with-benefits. He’s in my shower, pretending we’re not about to pretend we’re never going to do this again.”

Vivian blinked. “Jesus.”

“I know,” Maddie said. “It’s been a night. Look at us. Just a couple of sluts bragging about the dick we just got.”

Vivian laughed—an honest, delighted, full-body laugh. She pressed her hand to her face, grinning like a teenager. “I miss you,” she said.

“I miss you more. Go to bed, Viv.”

“Yeah. You, too.”

They hung up.

Vivian stood there a moment longer in the quiet hum of the bathroom, phone still warm in her hand. She set it down and looked up into the mirror. She rarely looked at herself like this. Not made up. Not party-ready. Not posed. Just skin, flushed from heat and sex and conversation. Hair loose. Lips a little bitten.

She tilted her head. Two men. That was the thought.

Two men might want her.

She stared at her reflection and narrowed her eyes slightly. Then, just to amuse herself, she made a face. A silly, sultry, intentionally exaggerated pout. Part sex kitten, part brat, part bored heiress in a softcore movie. She held it for a beat. Then snorted.

“Jesus.”

She laughed, turned off the light, and walked back to bed.




Chapter Fifteen: The Morning After

The morning sun slid quietly through the kitchen windows, painting pale gold over white stone counters and freshly arranged tulips.

Vivian entered barefoot, the silk belt of her robe tied with a little less precision than usual.

Elliot stood the moment he saw her. It wasn’t theatrical. He didn’t say anything. He just rose from the stool where he’d been reading something on his tablet, and offered her a nod.

She blinked. “You stood.”

“You walked in.”

Her brow lifted slightly. “You haven’t done that in … I don’t know how long.”

“How boorish of me.”

He poured her coffee. No questions. Just black, exactly the way she took it. He slid it across the counter toward her without making a point of it.

She didn’t comment, just picked it up and took a sip. It was warm. Bitter. Grounding.

They moved around each other easily, without touching. Still dressed for rest, still slightly out of sync, but no longer estranged.

There was a quiet hum between them now. No tension. 

She reached for her phone out of habit and saw a new text from Daphne.

“Looking forward to seeing you at the conservancy brunch! We’re counting on you to speak up if the salmon mousse comes back.

Vivian smirked. That sounded exactly like Daphne.

Then another message popped in—voicemail transcription from someone on the planning committee.

“Just thrilled to have you with us this morning to support the wildlife mural restoration initiative. Your presence means so much.”

Vivian paused, blinking. Wildlife mural restoration?

She scrolled up. Her calendar still read, “Arts Conservancy Donor Brunch.”

She turned to Elliot. “Do you know if this brunch is for the arts or for animals?”

He looked up from his tablet. “I thought it was for underfunded orchestra programs.”

“Oh my God,” she said, setting down her coffee. “What if it’s all three?”

He smiled. “Can’t be. That would imply someone put actual effort into it.”

She groaned and leaned against the counter. “I have no idea what I’m supposed to be fundraising for.”

“You’ll figure it out. You always do.”

She looked at him. And he looked right back.

Vivian straightened her shoulders. “I need to go get ready.”

Elliot nodded. “I’ll be here.”

She hesitated. “You always are.”

And for once, she didn’t say it like a complaint.




Chapter Sixteen: The Brunch of a Thousand Causes

The brunch was held at the Langs’ estate, because of course it was. Their backyard could comfortably seat fifty guests beneath breezy white tents with matching linen tablecloths, monogrammed napkins, and centerpieces that looked curated by someone with strong feelings about succulents.

Vivian arrived precisely on time. Hair smooth. Dress crisp. Jewelry thoughtfully understated.

She had done this a thousand times. And yet, she stepped onto the lawn and immediately felt like a woman watching herself from the outside.

The chairs were ghost chairs, because Daphne insisted they made events look “weightless” in photos. Waitstaff carried trays of pink cocktails garnished with dehydrated blood orange slices. A harpist played near a koi pond that no one had ever actually looked into.

Vivian accepted a drink and found her place at a table already half-full of familiar faces.

“Vivian!” someone called from across the patio. A woman she barely knew but had once sat next to at a flower arranging workshop. “Isn’t it just the most important cause?”

Vivian blinked. “Sorry—which one are we supporting again?”

“Oh! The inner-city music schools, of course,” the woman said with a confident nod.

Vivian sipped her drink. “Right.”

Across the table, another woman leaned in. “I thought it was the marine life restoration mural project.”

A third one chimed in, “No, I think it’s the gallery’s climate exhibit expansion.”

They all looked at each other, puzzled. Then shrugged, nearly in unison.

Someone laughed. “Well, as long as the mousse isn’t salmon again.”

Vivian smiled perfectly. But something inside her itched.

She hadn’t thought about Micah in hours. And that felt strange. She hadn’t let herself think about Elliot either.

She was sitting under a tent, surrounded by women in pastel linen and structured handbags, all of them pretending this mattered, when just last night, she’d come—twice—with her husband for the first time in what felt like years.

And Maddie had been right.

She was in it now.

Across the table, Daphne caught her eye and raised her eyebrows slightly.

Vivian blinked. Was that a knowing look? Or just brunch-face? She didn’t know anymore.

And that, somehow, was worse.

Vivian drifted away from the table, drink in hand, toward the koi pond. It was decorative, shallow, and immaculately clean—probably maintained by some obscenely expensive aquatic landscaping service.

She wasn’t looking for conversation, but of course that’s where she found Mr. and Mrs. Lang.

“Vivian!” Mrs. Lang beamed. “Isn’t the day just beautiful?”

“Yes, it’s lovely,” Vivian said, sipping her cocktail.

Mr. Lang, tall and tidy in pale seersucker, stood a respectful distance back from the pond’s edge, arms folded. He looked as though he were admiring a painting in a museum he’d funded.

“We just added a few new koi this week,” Mrs. Lang said, nudging her husband gently in the side. “Darling, tell her about the new ones.”

“Oh,” Mr. Lang said, straightening. “Yes. We acquired three longfin butterfly koi—Japanese bred, second-generation. Quite rare.”

Vivian smiled politely.

“They’ve already acclimated nicely,” he went on. “That one there”—he pointed—“that’s a Shusui. Doitsu variety. See the blue back and red belly?”

“Beautiful,” Vivian said.

“She knows her koi,” Mrs. Lang said, though no one had claimed that. “Tell her about the feeding habits.”

Mr. Lang didn’t need much encouragement.

“Koi are very social, which people often underestimate. You can train them to eat from your hand. Some owners even condition them to rise to the surface at the sound of a bell.”

“Really,” Vivian said, eyes flicking to her drink.

Mrs. Lang beamed at her husband like he was giving a TED Talk.

“They can live for over fifty years,” he added. “Some, centuries. The oldest known koi, Hanako, was reportedly two hundred twenty-six when she died.”

“Did she leave behind any heirs?” Vivian murmured.

Mrs. Lang giggled. “Isn’t he so full of knowledge?”

Vivian smiled tightly. “So full.”

She made a polite excuse, complimented the pond, and walked away before Mr. Lang could start in on water filtration.

She returned to her table, where two other wives were snacking on candied pecans and watching the koi from a safe distance.

One of them raised an eyebrow. “Did you get caught in the koi pond vortex?”

Vivian blinked. “I—yes.”

The other leaned in conspiratorially. “It’s a thing. He talks. She makes him keep talking. Some sort of psychosexual power play. I think they work out tension by boring guests into submission.”

Vivian laughed. An actual laugh.

One of the women raised her glass. “Honestly, compared to what some couples get up to, it’s practically wholesome.”

Vivian smiled wide. Wider than usual.

Someone across the table—Jillian Ross, a woman who’d been to three of the same fundraisers and at least one of Elliot’s birthday dinners—tilted her head slightly. “You’re in a good mood today,” she said.

Vivian sipped her drink.

And didn’t explain a thing.




Chapter Seventeen: The Boutique

The boutique was aggressively curated—nothing in season, everything expensive, and a quiet air of we don’t advertise, we remember your name instead.

Vivian walked in without an appointment. She didn’t need one. The manager took one look at her and simply nodded her toward the racks of silk, cashmere, and cruelty-free leather.

She wasn’t here for anything in particular. She just wanted to exist somewhere soft.

The air smelled like fig and rose water. The lighting was golden and indirect. A young woman with impeccable eyebrows offered her a flute of champagne, and Vivian accepted it without hesitation.

She wandered through the racks. Ran her fingers over the stitching. Tried on a pair of heels she didn’t need and almost couldn’t walk in.

Two women were in the dressing lounge, seated on the velvet bench across from the mirrored pedestal. Vivian recognized one of them—Marcy Delacourt, whose family’s money had invented something boring and wildly profitable. The other woman, she didn’t know, though she was the kind who always looked like she was about to judge a wine competition.

Vivian wasn’t trying to eavesdrop, but she didn’t need to try, either.

“He has these hands,” the stranger said, adjusting an earring in the mirror. “Rough, you know? Not in a bad way. Like he actually does things. I swear, I haven’t come that fast in years.”

Marcy laughed, bright and sharp. “Oh my God, you’re still seeing him?”

The other woman smiled. “I’m not seeing him. We just … end up in the same room. Often.”

Vivian kept her face neutral. She set down the champagne glass carefully.

Marcy leaned in. “What’s his name again?”

“Micah.”

The name landed like a dropped pin.

Vivian didn’t move.

Marcy raised an eyebrow. “The bartender?”

“Mmhmm. Or whatever he is. Tall, a little scruffy, knows what he’s doing with his mouth.”

They laughed again.

Vivian stepped quietly into the next room and pretended to be interested in a pair of oversized sunglasses. Her heart was beating faster than it should.

Of course he’s seeing someone.

Of course it’s someone like her.

But it wasn’t jealousy.

It was disorientation. Because somehow, she had filed Micah under exception. Not another one of their toys.

And now she wasn’t so sure.

Vivian stepped away from the dressing room, her heart doing that irritating thing where it beat harder than the moment justified. She wandered into the accessory section. Picked up a scarf. Set it back down. Picked up a ridiculous necklace, stared at it for a second, then returned it too.

Why did it matter? So what if Micah was involved with someone else? Wasn’t that the point? He wasn’t hers. He’d never been hers. He was a spark. A possibility. A moment she had chosen to take.

So, why the hell did hearing someone else talk about him make her stomach twist?

She found herself at the front desk. Bought something she didn’t need just to justify the visit. Smiled, nodded, said thank you. Then she left.

***

She slid into the driver’s seat of her car and shut the door. Silence.

The city buzzed outside. The boutique’s valet offered a wave as he guided another luxury car into place.

Vivian didn’t start the engine. She stared at her reflection in the dark glass of the dashboard screen.

You had sex with your husband.

Really good sex. Twice.

So, why did Micah’s name make her tighten inside? And why hadn’t Elliot wanted to know who she kissed? Wasn’t that strange?

She bit her lip. Maddie’s voice echoed, uninvited, in the back of her mind. “You sure he’s not into this? 

Vivian closed her eyes. Rested her head against the steering wheel. “This is ridiculous,” she murmured to no one.

But it wasn’t ridiculous. Because something had shifted.

And she wasn’t sure anymore what direction the ground was tilting beneath her.




Chapter Eighteen: The Questions That Matter

Vivian found him in the den. He was in his usual chair, a low amber light pooling over the pages of whatever he was reading. He looked up when she entered, eyes trailing over her like he was registering her mood as much as her presence.

She didn’t wait to be invited in. She walked straight across the room and stood in front of him. “You never asked who it was.”

Elliot looked up at her, slowly closing his book. “No.”

She waited.

He didn’t elaborate.

She folded her arms. “Why?”

“Because I didn’t need to know.”

Vivian blinked. “That’s not an answer.”

“It’s the only one I have.”

She sat down on the ottoman in front of him, posture tight. “Most men would have asked.”

“I’m not most men.”

“That’s not always a compliment.”

His gaze didn’t shift. “Maybe not.”

She watched him. “Aren’t you curious?”

Elliot exhaled slowly. “I’m curious about you, Vivian. I’m not interested in making another man the center of our story.”

That hit harder than she wanted it to.

She leaned forward, elbows on her knees. “You didn’t even flinch. I told you I kissed someone, and you just listened.”

“Yes.”

“No anger?”

“I didn’t say that.”

“Then where was it?”

He was quiet for a moment. “I’ve lived long enough to know that anger makes people shut down. And I didn’t want you to shut down. I wanted to know what it meant. What it woke up.”

Vivian let out a sharp breath. Then, to her own surprise, she laughed. Not mockingly. Not mean. Stunned.

Elliot tilted his head, watching her.

She shook her head, still smiling faintly. “You’re not wrong. It woke something up, all right.”

He didn’t interrupt.

“I mean … I kiss someone else, and suddenly you”—she gestured vaguely—“suddenly we’re having sex like people who can’t keep their hands off each other?”

Elliot’s mouth quirked. “I’ve always wanted you.”

“Don’t say that like it explains everything.”

“It doesn’t explain everything,” he said. “But it’s still true.”

Vivian leaned back slightly, stretching out her legs. Her laughter had faded, but the warmth of it lingered. “I didn’t think it would feel like that,” she said quietly. “With you. I thought … whatever that was between us, it was long gone.”

“So did I,” Elliot admitted. “Until it wasn’t.”

Vivian’s laughter softened into a quiet smile.

Elliot didn’t press her. Just watched her with that same unreadable patience that had always been both a comfort and a curse.

Then she tilted her head slightly. Her tone gentler this time. “You really don’t want to know who it was?”

Elliot didn’t answer right away. He picked up his glass again, swirled the amber liquid once, then set it down without drinking. “If it was just a kiss and now it’s over, then it’s your business.”

Vivian stilled.

“But,” he continued, voice steady, “if you have further intentions with this man … then yes, I should know.”

There it was.

Vivian swallowed. “What if I don’t know yet?”

“Then I think you should tell me that, too.”

She folded her arms. “You want transparency.”

“I want clarity,” he said. “For both of us.”

Vivian looked down at her hands. “What if I want both?”

Elliot raised an eyebrow. “Both?”

“You and him,” she said softly. “Different things. Different reasons.”

He exhaled slowly. A long, thoughtful breath.

“Are you asking if I’d be okay with that?”

Vivian met his eyes. “I don’t know what I’m asking.”

They sat in silence for a long moment. Then Elliot said, “Do you want to be with him again?”

Vivian didn’t answer immediately. But she didn’t lie either.

“I think I want to know what it would feel like,” she said quietly.

Elliot leaned back slightly, studying her face.

Vivian looked down then smirked, just a little. “Maddie said some men get off on it.”

Elliot blinked once then laughed. Just a short breath. Dry. Not mocking, not bitter. Amused.

Vivian looked up at him, surprised. “That was an immediate reaction,” she said.

“It’s just .. Maddie?” he said, shaking his head. “Of course Maddie would be your guiding philosophical voice in this moment.”

Vivian smiled despite herself.

He wasn’t angry.

“She’s not wrong, though,” Vivian said.

“No,” Elliot said slowly, “she’s not.”

That surprised her.

He swirled his glass, watching the way the light caught the rim. “There are men who like it. The idea of sharing. Of watching. Of knowing.”

“And you?”

Elliot looked up at her. His eyes were calm. Sharp. Focused. “I don’t know what I am,” he said. “But I know I want you honest with me. Even if that honesty is messy. Even if it leads us somewhere … new.”

Vivian didn’t answer. But she didn’t look away, either.

They didn’t say anything after that.

Vivian watched Elliot as he lifted his glass again. Calm. Steady. A man who knew how to hold silence without making it feel like a threat. And she remembered with sudden, sharp clarity another reason she loved him.

For all his success.

For all his wealth.

For all the public performance required of him …

Elliot was at peace with himself.

There was no clawing need to be seen. No desperate hunger for approval.

And if, one day, he discovered some strange new desire inside himself, even one as taboo as watching his wife with another man, he would face it.

He wouldn’t spiral.

He wouldn’t wonder what it meant about his manhood, or his marriage, or his morality.

He would just sit with it. Consider it. Make space for it.

Maybe even name it.

The man had a kind of emotional stability no amount of therapy could buy.

And it shook her gently to realize …

He’s not confused. But I am.




Chapter Nineteen: Reappearance

It started like the last time.

Vivian dressed for another one of Elliot’s impossible, polished events. Something for a friend-of-a-friend’s art foundation, or a low-key wine-and-culture evening at a private gallery. One of the ones with valet parking, catered oysters, and minimalist florals that cost more than rent.

She wasn’t nervous. Not exactly. But she was … attuned.

Every outfit felt off, too revealing and not revealing enough at the same time. Her lipstick felt bold. Then tame. Then wrong again.

She hated that she looked like she was dressing for someone. And she had no idea who.

She saw him from across the room.

Micah.

At the bar again.

Of course.

Same rolled sleeves, same easy confidence. His hands moved with economy, attention. He looked too good behind a bar, like he’d stepped out of a stylized ad campaign and just … stuck around.

Vivian froze for half a second before her body carried her in another direction—toward Elliot, who was already watching her with that maddeningly neutral expression.

She lifted her glass in a half-hearted toast.

He returned it.

When she reached him, she leaned in slightly. “Four times?”

Elliot arched a brow. “What do you mean?”

“The same bartender at four events in a row. Bit unusual, isn’t it?”

He sipped his drink. “He came highly recommended.”

Vivian gave him a look.

Elliot’s eyes twinkled just slightly. “And as I recall, you appreciated his service.”

Her lips parted.

He didn’t elaborate. Didn’t smile. Just let the silence stretch between them like a wire, humming with potential energy.

Vivian blinked slowly. “So, this is …?”

“A coincidence,” Elliot said smoothly. “Of course.”

A beat passed. Then …

“You do have excellent taste in men.”

Vivian’s stomach turned over. She looked away.

Elliot watched her, sipping his drink like he had all night to find out what she’d do next.

She didn’t go to the bar. Not yet. Instead, Vivian made her way through the room like she always did—elegant, composed, conversational. A glass in hand, a smile fixed in place.

“Vivian! Darling!”

Monica Lang. Of course.

Vivian turned just in time to be air-kissed on both cheeks by a woman whose perfume announced her presence before her pearls could.

“You look radiant,” Monica said, voice like sugar laced with something stronger. “Tell me you’ve found a new facialist. You’re glowing.”

“Sleep,” Vivian said smoothly. “And sin.”

Monica laughed like it was a joke. “Aren’t they the same thing these days?”

From behind her, another woman—Vivian couldn’t even remember her name—joined the conversation. “You were laughing at the gallery table earlier. I saw it. That’s a dangerous look on you.”

Vivian raised an eyebrow. “Is that so?”

“It means you’re planning something.”

Vivian took a sip of her drink and said nothing.

They moved on. Or she moved on. It didn’t matter.

***

Later, she was talking to a man she didn’t know well. Polished. Young. Ambitious. Too confident by half.

“You’re Elliot’s wife, aren’t you?” he asked, holding her eye just a second too long.

“I am.”

“Lucky man.” He smiled.

She didn’t.

Vivian made a graceful exit under the pretense of refreshing her drink and found herself at the far edge of the room, near a sculpture she didn’t care about, standing still.

Across the floor, Elliot was deep in conversation with someone important-looking. He wasn’t watching her. And yet, she could feel him, anyway. Or maybe she was just imagining it.

She looked toward the bar.

Micah was watching her.

She turned away from the bar. Back into the crowd. Back into her performance.

A voice called her name, soft but certain.

“Vivian.”

She turned.

Jillian Ross. Smart. Elegant. One of those women who always seemed to be actually listening in a room full of people waiting for their turn to speak.

Jillian touched her arm briefly. “It’s good to see you. You seem … lighter.”

Vivian blinked. “Do I?”

“Not in a bad way.” Jillian tilted her head. “Like you’re remembering something.”

Vivian didn’t know what to say to that.

Jillian leaned in a little. “Whatever it is, hold on to it.”

Vivian gave a polite nod. Tried to move on. But Jillian stopped her with one more line, said lightly.

“I hope Elliot knows how lucky he is.”

Vivian smiled. “So do I.”

***

She stepped away. Back into the current. This time, when her eyes drifted to the bar, she didn’t look away.

Micah. Still there. Still watching.

She started walking.




Chapter Twenty: The Return

The walk to the bar felt longer than it should’ve. Vivian’s heels clicked softly over the marble as she wove through the guests, through the music, the ambient clink of cutlery and curated conversation.

Micah saw her coming. He didn’t straighten. Didn’t shift nervously. But something in his posture softened—like he had been expecting her and still didn’t know what to expect.

She stopped in front of him. “Four times in a row,” she said, voice low. “Someone’s got good taste.”

He smiled. “Someone does.”

Vivian’s lips curved slightly. “You almost didn’t take this job.”

Micah blinked. Then laughed softly. “That obvious? I thought maybe I was being lured into some elaborate trap.”

Her eyebrow lifted. “Trap?”

“You know”—he shrugged—“vengeful husband, scandalous reveal, maybe a ceremonial flogging in the wine cellar.”

Vivian laughed. It slipped out before she could stop it—light, sharp, and real.

“That’s not really Elliot’s style,” she said.

“No?” Micah asked. “Because I did check the walls for secret passageways just to be safe.”

She smiled again, but this time, her voice lowered. “I don’t always know what his style is.”

Micah blinked. The joke faded gently.

Vivian looked down at her glass, swirled the liquid. “That’s not a complaint. He’s … composed. Generous. Thoughtful in ways most people aren’t.”

Micah said nothing.

She looked up. “But sometimes I don’t know what he wants. Or what he sees when he looks at me.”

Micah met her gaze. “I think I do.”

That stopped her breath, just for a second. But she didn’t respond. Didn’t challenge it, didn’t flirt, didn’t run. She just stood there—glass in hand, heart unsettled, heat curling somewhere she didn’t want to name yet.

Micah glanced past her. “Your husband’s still watching.”

Vivian didn’t turn. “I know.”

***

As the event wound down, Vivian found herself drifting again toward the edges—fewer guests now, the air thicker with perfume and fading music. She wasn’t even trying to get close to the bar. But Micah was suddenly there.

He waited until no one was around them. Then, casually, he slipped a small white card onto the edge of a silver tray near her hand. No logo. No flourish. Just a name. A number.

“I’m not trying to complicate anything,” he said quietly. “But if you ever want to talk … or if you just want to know someone’s listening …”

Vivian glanced down at the card. Then at him.

Micah didn’t smile. He didn’t flirt. He just nodded once and stepped away.

She didn’t pocket it right away.

But she didn’t leave it behind, either.




Chapter Twenty-One: The Confrontation

They didn’t speak in the car. Elliot didn’t press. Vivian didn’t perform.

When they got home, she kicked off her heels and walked through the foyer, the rhythm of her steps sharper than usual.

Elliot poured himself a drink. She didn’t ask if he wanted company. She followed him into the sitting room and stopped by the door.

“You hired him.”

He turned.

“Micah,” she said. “You hired him.”

Elliot took a sip then nodded. “Yes.”

“Did you know who he was?”

“Not when I made the booking, no.”

“But when you saw him—”

“It was obvious,” he said. “From the way you looked.”

Vivian’s lips parted. “And you let him stay.”

He didn’t hesitate. “Yes.”

Her arms folded. “Why?”

Elliot looked at her for a long moment. Then, calmly, he said, “Because I trusted you. And I wasn’t going to create a scene over a guess.”

Vivian blinked. That … was not the answer she had expected.

Elliot continued, “If I’d sent him away, what message would that send? That I was afraid? Insecure? Controlling?”

“No,” she said quietly. “That you cared.”

“I do care.” His voice was firm now. “That’s exactly why I didn’t act on suspicion. Because I care about you and about how we look. About what people say.”

Vivian said nothing.

Elliot stepped closer. “I’m not giving you permission,” he said. “I’m giving you expectations.” He paused. “And boundaries.”

Vivian blinked. “Wow. That was extreme therapy of you.”

He gave the faintest smile. “I’ve picked up a few things.”

“Well,” she said, folding her arms, “you’re only one journaling habit away from a self-help podcast.”

Elliot didn’t laugh, but something in his eyes glinted.

“Good. Then you know I’m serious.” he said. “If this is going to happen—whatever this is—it doesn’t happen behind my back. It doesn’t happen in hotel rooms, or charity bathrooms, or whispers. It happens here. In our home. On our terms.”

She held his gaze. “So, you’re not afraid.”

“I’m not afraid of the truth,” he said. “I’m only afraid of being lied to.”

Vivian exhaled—slow and deep.

Elliot’s voice softened, just slightly. “Whatever this becomes … I won’t be made a fool.”

Silence.

Then she nodded. Once. Because she understood. Because he wasn’t giving her a key.

He was opening the door and standing in the frame.




Chapter Twenty-Two: Her Voice in My Head

Vivian stood in the bathroom, staring at her reflection. She looked perfect. Which annoyed her.

She rolled her lipstick between her fingers like it might offer an answer.

What was she doing?

What did this even mean?

So, what’s the situation now?

The voice came unbidden.

Maddie.

Not the real Maddie. Just the version that lived in her head rent-free, never asked permission, and always had opinions.

You had the big marital talk? He knows?

Yes.

And he’s not mad? Not disgusted? Not locking the gates and checking your browser history?

No.

Viv, are you hearing yourself? Your husband just greenlit an affair like it was a guest list approval.

It’s not an affair. Not like that.

Fine. Fine. So, what’s next? Threesome? Shadowy hotel room? Spontaneous hallway blowjob?

Vivian exhaled sharply. “Jesus, Maddie.”

I’m trying to get a sense of tone, sweetheart.

She leaned against the counter.

So, what does Micah think about all this?

Pause.

Longer pause.

Vivian stared at herself.

“I don’t know,” she muttered aloud.

Wait. You haven’t talked to him yet?

“No.”

So, let me get this straight—you had the conversation with your husband. You got the green light. But you haven’t even asked Micah if he’s still interested?

“I haven’t had a chance—”

You kissed him, Viv. In a storage closet. I think you can text him like a grownup.

Vivian closed her eyes.

So, why the hell are you asking me before you find out if he’s even into it?

Silence.

No response.

Just her reflection.

And her phone.

Sitting three feet away.




Chapter Twenty-Three: Beer with Micah

The place smelled like fried pickles and old decisions.

Vivian stood in the doorway, one hand still on her sunglasses despite the low, greasy lighting.

She’d tried to dress down. Black blouse. Fitted jeans. Simple flats. No jewelry but her wedding band. Hair pulled back like she couldn’t be bothered. Even skipped eyeliner. But everything she wore still fit too well.

The hostess didn’t know what to do with her. A man at the bar looked up and blinked like he’d hallucinated her. One woman gave her a once-over that wasn’t quite hostile but definitely curious.

Vivian kept walking.

Micah was already in the back booth—relaxed, unreadable, two beers in front of him. He didn’t stand. Just watched her approach, head tilted slightly, like he was waiting to see if she’d make it all the way to the table without changing her mind.

Micah took a sip of his beer and leaned back, watching her carefully.

Vivian set hers down and pressed her fingers against the condensation ring it left behind, like she was trying to center herself.

“So,” she started. “I …”

Micah waited.

“I talked to my husband.”

He nodded. “I figured.”

“It wasn’t … dramatic.” She gave a faint laugh. “Not that kind of marriage.”

“Right.”

“He knew something was happening. With me. I don’t think he knew it was you. At least, not at first.”

Micah didn’t interrupt. He just let her keep talking, the way someone might let a person learn how to swim by sinking a little first.

Vivian exhaled. “We had a conversation about … boundaries.”

Micah’s eyebrows lifted slightly.

She rolled her eyes. “Yes, I know. It sounds like therapy. It felt like therapy.”

“Productive therapy?”

“I think so.”

Micah waited.

Vivian looked at her bottle. “He’s not jealous. That’s not what this is.”

“Okay.”

“But he said, if something was going to happen … it needed to happen without secrets. Not behind his back. And not in some hotel room, or club, or whatever. No whispers. No embarrassment.”

Micah’s expression didn’t change, but something about his focus sharpened.

“So, that’s the setup?” he said. “You get to do what you want, but with transparency?”

Vivian nodded. “Essentially.”

“And you came here to tell me that.”

“I came here to ask if you still wanted me,” Vivian said.

Micah looked at her. Long enough that she felt it—not just the pause, but the weight in it.

He leaned forward a little, resting his arms on the table. His voice was low, but clear. “I do,” he said. “But … I need to know what that means.”

Vivian blinked. “What do you mean?”

Micah gestured loosely. “This isn’t just you and me. It’s you, me, and your husband. Whether he’s in the room or not, he’s part of it.”

She didn’t respond.

“I’m not trying to play a role in someone else’s marriage,” he said. “If this is about testing boundaries or sparking something in your relationship, I get it. But I’m not signing up to be … a toy. A tool. A performance.”

Vivian looked down at her hands. Then back up. “It’s not like that.”

“Maybe not for you,” he said. “But I need to be sure it’s not like that for him, either.”

She swallowed. “He doesn’t want to control it. He just doesn’t want to be humiliated.”

Micah considered that.

Vivian added quietly, “And he wants to know what it does to me.”

Micah’s eyes held hers. “And what does it do to you?”

Vivian didn’t answer. Not yet.

Micah’s eyes didn’t waver.

Vivian stared at him for a beat then shook her head—slow, honest. “I don’t know.”

Micah didn’t move.

Vivian exhaled, her voice quieter now. “I’m incredibly attracted to you. That part’s not confusing.”

He stayed silent, giving her space.

“I think about that kiss more than I probably should. I wanted to see you again. I wanted …” She trailed off, hands wrapped around her beer bottle.

Micah waited.

She looked up. “Elliot isn’t standing in my way. If anything, he’s … watching. Waiting to see what I choose.”

Micah leaned back slightly. Let that land.

Vivian pressed forward. “But I’m not pretending I know where this is going. I don’t know if this would be once, or twice, or … something else.”

Micah’s expression didn’t shift, but something behind his eyes eased just a little.

“I’m not lying to anyone,” she said. “Not to him. And not to you.”

Micah nodded once. “Good.”

Vivian tilted her head. “That’s all you have to say?”

A small smile tugged at the corner of his mouth. “I just needed to know you were in this for you, not for him. Not for … the thrill of breaking something.”

Vivian blinked. “I’m not trying to break anything.”

“I know,” he said. “That’s why I’m still here.”

Micah’s eyes held hers a second longer. Then, without ceremony, he slid out of his side of the booth and into hers.

Vivian felt the shift instantly. His presence beside her changed the shape of the space.

He wasn’t touching her, but his shoulder was close enough to sense. His thigh nearly brushed hers.

She became hyper-aware of everything. The heat of him. The faint scent of soap and something woodsy. The sound of him breathing, calmly, like this was easy for him.

And the thing was … it wasn’t threatening. It was steady.

Vivian didn’t look at him. Just took another sip of her beer, deliberately casual.

Micah leaned in a fraction, his voice low near her ear. “Well,” he said, “apparently we know where. 

Vivian’s lips curved.

“I guess we should decide on a when.

She didn’t answer right away.

But her smile said, Soon.




Chapter Twenty-Four: Waiting for the Doorbell

Vivian stood in front of the full-length mirror, naked but for the delicate necklace she’d forgotten she was still wearing.

She wasn’t cold. She wasn’t rushing. There was time.

The house was quiet—almost too quiet. Elliot had retreated to his study, as agreed. She hadn’t seen him since dinner, but she knew he was there. That made it easier. And harder.

She stood still in front of the glass and let her gaze drift downward. Her breasts had always been full. Still were. But not the way they’d been when she had married Elliot. Not the way they’d been when she was twenty-four and impossibly upright and didn’t know how quickly softness would come.

They weren’t bad. Far from it. But they weren’t … untouched anymore.

They’d been lived in. Loved. Held.

And now, maybe, they were going to be in another man’s mouth.

That thought sent a jolt through her.

And then a thought landed with unexpected weight.

Had any man seen her naked since Elliot?

She blinked. Thought carefully.

No.

Not a lover.

Not a doctor.

Not anyone.

She hadn’t even had a male gynecologist since before their wedding.

Elliot was the only man who had known this body. Not just intimately, but recently. Regularly. Exclusively.

And even before him … there hadn’t been many. A few. Fewer than people would guess.

Vivian breathed in slowly.

And now she was on the edge of giving her married body to another man.

She looked up at her face next. Studied it the way she studied paintings, looking for the flaws that made the beauty human.

Still beautiful. Still imperfect.

She parted her lips slightly, watching the motion.

Was she going to put another man’s cock in her mouth?

It had been years since she’d even had Elliot’s there.

She flushed.

This was more than permission. This was reclamation. And it scared her.

But it also turned her on in a way she couldn’t name.

She had twenty minutes—maybe less.

She looked at the bed, where three outfits lay folded. Not scandalous, not desperate. Each a different kind of invitation.

One was soft and romantic, a dark red dress that brushed her thighs and made her feel almost innocent. One was sleek, black; not overtly sexy, but sculpted to be taken off. The third was a little absurd—lingerie with a silk robe, as though she were starring in some old European film. Too much.

She stepped into the black dress. Simple. Clean. It slid over her like a decision.

She didn’t rush. She didn’t tremble.

In front of the mirror again, she applied lipstick.

No perfume. She didn’t want to smell like anyone else.

Vivian looked at herself once more.

Still beautiful.

Still imperfect.

Still hers.

She sat on the edge of the bed, smoothing the hem of her dress, fingertips brushing the tops of her knees.

She could stop this.

Still.

Right now.

But she wouldn’t.

Because something inside her had already stepped through the door.

And then …

The doorbell rang.

She didn’t move. Didn’t breathe.

But every part of her body answered.




Chapter Twenty-Five: Elliot

The doorbell rang, and Elliot—though fully aware of what it signaled—remained seated.

The book in his hand was open but unread, the words on the page more a gesture of occupation than a source of attention. He had been rereading the same passage for nearly twenty minutes, his mind refusing to engage with anything but the present—this specific evening, this house, this arrangement now crystallizing into motion.

He had known this moment would come. They had discussed it plainly, if not frequently. She had asked for clarity. He had given it. Not permission—he did not believe in the giving of such things between grown, honest people—but terms, quietly drawn. The kind of boundary that respected her autonomy as much as it preserved his dignity.

If something was to happen, it would happen here.

In their home.

Not behind his back, but also not in his arms.

He turned the page again, slowly, though he had not absorbed the previous one.

Then, after a moment’s silence, the sound of footsteps.

One pair—hers, by the pace and sharpness of heel. Then the second, heavier but quieter.

They moved through the foyer, not rushed, not tentative. A conversation passed between them, though he couldn’t make out the words. It was the tone that reached him—polite, low, unremarkable in a way that made him listen harder.

Elliot stood.

He was human, and the curiosity that lived beneath his ribs was quieter than lust, but deeper.

He moved with care. Bare feet on wood. No lights on in the hallway.

He wanted to confirm that everything remained as agreed upon. That she was safe. That this was not unraveling into something neither of them could name.

He paused at the edge of the corridor, far enough to remain hidden, close enough to hear.

Their voices drifted faintly.

A pause.

She laughed—soft, genuine, not forced.

He felt it land in his chest like a feather and a stone at once.

Then movement. Steps against the floor. The subtle rhythm of escalation.

And finally, her bedroom door. The turn of the handle. The muted sound of it closing. The latch clicking into place like a piano key pressed gently and let go.

He stood still. The question came to him, unbidden and unwelcome, Should I move closer?

He didn’t like the thought. Didn’t like how quickly it came.

What would he gain from it? What would it make him? And what would it cost her?

He had not promised he would not hear, but he had also promised—in his own quiet way—not to listen.

This, he reasoned, was not betrayal. Not yet.

A concerned husband. A dignified man confirming, not observing.

Still, he turned away. Deliberately. Almost ceremonially.

He returned to his study and sat down again in the leather chair he had always favored on nights like this—quiet, expansive, not indulgent.

This was not the end of the matter. His feelings on the subject had not reached maturation. They need not do so tonight.

But there would be more.

Of that, he was certain.




Chapter Twenty-Six: The First Time

The door clicked shut behind them.

Micah didn’t move. Not at first. He let the silence stretch between them—comfortable, charged.

Vivian stood by the foot of the bed, heart thudding not with fear, but with the kind of tension that felt molecular.

He stepped closer.

Her breath caught.

Micah looked at her with a kind of reverence. As though she were the thing about to be unwrapped, discovered, slowly undone.

“I’ve never been in this room before,” he said, voice low.

Vivian swallowed. “Most people haven’t.”

He smiled. “Felt like I should say something. Before.”

Before.

He didn’t say before what.

He didn’t need to.

She reached behind her neck, fingers finding the clasp of the dress, and hesitated.

Micah stepped forward then. “Let me,” he said.

She lowered her arms.

He stepped behind her, hands sure but gentle. The zipper moved down like a sigh.

Her skin rose in goosebumps.

The dress slipped from her shoulders. He didn’t rush it. He didn’t speak. He just watched as it fell in a hush around her ankles.

She stood in her underwear, her bra simple, elegant, black.

His hands came to rest lightly on her waist. Then moved. Up her ribs. Over her sides. Down her arms. Like he was learning her.

“You’re beautiful,” he said, sounding like he’d only just noticed it. As though her body surprised him, piece by piece.

Her breath trembled.

Then he kissed her shoulder. A reverent, almost shy press of lips to skin. Then her collarbone. Then behind her ear.

Her hands reached back for him instinctively.

He guided her around, slowly, until they were face to face. And he looked at her like he could not believe this was happening.

Vivian stared back. She was standing half-naked in her bedroom, one paid for by her husband’s success, about to let another man touch her. And all she could feel was want.

Micah kissed her, and this time, it was not hesitant. Micah kissed like he was kissing her for her, not for himself. No pressure. No demand.

Vivian responded slowly at first, as if her body had to remember that this was allowed. That it was hers to offer. That someone else could want her like this.

Her hands found his shirt, slowly unbuttoning it. She didn’t rush. She wanted to see him, too.

When the fabric parted, she ran her hands over his chest—bare skin, warm muscle, light hair. He wasn’t sculpted like a magazine cover. He was real. Solid. Present.

And he touched her like he didn’t want to miss anything.

Micah’s hands slipped behind her back, finding the clasp of her bra. It came loose with no effort, no show. And when the straps fell forward, he didn’t grope. He looked.

Her nipples tightened under his gaze. Her breath caught. She suddenly, truly remembered that no one else had seen her like this in years.

He looked like he wanted to thank her. Then he kissed her breasts. Not just a flick of the tongue or a greedy suck. He kissed them like they were important.

She gasped when his lips closed around her right nipple, and he moaned in return—not loud, not showy, just there. Real.

She threaded her fingers through his hair.

He took his time.

Licked.

Sucked.

Switched sides.

Returned.

Until she was trembling against him, heat blooming low in her belly.

When he pulled back, she was flushed and breathless.

“You’re shaking,” he said softly.

“I know.”

He cupped her face in his hands. “We don’t have to rush.”

Vivian looked at him for a long moment. “I want to,” she whispered.

Vivian leaned in and kissed him again—softer this time, slower. Her hands moved over his chest, down his sides, then lower still. She felt the tension in his body shift as her fingers brushed the waistband of his pants.

Micah inhaled sharply but didn’t stop her.

She looked down. Her hand slipped inside.

He was already hard. Thick. Hot.

Her breath hitched at the sensation of him—solid in her palm, undeniably male in a way that made her stomach twist with heat.

It wasn’t clinical. It wasn’t rote. This wasn’t something she felt obligated to do. This was something she wanted.

The first time in years she’d actively craved a man’s cock—not for what it did to her, but for what it could be in her mouth.

She eased him out of his pants, slow and unhurried.

Micah groaned low in his throat, his hips shifting instinctively.

Vivian took a moment—an actual, deliberate pause—to look at him.

His cock curved slightly, flushed and firm, the head already glistening with need.

She wrapped her hand around him and just held it for a second, watching his face, the way his eyelids fluttered. Then she lowered herself onto her knees beside the bed, eyes never leaving his.

“Vivian—”

“Shh,” she said. “Let me.”

She kissed the tip first, slow and open-mouthed. Then the shaft. Long, lingering strokes of her lips, as if she were learning him by taste.

She cupped his balls gently, fingers exploring, the weight of them grounding her.

Micah’s breath turned ragged.

She licked the underside then took the head into her mouth.

He moaned.

Vivian smiled around him. She had power here. And she loved that.

Micah’s hands hovered at his sides like he wasn’t sure if he should touch her, like any movement might break whatever spell she was weaving around him.

Vivian gripped the base of his cock with one hand, angling him as she opened her mouth wider. She took more of him in this time. Slow. Controlled. The warmth of her mouth wrapping around him inch by inch until she felt the thick head press at the back of her throat.

Micah groaned, his hips jerking slightly.

“Fuck,” he whispered, breath shaky.

Vivian pulled back then eased him in again, this time letting her tongue slide along the underside, mapping him, memorizing him. It was intimate. Intoxicating.

She could feel how hard he worked to stay still, and she wanted to undo that restraint.

She picked up the pace, lips wet, her mouth making soft, slick sounds as she began to move with a rhythm. Each time she took him deeper, she held for just a second longer, testing herself, testing him.

His moans got louder. He murmured her name once, broken.

Vivian hummed around him in response, feeling him throb against her tongue.

She let her hand stroke what her mouth couldn’t reach, building heat, building pressure, owning his body with nothing but lips, and breath, and desire.

She glanced up. He was watching her now, jaw slack, eyes wild with disbelief and lust.

“You’re going to make me come,” he said, voice raw.

Vivian pulled back just far enough to whisper, “Good.” Then she swallowed him again. Faster. Deeper. No hesitation.

His thighs tensed under her hands. He was panting now, groaning, trying to hold on.

She sucked, and stroked, and worshiped him until she felt his body stiffen and …

Micah’s thighs tensed beneath her.

“Vivian—” he groaned, voice fraying, “I’m close.”

She didn’t stop. Not right away. She kept the rhythm smooth, tight, tongue gliding as she took him deep again, feeling him pulse against the back of her throat.

He let out a raw sound—helpless, needy. And then …

She pulled back. One last slow drag of her lips. Then her mouth was gone.

She looked up at him, eyes clear, breath calm, lips wet.

Micah blinked like he hadn’t quite processed what just happened.

Vivian smiled.

Micah’s chest rose and fell in quick, shallow breaths. He was flushed. Wrecked already.

“Jesus,” he whispered.

Vivian kissed the tip of his cock, slow and deliberate. Then she stood.

She stepped back, unhooked her panties with one hand, and let them slide to the floor.

He didn’t move.

She climbed onto the bed and lay back, legs open, inviting, not submissive. A queen on her throne.

Micah stared like he’d never seen anything more beautiful. And he hadn’t.

She tilted her chin slightly. “Now come make me come.”

Micah moved as if drawn—not lunging, not eager, but compelled. He climbed onto the bed, sliding between her thighs with a reverence that made Vivian shiver.

He kissed her—slow and deep. His hand slipped between them, fingers finding her slick and ready.

She gasped against his mouth.

He explored her with slow, deliberate strokes, circling, pressing, teasing.

Vivian closed her eyes and let her head fall back. Her hips moved with him, chasing the rhythm.

His mouth returned to hers, and she kissed him harder this time—need behind it now. Craving.

His fingers moved faster. One slipped inside her, then another.

She moaned. Loud. Unapologetic.

Micah whispered her name like it was a prayer. Then he moved lower. Kissed down her neck. Over her collarbone. Between her breasts. His tongue circled her nipple, and she arched beneath him. And still, his hand worked her, slow and steady.

When he shifted down between her legs, she felt the change in the air before he even touched her. Then his mouth. Soft. Hot. Wet.

The first flick of his tongue made her cry out. Then he groaned into her, like the taste of her was something he’d been craving his entire life.

Vivian tangled her hands in his hair, her hips moving now with complete abandon.

He sucked gently then harder. Tongue circling. Flicking. Dipping inside her, then up again to stroke her clit with a rhythm that made her body sing.

She was close. So close.

“Micah—” she gasped, and that was all it took.

He didn’t change anything. He just held her there. And she shattered.

Her orgasm hit like a wave—deep, rolling, full-bodied.

She cried out again, legs tightening around his shoulders, fingers gripping him like she didn’t want to float away.

Micah didn’t stop until she pushed at him, too sensitive, too full.

He kissed the inside of her thigh before crawling back up.

Their eyes met.

Vivian reached for him. And when he slid inside her—slow, thick, real—she gasped.

He was still for a moment, just resting inside her, his breath warm on her cheek, as though being inside her was enough.

Vivian’s legs wrapped around his waist. She felt full. Stretched. Seen.

Micah kissed her again—softly, reverently, like he was still trying to believe this was happening. Then he began to move.

Slow. Deep. Every thrust deliberate.

Vivian’s fingers gripped his back. Her breath stuttered as he slid in and out of her with a rhythm that wasn’t rushed, just perfectly attuned to her body.

They stayed like that for a long time. His lips at her jaw. Her breath catching in his ear.

The only sound between them the soft slap of skin, her gasps, and the low, guttural moans that escaped from him every time she clenched around him.

Then, when she couldn’t take the pace anymore—when she needed more—Vivian pushed at his chest.

Micah understood immediately. He slipped out, and she climbed on top of him.

Her thighs straddled his hips. She reached back, guided him in, and sank down slow. They both groaned.

She began to move, her hands braced on his chest, her rhythm steady and grinding. Micah’s hands found her hips.

Vivian tossed her head back, her hair falling over her shoulders, her mouth open as she rode him in slow, deep rolls. She felt every inch of him. Let herself enjoy the way he filled her.

His eyes were locked on her face. She didn’t look away, either. She wanted him to see what she looked like when she owned her pleasure.

Her pace quickened. She leaned forward. Their mouths met again—wet, breathless, more raw now.

She rocked harder, chasing another climax, moaning against his lips.

“I’m—”

Micah sat up, one arm around her back, the other gripping her ass as she moved faster, grinding down with every stroke. “Come for me,” he whispered. “I want to feel it.”

She did.

It hit sharper this time—tighter, faster, and everywhere.

She cried out, her body locking against his, her hips jerking as the wave passed through her in a rush of heat and sound.

Micah groaned and held her, trembling.

She stayed there, trembling with him, their breaths tangled.

She hadn’t just come. She had taken it.

Vivian collapsed against his chest, her forehead resting on his shoulder, breath ragged.

Micah held her there, one arm wrapped around her back, the other gliding slowly up and down her spine. His cock was still inside her—still thick, still aching. She felt it. Felt him still pulsing. Still holding back.

She kissed his neck. “Don’t wait.”

He groaned softly. “I’m trying not to.”

Vivian pulled back just enough to look at him, her fingers brushing the sweat from his temple. “Let me.” She shifted her hips, slowly—a long, dragging stroke, her slick body sliding over his length with the kind of friction that made them both gasp.

Micah’s head dropped back.

Vivian began to ride him again. Slow at first. Measured. Then harder. Faster.

Micah’s grip tightened on her hips. His breath turned wild. His body met hers, thrust for thrust. His control cracked.

“Vivian—”

She kissed him hard, moaning into his mouth, moving faster, her thighs burning, her hands braced on his chest as she took every stroke and gave it back.

“I’m gonna—fuck—”

She felt him swell inside her, felt the moment his body stopped resisting and gave in.

Micah groaned her name as he came, hot and deep, his arms locking around her as he poured into her.

She stayed still, trembling, clenching around him, feeling the aftershocks roll through both their bodies. Then stillness.

Their breaths filled the space. The cooling heat of skin on skin. The weight of what they’d done.

Vivian didn’t move right away. Neither did Micah. There was no need to say anything. Not yet.

Eventually, Micah kissed her shoulder and sat up.

Vivian watched him dress, slow and unrushed. There was no awkwardness. No lingering need to explain. But when he reached for his shoes, she pushed back the covers.

Micah looked up. “You don’t have to—”

“I want to,” she said, already standing, wrapping her robe around her. She didn’t say I remember what you said, but the way she had walked beside him through the hall—shoulder to shoulder, both of them quiet—said it for her.

She led him to the front door in bare feet, the house calm and low-lit.

He turned to her at the threshold. “I’ll check in tomorrow,” he said.

Vivian smiled. “I’ll be here.”

Micah leaned in, kissed her cheek—soft and warm. Then he stepped into the night.

She closed the door gently behind him. No drama. No regret. Just the sense that something had shifted. Then she leaned back against the wood, eyes closed, breath steady.

The quiet wrapped around her like a second skin.




Chapter Twenty-Seven: The Other Side of the Door

Vivian stood there for a moment longer, her robe cinched loosely around her waist. The house was quiet again, but it wasn’t the same quiet from before. This one hummed.

She moved back through the hall, back to her bedroom. Her legs felt warm and loose, her skin still tingling in places she hadn’t realized had come alive.

She stepped into the bathroom and turned on the shower. Under the hot water, she breathed as she washed away the sweat, the touch, the taste. Not because she wanted it gone but because she wanted a new starting point. A reset.

She dried her hair slowly, wrapped herself in a robe, and stepped back into the bedroom.

Elliot was there, leaning back on her bed. His shirt unbuttoned. His expression unreadable. But his chest was rising and falling faster than normal. His fingers were curled against the duvet.

He didn’t say anything for a moment. Then, calmly, “Are you okay?”

Vivian blinked. “Yes.”

He nodded, eyes on her.

She turned instinctively to retrieve something from her dresser—space, even in silence. She adjusted her robe, not trying to hide, just … composing herself. When she turned back, he was no longer sitting.

He was standing in front of her.

Close.

Too close.

His breath was audible now, and fast. She could feel it on her cheek before he even touched her. She wasn’t touching him, yet she could feel his heartbeat.

“Elliot …” She looked up. His pupils were blown. His lips parted. This was a man she had never seen before.

A part of her tensed—not in fear, but in that ancient, cellular way the body reacts to power it doesn’t fully understand.

The line between arousal and fear was thinner than most people wanted to admit.

“Is everything—”

He didn’t let her finish. He crushed his mouth against hers, his hand tangling in her damp hair, pulling her head back just slightly as he kissed her like it was the only way to get air.

Vivian gasped.

His hands slid down her back—fast, rough. They found her ass and dug in, fingers pressing hard, possessive.

She moaned into his mouth.

He was still her Elliot. But this wasn’t the man who made love in candlelight and stroked her hair. This was the man who had been sitting in silence all evening, knowing. This was the man who had heard the door. Who had waited.

This man? He wasn’t here to be tender. He was here to break her.

Vivian didn’t resist. Because the truth was, for all the softness and wonder Micah had given her tonight, this was what her body had been waiting for.

His kiss didn’t ask permission. It took.

Vivian’s robe loosened under his hands, and with a rough tug, Elliot pulled it free, off her shoulders, off her body, gone.

She gasped at the sudden air on her skin, at the way he stepped back to look—really look—as though every inch of her was his.

And maybe now, in this moment, she was.

He still hadn’t asked what had happened with Micah. Hadn’t asked what they did. He didn’t want a report. But whatever might have happened, whatever her body had offered someone else, he wanted it now—all of it.

From her mouth. Her skin. Her breath. Her cunt. His hands roamed everywhere. Not soft. Not exploring. Claiming.

He cupped her breasts roughly, thumbs brushing her nipples until they hardened. One hand slid down, between her thighs, fingers already inside her before she had time to think. He worked her fast, opening her, feeling her. Then lower, his fingertip grazing past her asshole, pausing just enough to test her, to watch.

Vivian gasped, and not in objection.

He smirked. Just a flicker.

She turned to him, eyes wide, but he was already stripping. Shirt. Pants. Underwear. Gone.

He stood naked before her, erect, flushed, silent. That same unreadable intensity in his face.

She dropped to her knees. It wasn’t planned. It wasn’t performative. It just happened.

Her mouth opened as she wrapped her hand around his cock, heavy and hot in her palm.

This wasn’t like earlier. With Micah, she pleased. With Elliot, she was being used.

He threaded a hand into her hair and pulled her forward, guiding her down.

She opened wider and took him in.

He groaned.

His hips moved with deliberate rhythm, pressing deeper each time until she gagged once, just slightly, and he moaned at the sound.

He held her there, her mouth full of him, his hand steady at the back of her head. No tenderness. Possession.

He pulled out abruptly, and she gasped for air, her lips red, eyes wet. Then he turned her, one hand on her back, the other grabbing her hip. He pushed her forward until her hands hit the bed.

He spanked her once. Hard. The sound cracked through the room. The breath knocked out of her in a rush. She moaned.

Elliot didn’t wait. He grabbed her ass, spread her, and thrust into her with a force that made her cry out from the sheer shock of how badly she needed this.

He fucked her from behind, rough and rhythmic, his hands gripping hard enough to bruise.

Vivian could barely breathe. Could barely think. She was gone. Only sensation remained. And still, it wasn’t enough.

He pulled her down, flattened her onto the bed, her stomach against the sheets, her cheek turned to the side. Then he climbed on top of her.

His full weight pressed her into the mattress. He slid back inside her in one thick, brutal stroke.

She tried to move her hands, but he grabbed them, held them down—hard—fingers laced through hers, chest heavy on her back, and he fucked her. Hard. No rhythm. No words. Just thrust after thrust, each one shoving a breath from her lungs, each one breaking something open.

His teeth grazed her shoulder. His groan turned into a growl.

Vivian let him take her. She gave herself over to a man who had finally stopped pretending to be gentle.

His thrusts slowed—harder now, deeper—his body jerking. He came inside her, groaning low and loud, staying buried to the hilt. And then he didn’t move. He stayed on top of her. Breathing against her skin. Holding her hands down, chest slick against her back, heartbeat pounding through both of them.

Neither one said anything.

Because there was nothing left to say.




Chapter Twenty-Eight: The Absence

Vivian woke to the soft sound of breath beside her. She didn’t move at first. The room was dark, but the windows had begun to gray at the edges. That quiet before morning—not night, not day. The space between.

Elliot lay next to her, chest rising and falling in long, steady waves. He’d fallen asleep only an hour or so before.

She had been drifting in and out, never quite resting, never quite thinking. Her body was spent, yet her mind wouldn’t still.

They hadn’t said much after.

He’d asked, softly, “Are you okay?”

She had nodded against his chest, her voice barely audible. “Yes. I’m happy.”

He hadn’t said anything more. Just held her. Let her breathe. Let her lie there while the heat between them cooled and her body slowly remembered where she ended and he began.

Eventually, he drifted off, one arm around her waist. Still holding. Always holding.

She slipped out of bed carefully now, not wanting to wake him, and padded into the bathroom. The floor was cool beneath her feet. The mirror was still fogged from a shower she couldn’t quite remember taking.

She leaned against the sink, letting her eyes adjust, letting her thoughts gather. There had been so much sex in this room. In this house. In her body. Over days. Hours. Micah. Elliot. Herself.

She smiled faintly.

It wasn’t embarrassment.

It wasn’t pride, either.

It was the surreal awareness of transformation.

The space felt different now. Like she’d stepped into someone else’s house and seen echoes of herself in the corners.

Her mind pinged from thought to thought. Would Micah text today? Would Elliot ask her how it was? Would she ever do it again? Did she want to?

And under all of that, deeper still, something tugged at the edge of her awareness. A strange sensation. She tried to name it. Tried to pin it down. And then she realized it wasn’t something she was feeling. It was the absence of something.

She wasn’t lonely. Not anxious. Not uncertain. Not needing anything from anyone.

Just … not alone.

And it had been a long time since she could say that.




Chapter Twenty-Nine: Morning Light and Clarification

When Vivian woke again, the room was filled with the low, golden light of late morning. Her body ached in slow, humming ways—thighs sore, lips tender, muscles warm but stretched. The kind of ache that didn’t demand attention but promised it had been earned.

Elliot was still beside her. He hadn’t retreated to his room. Hadn’t disappeared into solitude. He was lying on his back, the sheets low across his hips, one hand resting lightly against his abdomen.

Vivian turned her head, watching the way his chest rose and fell. She remembered slipping back into bed after her shower. She remembered the way his arm had curled around her, even after everything. No words. No tension. Just sleep.

Now, he stirred. His eyelids fluttered then opened. He turned toward her and, for a moment, they just looked at each other. The echo of what had passed between them.

“Hey,” he said, his voice rough with sleep.

Vivian smiled. “Hey.”

A pause.

“Are you okay?” he asked.

She nodded. “Yeah, I’m good.”

He blinked slowly. “Did I hurt you?”

“No,” she said, reaching for his hand. “You surprised me. But I liked it.”

His fingers wrapped around hers. They lay like that for another minute, just letting the silence stretch. Then Elliot exhaled and turned slightly onto his side.

“I don’t know what last night was,” he said, voice low, thoughtful. “I just know that I didn’t plan it. I didn’t expect to feel what I felt.”

Vivian didn’t interrupt.

“I thought I could be the man who steps aside, who makes space, who … watches. But when I saw you again … after, I didn’t want space. I wanted to be inside your skin.”

Vivian felt heat rise in her chest.

“I didn’t feel jealous,” he added. “Not exactly. But I did feel something shift. I needed to own you again. And not gently.”

She smiled a little crookedly. “Yeah, I noticed.”

That earned her the softest chuckle.

He squeezed her hand. “I’m still figuring this out. What I want. What I can take. But I know this—I don’t want you to be alone in this.”

Eventually, Elliot rose—quiet and smooth, like he always did—and Vivian followed, wrapping herself in one of his crisp button-down shirts rather than her robe.

The kitchen was already warm with morning sun, the faint scent of brewing coffee curling into the air.

Elliot handed her a mug without speaking.

She took it with a small smile, sat at the breakfast table, and tucked her legs up under her.

For a few minutes, they drank in silence.

No tension.

Just coffee.

Just the soft, extraordinary ordinariness of being in the same space after everything that had passed between them.

Eventually, Elliot spoke. “We got an invite for that Armitage gala next weekend.”

Vivian gave a soft groan. “You mean the one where people pretend to care about restoration grants and just try to figure out who’s sleeping with whom?”

“That’s the one.”

She sipped. “I think Micah mentioned he’s working it.”

Elliot nodded once. “Thanks for letting me know.” There was no edge in his voice. No pause for reaction. Just a clean acknowledgment. A fact received.

Vivian watched him for a moment, her mug warm between her palms. “You don’t have to be okay with all of this right away,” she said softly.

“I know,” Elliot replied, looking out the window. “But I think I’m more okay with it than I expected to be.”

“Even last night?”

He looked back at her, his expression softened. “Especially last night.”

Vivian tilted her head. “It didn’t feel like jealousy?”

“No,” he said. “It felt like recognition.”

“Of what?”

“That I still want you. Every part of you.” He smiled faintly. “Even the ones I didn’t know I’d given away.”

Vivian stared at him for a long moment then reached across the table and took his hand. They didn’t say anything else.

They didn’t need to.




Chapter Thirty: The Check-In

Vivian chose a small courtyard café tucked behind an art supply store. The kind of place people didn’t stumble into—it had to be found. And that made it feel safe.

Micah arrived a few minutes late, sunglasses still on, hands in the pockets of his light jacket. When he saw her, he smiled—not wolfish, not smug. Warm.

He slid into the seat across from her and, for a second, neither of them said anything. Then he took off his sunglasses and looked at her fully.

“Hey.”

“Hey,” she replied, matching his smile.

“Thanks for meeting.”

Vivian nodded. “Of course.”

He waited, just long enough to show her that he wasn’t going to be the one to fill the silence. She liked that about him.

“I just wanted to check in,” she said. “See how you felt about … everything.”

Micah raised an eyebrow. “You want the polite answer, or the honest one?”

“Honest,” she said without hesitation.

“I liked it,” he said simply. “A lot.”

Vivian exhaled, a smile tugging at her lips.

He went on. “And I like you. Not just the sex. Not just the setup. You. 

She blinked, caught off guard by the directness.

“But I also know,” Micah continued, “that I’m walking into the middle of something big. And heavy. And … complicated.”

Vivian didn’t argue.

“I don’t need promises,” he said. “I just need honesty.”

She nodded. “That’s what we’re doing now.”

A beat.

“Elliot knows?” he asked.

“He does,” she said. “He didn’t ask for details, but he knows.”

Micah looked at her, thoughtful. “And does he want in?”

Vivian considered her words. “Eventually, maybe. I think he’s … testing the edges.”

Micah nodded slowly. “Well, if he ever wants to watch, I won’t mind. As long as you want it, too.”

Her eyes met his. “I’ll always want it because I want it, not because he does.”

That answer seemed to settle something in him.

He leaned back, relaxed now. “So,” he said, “the gala next weekend, I’ll be bartending.”

“I know.”

“I’ll be on my best behavior,” he said, smiling.

“You’d better not be,” she replied.

They laughed.

A pause settled between them, calm and clean. Then he said, “Let me know when you want to see me again.”

She reached for her drink. “I will.”




Chapter Thirty-One: The Gala

Vivian had always found galas exhausting. The gowns. The forced laughter. The tiny plates of food that looked like sculpture and tasted like nothing. The dozens of conversations that said absolutely nothing.

But tonight felt different.

She didn’t wear anything outrageous—just black. Clean, fitted, and quietly stunning. Her heels clicked with confidence. Her smile was easy. She knew who she was tonight.

Elliot walked beside her, not holding her hand, but holding presence. He was calm. Watchful. Centered.

They stepped into the main hall—marble underfoot, crystal above, the low murmur of well-bred performance echoing through the crowd.

“Ready to make polite conversation with people we barely like?” Elliot murmured.

Vivian smiled. “Always.”

They moved through the space like they belonged there. Because they did.

She caught glimpses of friends, distant acquaintances, the senator’s wife, across the room, air-kissing someone with the same smile she wore for photographs.

And then …

Micah.

Behind the bar, sleeves rolled up, tie slightly loosened. Pouring something dark for a man who wouldn’t remember the taste.

He looked up and saw her.

Vivian didn’t wave. Didn’t smile. Just let her gaze linger half a second too long. Then moved on.

Elliot noticed. He didn’t say anything.

They mingled. Danced their slow, elegant social routine.

At one point, a man she barely remembered flirted with her in that smug, married-man-at-an-open-bar way. Vivian laughed, not kindly, and walked away.

As she approached Elliot again, she saw it—that familiar raised glass.

He caught her eye. Lifted his drink just slightly. A private salute.

She raised her brows at him in mock scolding. But she was smiling.

Micah passed behind her at one point, close enough to brush her shoulder with his arm—subtle, intentional. She didn’t look. But she felt it.

Later in the evening, Elliot leaned close to her ear. “I invited him,” he said, calm and quiet.

Vivian didn’t flinch. “I hoped you did,” she replied.

That was all.

The night swirled on. But beneath the silk and champagne, something was building.

They were halfway through the second hour, and Vivian had already smiled at least twenty-three times.

“Vivian, darling, where did you get that dress? I simply must know who tailored it. It fits like a scandal.”

“It’s a custom piece,” she answered sweetly, sipping something she didn’t actually want. “And a little scandal never hurt anyone.”

Laughter. Tinkling, polite.

A woman with a voice like crushed velvet leaned in. “Did you hear Serena caught her husband with the personal trainer? Can you imagine? And he still brought him as his plus-one to the tennis gala.”

“Modern love,” someone muttered. “It’s all HR policies and non-disclosure agreements now.”

Vivian smiled again, but her eyes glazed as another woman recounted the horrors of her recent juice cleanse. She tuned in just long enough to catch the phrase, “I think some people get bored and think threesomes are a personality.”

A brittle laugh.

Vivian nearly choked on her drink—not because it hit too close to home, but because it was so mind-numbingly predictable.

She excused herself to the restroom shortly after, nodding graciously as she left the circle.

The truth was, these conversations had always existed in the same frequency—they just used to be her normal. Now, they felt like static. Not threatening. Just irrelevant.

She walked the outer edge of the ballroom, scanning for Elliot. She spotted him deep in conversation with a senator, his posture elegant, glass in hand.

He saw her. A flick of eye contact.

Vivian tilted her head. Just slightly.

And again, the raised glass.

Message received.

As Vivian turned from the dance floor, adjusting the fall of her dress, she nearly ran into Monica, who appeared with a flute of something sparkling and a knowing smile already blooming.

“There you are,” Monica said, eyes scanning her from head to toe. “You’ve been glowing all night. What’s your secret? Extra sleep? Expensive serum? Or have you finally given in and started drinking the blood of virgins like the rest of us?”

Vivian smiled, caught off guard, but only for a second. “Something like that.”

Monica arched a brow, amused. “Hmm. It’s always the quiet ones.” She leaned in conspiratorially. “You’ve been in rare form tonight. Confident. Radiant. The kind of radiant that makes other women nervous. Just a little.”

Vivian lifted her glass. “Should I apologize?”

Monica’s eyes twinkled. “God, no. Make them work for it.”

They clinked glasses.

Then Monica’s voice dropped, just slightly. “But between us … you do seem different.”

Vivian didn’t flinch. “Do I?”

“Yes,” Monica said, her tone soft but pointed. “Not louder. Just … more in tune. Like you’ve stopped trying to be seen.”

Vivian met her gaze, steady and still. “Maybe I finally saw myself.”

Monica held her stare a second longer than polite society allowed then smiled. “Well, cheers to that,” she said lightly then drifted away into the crowd.

Vivian watched her go.




Chapter Thirty-Two: Shared

The house was quiet when they entered. Vivian went ahead, heels echoing lightly against the floor. She didn’t flick on the lights. She didn’t need to. The soft glow from the hall sconces was enough to guide her.

Behind her, she heard the soft click of the front door, then two distinct sets of footsteps.

Micah and Elliot.

No one spoke.

The silence wasn’t awkward—it was electrified.

Vivian didn’t turn around as she led them to the bedroom. She just kept walking, steady and sure, the air thick behind her with heat and expectation.

In the room, she stopped near the bed and turned.

Elliot was already loosening his tie, jacket discarded, watching her with that same unreadable gravity he’d worn at the gala.

Micah looked at her like he wanted to memorize her. Not just her body—her choice.

Vivian unzipped her dress slowly, letting it fall to the floor. Then she stepped out of it with quiet finality. Black lingerie underneath. Elegant. Not too revealing. Just enough.

Micah inhaled.

Elliot didn’t move.

She turned to face them fully, chin lifted, heart pounding. “I want both of you,” she said simply.

That was all it took.

Micah crossed the room first, his hands warm as they slid up her sides, his mouth finding hers—deep, soft, hungry. His hands explored her like they had before—knowing, reverent.

But she felt Elliot behind her, too.

The air shifted.

A hand slid into her hair. Pulled gently, just enough to make her tilt her head back. Elliot’s mouth met her neck—hot, deliberate. He pressed a kiss there that was more mark than affection.

Micah broke the kiss and stepped back slightly as Elliot took over.

Vivian turned to face her husband. His eyes were dark, focused.

Micah’s breath caught. He moved toward her, but Elliot lifted a hand.

“Wait.”

Micah paused.

Vivian looked between them, heart suddenly pounding harder.

Elliot stepped forward, close, but didn’t touch her. “I want to see.”

Not a request.

A decision.

Vivian’s breath hitched. “You do?”

He nodded. “I want to know what you’re like when you let go completely.” A beat. Then he added, voice low, “And I want to see what he does to you. All of it.”

Vivian’s pulse thundered. Not with fear. With something deeper.

Micah stepped behind her and began to undress her fully, slowly. Vivian turned her face to Elliot the entire time.

He watched every inch of her skin as it was revealed. He didn’t move. Didn’t speak. But he was breathing harder now.

When Micah kissed her, Elliot’s jaw tensed. When she kissed back—fully, hungrily—his hands curled into fists at his sides. And when she dropped to her knees in front of Micah, eyes flicking up to meet Elliot’s first … he said softly, without blinking, “Good girl.”

Micah’s cock pulsed against her lips, and Vivian took him in slow, her tongue sliding along the underside before sealing her mouth around him. She let the rhythm build—deeper, wetter, her hand stroking the base as she sucked.

Micah groaned. “Jesus, Vivian …”

But it was Elliot she looked at, eyes locked with his, her mouth full, her intention clear.

Elliot stood perfectly still. His eyes were dark. Focused.

She couldn’t read him, not entirely. But the way his chest rose with each breath—too sharp, too fast—told her he wasn’t indifferent.

She pulled back slowly, lips slick, tongue teasing the head.

Micah’s hips jerked, but she steadied him. Then she kissed his cock once more and stood.

Elliot hadn’t moved. But his knuckles were white against the edge of the dresser behind him.

Micah reached for her, kissed her again, this time with hands on her hips, pulling her close, kneading her ass.

Vivian moaned into his mouth.

Micah walked her backward toward the bed, laying her down carefully but quickly, like he’d waited long enough. Then he dropped between her legs, spreading them wide, and lowered his mouth to her pussy.

Vivian gasped then arched.

His tongue was firmer this time. Focused. He licked and sucked as he slid two fingers inside her, working in tandem, relentless and smooth.

She was shaking in minutes.

Above her, Elliot moved. Closer. Still not touching. But she could hear his breathing. When she opened her eyes, she saw him standing just to the side, watching everything.

Micah brought her to the edge fast.

Vivian whimpered, legs trembling, hands twisted in the sheets.

“Come for him,” Micah said, voice hot against her skin. “Let him see what your body does when you let go.”

That did it.

She came hard—hips bucking, mouth open in a soundless cry, the orgasm racking her all the way through.

Micah didn’t stop until she pushed at him, too sensitive.

Elliot exhaled sharply.

She turned her head, still gasping, and saw him—his cock visibly hard through his slacks, arms tight at his sides, jaw clenched. And yet, he didn’t move closer. Didn’t speak. Only watched her. Possessed her with his gaze.

Micah kissed her thigh, still catching his breath from the intensity of her climax.

Vivian blinked slowly, her eyes adjusting to the dim light again, to the shape of her husband standing just feet away.

Still.

Solid.

Watching.

She rolled her head toward him. Met his gaze.

He didn’t smile, but he gave her a small nod.

Not permission.

Not encouragement.

Only … acknowledgment.

He saw her.

Micah climbed up the bed, and she pulled him toward her, their mouths meeting again. The kiss was messier now. Hungrier.

She reached down between them and guided him in. They both moaned as he filled her in one long stroke, and her body welcomed it, already aching, already open, already his.

Vivian wrapped her legs around him, her hands on his back, her head tipped slightly so she could see Elliot.

Micah began to move, slow and deep, grinding against her with the kind of rhythm that made her body feel like it was made to do this.

Elliot stepped closer. He stopped at the edge of the bed, where he could see everything.

Vivian arched her back, and Micah thrust harder.

She gasped, hands tightening on his shoulders, her breasts rising and falling rapidly.

Micah looked down at her, kissed her again, then pulled back slightly so he could fuck her harder.

The sound of their bodies meeting filled the room—wet, rhythmic, raw.

Vivian moaned loudly and didn’t try to hold anything back.

She looked at Elliot again.

He was breathing harder now. One hand moved to his belt to relieve pressure. His eyes never left her.

Micah shifted her legs higher and fucked her deeper, harder, his pace relentless now.

Vivian cried out again, one hand gripping the headboard, the other bracing against his chest. She was close again. Elliot knew. He could see it in the flush of her skin, the way her hips started to tremble, the helpless music of her voice.

Then she came again, harder than before, her whole body shaking, voice caught in her throat.

Micah slowed but didn’t stop.

She turned her head. Looked at Elliot. And this time, she smiled.

Micah slowed his thrusts, leaning over her, forehead resting against hers as her orgasm rippled beneath him. Then he stopped and pulled out gently, her body still twitching, still slick and open.

Vivian exhaled shakily.

Micah kissed her one last time, slow and reverent, before moving aside, rolling to sit at the edge of the bed, chest heaving, sweat slick across his shoulders. He didn’t leave. He only watched now. Still part of it. Still present.

Elliot stepped forward. He didn’t speak. Didn’t ask.

He reached for her, one hand curling around her arm, guiding her upright, slow but firm.

Vivian followed. She moved down the bed, still trembling, and slipped off the edge until she was kneeling on the floor at his feet. She looked up.

His belt was undone now. His cock was out. Hard. Thick. Tense with unspent power.

Her lips parted. She reached for him. But Elliot didn’t let her take the lead.

He gripped the back of her head, fingers twining into her hair, and guided her forward—slowly but deliberately—until the head of his cock was pressed against her lips.

Vivian opened. Took him in. Warm. Wet. Deep.

Elliot groaned, low and guttural, his first real sound of the night.

She bobbed her head slowly at first, then deeper, feeling the tension in his thighs, the way he barely moved, every inch of him focused on her mouth.

Her hands slid along his hips. His other hand cupped her jaw, steadying.

She glanced up once and saw Micah watching from the bed. Still naked. Still hard.

His expression wasn’t jealous. It was … awed.

Vivian smiled around Elliot’s cock then took him deeper.

Elliot’s breath caught. His fingers tightened in her hair. Then he pulled back enough to look down at her.

“I’m not going to last long,” he said, voice thick.

She didn’t stop. Didn’t care. She sucked him harder, wetter, deeper.

They both felt his cock press against the back of her mouth. She coughed but kept pushing, needing to take as much of it into her as possible.

Elliot’s head rocked back, and he moaned as she took his entire length into her warm mouth.

Vivian slowly withdrew, allowing Elliot’s cock to exit her mouth. She looked up at him. “Can I ride you?”

Elliot didn’t speak. He only nodded once.

It was all the permission she needed.

He sat back on her bed, stretching across the mattress, his body long and lean.

Vivian crawled toward him, her thighs trembling with exertion, her core still slick with arousal. She climbed onto his hips and hovered there for a moment, looking down at him.

His pupils were blown wide. His breath came in short bursts.

She reached between them and wrapped her fingers around his cock. It pulsed in her grip, hot and thick, twitching with anticipation. Slowly, deliberately, she guided him to her entrance, and then lowered herself onto him, inch by inch, until he was buried fully inside her.

They moaned together.

Her hands braced on his chest. His hands rose to her thighs then her hips, holding her there as her body adjusted around him. She rocked once then again. A slow rolling motion that sent a shiver up her spine.

Elliot’s head tipped back against the pillows. His mouth parted. A growl escaped his throat.

She started to ride him, long, fluid strokes at first, letting the friction build slowly. The drag of him inside her, filling her, stretching her, it felt almost too much. Almost. But she wanted all of it. Needed it.

Her hands slid up his chest as she moved, her hips lifting and dropping with a rhythm that made them both gasp.

His hands gripped tighter, guiding her without force.

Her breasts bounced with every motion. Sweat glistened along her collarbone.

She turned her head and saw Micah still sitting at the edge of the bed, watching.

Vivian’s lips parted. She held Elliot’s gaze for a heartbeat then looked back at Micah. She lifted one hand, waved him over, and tapped her finger to her lips. Come here. I want you.

Micah stood. His cock was still hard, thick and glistening with her arousal. He moved to the edge of the bed, standing tall beside Elliot.

Vivian leaned forward as she rode Elliot, never breaking rhythm.

Micah stepped closer.

She wrapped a hand around the base of his cock and opened her mouth—wet, eager, already panting with exertion. She took him in.

Micah groaned, his hand sliding into her hair.

Vivian’s body moved in two perfect, opposite rhythms, rising and falling on Elliot’s cock while her mouth slid forward and back along Micah’s. Her breath came in ragged gasps, interrupted by moans that vibrated around Micah’s shaft.

Elliot thrust up into her now, matching her rhythm, sweat blooming at his temples. “Fuck,” he growled, his voice shaking. “You’re going to break me.”

Vivian moaned around Micah, her thighs trembling, knees burning on the mattress. Her body was slick, flushed, alive.

Micah’s grip in her hair tightened slightly, but he didn’t guide her. He let her set the pace, let her use him exactly the way she wanted. And she did.

She sucked him deeper, slower, her tongue swirling around the head every time she pulled back, only to swallow him again as her hips slammed down onto Elliot.

The men were groaning now, low and constant.

Elliot’s hands grabbed her ass, lifting her as he thrust up.

Micah’s hips rolled forward into her mouth.

Vivian was utterly possessed—open, filled, used, worshipped, and so wildly, deeply wanted that her orgasm built before she could prepare for it.

It hit her hard—again—her body seizing, her cunt clenching around Elliot’s cock so tight he shouted.

Elliot cursed, hips jerking, his hands locking around her hips as he came deep inside her.

Micah groaned at the sound, her moan humming around him as he lost control.

“Vivian—fuck—”

He came in her mouth, thick pulses against her tongue.

She swallowed every drop.

Her lips slid off his cock with a wet sigh as her whole body slumped, shaking, chest heaving as she collapsed onto Elliot’s chest.

Elliot wrapped his arms around her without a word, holding her tight.

Micah knelt beside the bed, catching his breath, one hand on her thigh.

The three of them stayed there in silence, tangled, sweating, breathless. No words. No shame.

Just everything they’d been holding back, finally released.




Chapter Thirty-Three: Maddie

Vivian sat on the edge of the bed, sunlight warming her bare legs through the open curtains. The house was quiet. Elliot had gone out for a walk. Micah, of course, was long gone, though he’d left a text that simply read, “Still processing. Still smiling.”

She held her phone in one hand, thumb hovering over Maddie’s contact. She didn’t need to call, but she wanted to.

The line rang once. Twice. Then …

“Oh no,” Maddie answered without greeting. “You didn’t just have that kind of night and wait until noon to tell me.”

Vivian laughed. She hadn’t even said a word. “I was sleeping,” she said.

“Or passed out from dehydration and too many orgasms. Which, frankly, is the death I’d choose.”

Vivian rolled her eyes. “Hi to you, too.”

“You sound different,” Maddie said after a beat. “Not wrecked. Not unsure. Just … full.”

Vivian let that sit.

“Yeah,” she said. “That’s exactly it.”

Maddie sighed, somewhere between wistful and impressed. “So, was it everything you wanted?”

“It was”—Vivian paused—“everything I didn’t know I could want. And somehow … not too much.”

“That’s because you’re not a good girl anymore,” Maddie said cheerfully. “You’re a greedy girl.”

Vivian laughed—really laughed—warmth spreading through her chest.

There was silence for a moment. Then Maddie’s tone softened. “So … both of them?”

Vivian lay back across the bed. “At the same time.”

“Jesus Christ,” Maddie breathed. “Okay, I need to hydrate just listening.

“It was slow,” Vivian said, closing her eyes. “And intense. And messy. And perfect.”

“Did you cry after?”

Vivian smiled faintly. “Almost. But Elliot held me.”

Maddie’s voice dropped to a hush. “He watched you?”

“He watched. And then I rode him. And then—”

“Oh my God, I’m lighting a candle in your honor.”

Vivian grinned into the receiver.

Maddie’s voice turned thoughtful. “You know what this means, right?”

Vivian smiled. “What?”

“We’re just a couple of sluts—”

“—bragging about the dick we just got,” Vivian cut her off, grinning.

Maddie paused for half a second then howled with laughter. “God, I love you.”

Vivian laughed, too, warm and unfiltered.

“So, what now?” Maddie asked once she caught her breath.

Vivian lay back across the bed, her body loose and heavy, her smile lingering. “I don’t know,” she said honestly. “But I’m not afraid of it.”

There was a pause. Then Maddie said softly, “Good girl.”

Vivian didn’t say anything. She didn’t need to.

She just closed her eyes and let the silence bloom around her, full and satisfied.

Epilogue: Polished

The event was something absurdly titled The Autumn Society Garden Supper, though there wasn’t a garden in sight and no one was eating anything as common as supper.

Champagne flutes and miniature art installations. Chamber music and curated small talk. The kind of gathering where appearances were everything, and everything was performance.

Vivian stood near one of the faux boxwood installations, dressed in slate blue silk, hair pinned in soft waves, her hand gently resting on Elliot’s forearm. They weren’t clinging to each other. They weren’t flirting. They were just … together.

But it was enough. Enough for Monica, who approached with her usual amused detachment, wearing a wrap that cost more than most people’s cars and a smile that never reached her eyes.

“Well,” she said, glancing between them, “aren’t you two just glowing?”

Vivian arched a brow. “New serum.”

Elliot sipped his champagne, saying nothing.

Monica leaned in slightly. “I don’t mean your skin.”

Vivian tilted her head, playing coy. “Oh?”

“I’ve seen you two at a hundred of these things,” Monica said, “and I’ve never seen you … like this.”

“Like what?” Elliot asked, tone even.

Monica’s eyes sparkled, just a little. “Like you actually like each other.”

Vivian laughed softly.

Monica let her gaze linger a beat longer. “What’s your secret?” she asked. Light, playful. Almost dismissive. But underneath it—genuine curiosity. Even envy.

Around them, the others buzzed—the wives who played at scandal while guarding their reputations, the husbands who smiled too hard. A handful of secrets and side glances.

Vivian looked at Elliot.

He looked at her.

Then he turned back to Monica and said, with no hesitation, “Honesty.”

Monica blinked, just once, then smiled with her teeth. “Well, that’s no fun.” She then drifted away into the crowd.

Vivian leaned closer to Elliot, her fingers brushing his wrist.

Not a kiss. Not a grab.

Just contact. Intimate in a way no one at that party would ever understand. And maybe that was the point.

Thanks for reading! If you enjoyed the book please leave a review!
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