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Chapter One


  


  Michael Kennedy closed his eyes and listened. Inside the dungeon, their group had already taken heavy damages. Some of their party members were barely hanging on and in desperate need of healing. There were still three Drow to defeat. They’d killed five of them and the remaining ones were wounded but still up and fighting.


  Throw a spell? He could lob a fireball at them, but being Drow, he wasn’t sure what their magic resistance was. He probably wouldn’t be able to get an arrow off at them.


  Charge with my sword?


  Axel cleared his throat. “Earth to Mike. You asleep, or thinking?”


  Mike opened his eyes. On John’s dining room table lay the dry-erase battle grid map, their figures set out in position. Axel had used a dry-erase marker to mark the locations of the dead Drows’ bodies, little stick figures with x’s for eyes. Their party was huddled in an alcove that had been used as quarters by the Drow.


  Then, the solution hit him. He smiled at their DM. “I throw a spell of Sanctuary.”


  Across the table, Eliza hooted. “Atta boy.”


  Axel looked confounded. “Roll it.” Because of some things that had happened early in this campaign that affected all of their party members, Axel had a house rule that all spellcasters had to roll a D20 to see if they could even throw the spell, as well as roll for spell failure percentages.


  Mike selected his D20 from his crystal blue set of polyhedral dice, breathed a silent prayer, and rolled.


  Natural twenty.


  Eliza hooted again. “Mike da man. I mean, Mike da dwarf.”


  Axel’s consternation hovered around him like a cloud. “Roll magic failure percentile.”


  Mike grabbed his percentile and D10 dice.


  Ninety-six.


  Mike thought Eliza might fall out of her chair if she laughed any harder.


  Axel let out a sigh after making a halfhearted DM roll of his own. “The Drow ignore you,” he muttered. “Lucky bastard.”


  It was Eliza’s turn next. Being an elf, she had various tricks up her sleeves, including a bow that could launch five arrows at once. She hit all three Drow, reducing their hit points even further.


  Next came her husband, Rusty. His barbarian character went into rage mode and he launched a two-handed attack.


  After the dice had been rolled to tally up the damages, Axel scowled as he removed the three remaining Drow figurines from the map and replaced them with drawn stick figures.


  “Initiative,” he grumbled.


  “There aren’t any other Drow in the dungeon,” Eliza said.


  He scowled at her. “Nobody asked you.”


  From down the hall, a man yelled, “Somebody roll for me.”


  Mike, Axel, Rusty, and John all yelled, “No!”


  Eliza let out a sigh. “Come on, guys. He can’t help it.”


  “He can help it,” Axel said. “He knows better than to eat Taco Bell for lunch.”


  Taking pity on the missing man, she reached across the table to where their friend Milo usually sat when he wasn’t suffering a burrito-induced IBS episode. She grabbed his D20 and rolled it in the square, felt-lined box he used for his dice. “Fifteen,” she called out.


  “Four modifier,” he called back.


  John propped his chin in his palm, his elbow parked on the table. “You realize this is gross, right?”


  “That’s nineteen for Milo,” Eliza said after sticking her tongue out at John.


  A whooshing, wheezing noise filled the room. Axel picked up his cell phone and glanced at it. “Sorry, kids. That’s ten o’clock.” He shut off the alarm on his phone, quieting the TARDIS landing noise. “I have an eight o’clock meeting in the morning, and a bunch of stuff to do tonight when I get home.” He started gathering his dice, manuals, and notes.


  “What?” Milo called from the bathroom. “What happened?”


  “Axel is turning into a pumpkin,” Eliza called back.


  “Dammit.”


  Mike took pictures of the grid map before they removed the game pieces and rolled it up. Tonight they were playing at John’s house. The roving game rotated through their residences depending on everyone’s schedules. Next week was Mike’s turn to host it because his wife, Jenny, would be out at her weekly book club meeting.


  Milo was still in the bathroom as everyone else called out their good-byes to him and made their way to the front door.


  “So what are you throwing at us next week, Axel?” Eliza asked.


  “Guess you’ll just have to wait and see, wontcha?”


  She rolled her eyes at him and turned to Rusty. “Take me home, barbarian.”


  “Ugh,” he grunted with a smile. It was a running joke between the couple.


  Mike had to wait for Rusty and Eliza’s car to pull out of the driveway before he could leave. He’d actually managed to get out of work on time from his job at Asher Insurance, where he was a database admin. Usually he was running late most Thursday nights and scrambling to get to the game on time. Tonight his boss, Tony, had stayed late to train a new employee and had cut Mike loose a little early.


  At least John lived in Bradenton, only a few minutes away from the campus where Mike worked. As he hit US 41 and headed south toward Sarasota, he tried not to let his mind drift into work mode again.


  Sometimes, it felt like all he did was work, the weekly DnD game he played with his friends the only relaxation he had anymore.


  Well, we’ll get Mikey moved out this weekend and that might finally free up some time.


  Their nineteen-year-old son would be starting as a freshman up at USF in Tampa and living on campus in a dorm. Until now, every weekend had been filled with Little League, or soccer, or Pop Warner, Boy Scouts, or shuttling Mikey somewhere, until he got his driver’s license and started working part-time during his senior year of high school.


  Then Mikey’s senior year had been filled with weekend trips to visit colleges, handling college apps, Mikey’s Eagle Scout project, and himself taking over lawn chores that had been Mikey’s domain when their son’s schedule had made that impossible.


  And besides her own full-time job as an office manager for a physician, Jenny had been up to her armpits involved in PTO, Boy Scouts, the booster clubs for Mikey’s sports—hell, there had been plenty of week nights where they barely saw each other awake for more than ten minutes a day.


  It wasn’t that he wanted to get rid of their son, but after twenty-five years of marriage that included the past nineteen of parenthood, he was ready for some alone time with Jenny for a change.


  If she doesn’t want to go slogging up to Tampa every weekend to visit him.


  Hell, it’d be nice just to be able to walk out to the kitchen naked first thing in the morning to get his coffee instead of worrying about pulling on a robe first.


  No more being shushed by Jenny over her fears of them being a little too loud in the sack. No more Jenny giggling and pushing him away when he got frisky with her in the kitchen, afraid Mikey would walk in on them.


  No more Mikey walking in on them with his uncannily accurate cock-blocking radar. If he had to guess, Mike would estimate over fifty percent of their attempted romantic interludes had been interrupted in some way by their son. He loved his son, but he wouldn’t deny it’d be nice to have their privacy again.


  Hell, now they’d be free to spread their DNA all over the damn house without worrying about their son walking in on them.


  They’d be free to throw clothes in a suitcase and drive to the Keys for the weekend, if they wanted to.


  He’d miss their son, sure.


  But he’d missed them as a couple even more, especially the past few years when it felt like Jenny had time for everyone and everything…except him.


  And that had been something he’d never felt like he could vocalize to her without coming off sounding like a selfish shit in the process. She ran her ass off, between work, Mikey, and taking care of the house. He got that, and he didn’t resent it. He worked his ass off, too, although usually at work, and now picking up the slack with chores.


  Saturday. That was when they’d be loading Mikey’s stuff up in the U-Haul trailer he’d rented and hauling him and his crap up to the USF Tampa campus dorm.


  For his part, Mike was hoping for a nice romantic evening with his wife Saturday night when they returned home. Maybe not even leading to sex. Just a pizza and some beers, and the couch, and the two of them free to snuggle and be together, alone.


  Naked, if they wanted to be.


  


  * * * *


  


  Jenny Kennedy closed the front door as the last of her eight fellow book club members left. Next week, the book club would meet at Marcy’s house. Michael’s gaming group would meet at their house.


  Well, at least now I won’t need a calendar to keep track of those rotations anymore. Or book club.


  The past three reading selections they’d discussed in their little book club still stirred an uneasy, but not unpleasant, disquiet inside Jenny. Not because she’d objected to them, or because the erotic romances had offended her.


  Not at all.


  Quite the opposite.


  As she surveyed her empty living room, a preview of things to come with their son leaving for college that weekend, her mind couldn’t help but wander.


  Going along with the current bestseller trends, her book club had decided to read three popular BDSM books that had topped international bestseller charts. By three different authors, and taking three different approaches, they’d provoked quite a bit of discussion with them, and more than a few nervous, red-faced titters amongst the group.


  And they’d frequently deferred to Shayla Daniels, their newest member, who was a reporter for a local magazine and a coworker of one of their other members. Shayla had written a well-researched series of articles two years earlier on the topic of BDSM. She’d been appointed their book group’s de facto expert as a result, and had provided real-world guidance on what was pure fiction and what was realistic in the three BDSM books they’d read thus far.


  Next week, yet another erotic BDSM book was up for discussion.


  At this rate, Jenny wondered if their Kindles and Nooks and tablets would melt from the increasing heat levels in the books they were reading. Three of their members had eagerly reported they wanted to keep reading more of the BDSM genre, because their husbands or partners had reaped the benefits of the smexiness.


  For her part, Jenny had remained quiet on the subject despite having devoured her fair share of them in private, too. She had a solid marriage of twenty-five years, a loving husband who worked his ass off to provide them with a good life, and a son now leaving for college.


  The last thing she wanted to do was upset the apple cart. Yes, their sex life had gotten a little stale over the last few years, but that didn’t matter to her. She wasn’t going to do something stupid like push her husband to change just to fit some fictional role she read in a book.


  Besides, books were books. It didn’t matter what Shayla said people did in real life. Shayla was also a relative newlywed and didn’t have any kids. She and her hubby could probably boink like bunnies whenever they wanted.


  In the real world, people had responsibilities. Families.


  Stress out the wahzoo.


  Sometimes, satisfying had to be defined in terms of snuggle time in front of the TV before falling asleep instead of the number of orgasms achieved in one night.


  Jenny walked into the kitchen to wash the glasses their group had used. She realized that after sending Mikey off to college this weekend, her schedule would look relatively empty compared to what it used to be comprised of. She’d also given advanced warnings to all the groups she volunteered for that she would be leaving them. Over the past couple of weeks, one by one, her schedule had started freeing up.


  It was amazing how easy she now found it to keep the house tidy. Like she’d suddenly gained another life’s worth of time to get chores done.


  After this weekend, all she’d have in her life would be work, the book club, and puttering around the house. Although she’d gotten more reading done over the past couple of weeks than she had in the last couple of years.


  Maybe I need a hobby besides reading.


  They had some friends. Mike had more friends than she did, even though he had less time for them. He’d grown up in this area and she hadn’t, and he’d never lost contact with some of his high school and college friends.


  After finishing the dishes, Jenny walked back to their bedroom. Mike would be home from his game soon, and Mikey was out at the movies with some of his friends and wouldn’t be home until midnight.


  She tried not to think about how empty the house would feel without their son living there. About that night being a preview of the near future.


  About the gaping void that would now comprise a large swath of her life.


  Empty nest syndrome?


  She’d always thought, while immersed in the stress and hurry of all the activities she participated in for Mikey, that she would love it when she finally had time to herself.


  Time to breathe.


  Time to relax.


  Now faced with the reality of all that empty time to fill, she was at a loss on how to better spend it, other than with books.


  Maybe I just need time to decompress.


  Not having to start every morning by making sure their home calendar was synced with her phone so she didn’t miss any events was an odd new reality for her to deal with.


  What do I want to do with my life now?


  She supposed that was something she’d need to decide.


  Chapter Two


  


  When Michael returned from his weekly gaming session a little after ten thirty, Jenny was curled up on the couch in front of the TV with her Kindle.


  He leaned over the back of the couch and gave her a quick kiss. “Mikey home yet?”


  “No. Midnight-ish is what I was told.”


  “Okay. I’m going to grab a shower.”


  “Okay.”


  She watched as he headed over to the dining room first, to set his laptop case and gaming supplies on the table in their usual spot. Then he headed back to the shower.


  Maybe it’s time for me to learn Dungeons and Dragons.


  She knew Michael’s friends, and they’d even offered her an open invitation to join him on game nights. Before this, however, she’d had Boy Scouts. Then her book club had moved to Thursdays once three of them had sons who’d graduated or aged out of their respective troops. Or she’d had other various meetings or sporting events to shuttle Mikey to, or…whatever.


  It didn’t help that she had zero interest in the tabletop role-playing game, while her husband had been playing with a couple of his friends in that same group ever since high school.


  Hell, she barely remembered any of the people she went to high school with, much less still had contact with them. Most of her friends were either through work or via her volunteering or the book club.


  Which she’d gotten involved with via another mom in her PTO group a year earlier.


  I’m pathetic.


  How many years had she gone with some people only knowing her as “Mikey’s mom?”


  Probably about the same length of time where I only knew some people via their kids.


  Were there any empty-nest support groups? Maybe that was what she needed to look into.


  She turned the TV off and moved into the bedroom while Michael was still in the shower. The book she was currently reading was written by an author they’d already read in their book club. Now Jenny was independently devouring the writer’s other books.


  BDSM books. Some ménage, some not, but all hot and sexy and pulling at things inside her she never dreamed of before when her life outside of work revolved around their son. The wildest thing they’d ever done was use a vibrator during sex. She definitely knew she wouldn’t be interested in pain, either.


  Yet the dominance and submission dynamics she’d read about tugged at something deep inside her. If someone had talked to her about this years ago, especially when freshly married and graduated from college, she would have told them to go screw themselves. Her, submit to anyone? No way.


  Now…


  She trusted Michael. She loved him. Yet she still didn’t know how he’d react if she tried to talk to him about…that.


  Hell, she didn’t even know how to talk to him about that.


  By the time he’d finished his shower and come to bed, she’d stopped reading for the night. As she curled up next to him, he gave her a kiss.


  “Have fun at book club?” he asked.


  “Yeah. Reading more sexy stuff.”


  “Knock yourself out. I sure don’t mind.” His tone bore a playful, yet tired edge.


  She didn’t exactly have the energy for it tonight, either.


  “Have fun at gaming?” she asked. “Kill anything?”


  “A few Drow. I threw a monkey wrench in Alex’s plans for us, I think.”


  She partially tuned him out as he explained what he’d done. She loved him, but she had no clue what he was talking about.


  “Sounds like you had fun,” she said when he finished.


  “Yeah. Next week we’re still on for having gaming here, right?”


  “Yeah. Our book club is meeting at Marcy’s house.”


  “Okay.”


  “Do you need me to wait here until someone else gets here?” she asked. It wouldn’t be the first time he’d been late to a gaming session at their house. And she trusted his friends alone in their house. They were almost as close as family.


  “No, I’ll get out of work on time. Somehow.”


  “Call me if you run late. I’ll come home.”


  “Yeah, but I hate to do that to you. I know that’s an extra stress you don’t need.”


  “I don’t mind.”


  He kissed her again before breaking into a huge yawn. “Sorry. Love you.”


  “Love you, too.”


  He reached over and snapped off his bedside lamp.


  As she snuggled against him and closed her eyes, she tried to think of a good way to broach the subject on a different night.


  Maybe after Mikey’s out of the house.


  


  * * * *


  


  Only fifteen minutes into her workday the next morning, and already Jenny was ready to throw her hands in the air and scream in frustration. One of their nurses had called in sick with a suspected case of norovirus she’d picked up from one of her kids.


  Meaning there was a good chance some of them in the office might have been exposed, too.


  On top of that, five patients had already called demanding immediate and nonemergency appointments that day, she was fending off one pharmaceutical salesman who had shown up a week earlier than his appointment, the waiting room was full, the scanner they used to copy photo IDs and insurance cards for their computerized records had decided to act up, and now she had to fight with an insurance company that usually didn’t give them any trouble approving preventative-care claims.


  And it was only 8:15 in the morning.


  I think I’m going to need to be medicated by the end of the day if this keeps up.


  Thank god it was Friday. It meant they would close to patients at one, giving Jenny and the rest of the staff time to catch up before they left at three.


  Tina, one of their other nurses and Jenny’s friend, looked as frazzled as Jenny felt.


  “Can you believe this shit?” Tina muttered when she hurried up to the front desk to grab another chart. “Holy crap, it’s like the gates of Hell have unleashed on us today.”


  “If we all come down with Gerry’s norovirus, that might be literal.”


  Tina let out a shudder and went to call the next patient back.


  Come lunchtime, Jenny had enough. She grabbed her keys, her purse, and her lunch and headed out to her car. There she sat, engine running and AC at full blast, while she ate her sandwich and read her Kindle.


  It was a blessed respite, losing herself for a little while in the goings on of a fictional dungeon club.


  I wish those were real.


  Then again, it wasn’t like Mike would ever in a million years agree to go to one of those kinds of places even if they did exist. The only kinds of dungeons he was interested in involved rolling dice and keeping track of complicated stats on character sheets.


  If I want to look at eye-blurring forms and calculate numbers and percentages, I can stay at work and do that with insurance claim paperwork.


  Thirty minutes later, even though she still had half an hour left in her lunch break, she shut her Kindle off and returned to the office. She didn’t want to spend the entire afternoon playing catch-up on paperwork when she could use the time she had now to get ahead of the game and leave the office early.


  She’d worked with one of the four doctors in their office, Dr. Garrison, the original founder of the practice, for nearly twenty years. Other doctors had come and gone during that time, two of their current crop of four having been there nearly ten years each. One of the nurses had been there almost as long as Jenny.


  It wasn’t exactly the job she’d envisioned when she left college with a business degree. But then she’d married Michael and moved to Sarasota with him after graduating from USF in Tampa. Then she’d put her plans for an MBA on hold when she’d had Mikey.


  And then…


  Now, here she was.


  Still.


  After they were married, Michael had started out working for a bank, in their computer department, before moving to a local hospital. He’d worked there until he went to Asher Insurance five years earlier, which had given him a jump in pay and benefits that had allowed them to pay their house off seven years early.


  She wasn’t complaining. While complicated in some aspects, her job was relatively easy and repetitive. Yes, sometimes they had difficult patients, and sometimes the doctors needed a metaphorical knock in the head if they got too big for their britches. And definitely, the insurance companies could be a royal pain in the ass.


  But she worked with good people and made decent pay in a job that had allowed her the scheduling freedom to be available to raise her son.


  At the time, that had been worth its weight in gold to her as a mom.


  “So tomorrow is the big Moving Mikey day, huh?” Tina asked her.


  “Yeah.”


  “Lucky girl. Tell me what it’s like to have a kid-free household next week, please? I’ve got at least ten years before I’m there myself, and I’m going to live vicariously through you and Mike.”


  “Prepare to die of boredom, then,” Jenny joked.


  “I doubt it. You two will be partying it up,” she teased.


  Jenny only snorted in reply. On the tip of her tongue, the unspoken thought, I wish.


  


  * * * *


  


  Mikey was still packing when Jenny arrived home from work a little before four that afternoon. If today was a typical Friday for Michael, they likely wouldn’t see him until seven, at the earliest.


  “Anything I can help you with, sweetie?” she offered.


  “Naw. I got it. But thanks, Mom.”


  She kept the smile firmly planted on her face as she turned from his open bedroom door and headed for the kitchen. She’d felt the prickle of tears in her eyes and didn’t want to cry in front of him. Tonight, she’d planned to make all of Mikey’s favorites for dinner—homemade mac ’n’ cheese, hamburgers on the grill, steamed broccoli, and sweet potato fries.


  It would be their last family dinner for a while, at least. Sure, they could drive up and see him any evening or weekend they wanted to. He was maybe sixty miles away.


  But with his study schedule, that might not be practical. Not to mention he was a kid who never had problems making friends. He’d had a girlfriend for most of junior year, and part of his senior year. But then she’d gotten upset when he had devoted a lot of time to his Eagle project, so they’d broken up.


  Good riddance as far as Jenny was concerned, because she’d hated the spoiled brat. Mikey had been too interested in keeping up his grades for his scholarship to worry about what the girl thought of him.


  Thank god for that.


  Jenny wouldn’t be surprised if he didn’t quickly pick up a new girlfriend now that he was primarily focused on his studies, and not on sports or Scouts.


  As long as that’s all he picks up.


  Then again, he was a smart kid. They’d had “the talk” with him, as well as supplemental conversations. They’d had an open-door policy with him in regards to discussing sex, and a couple of times he had asked his dad questions.


  He’s a good kid. He’ll be fine.


  She’d been repeating that mantra to herself over the past several weeks as his graduation and moving day rapidly approached. And it wasn’t like he wouldn’t be coming home during breaks, either.


  I am not a clingy mom.


  At least, she hoped she wasn’t. She’d always made a concerted effort to not be clingy.


  When Mike called that he was off work and heading home, she started cooking dinner and had it ready for them by the time he walked through the door.


  As her husband crossed the kitchen to give her a hello kiss, a fantasy flashed through her mind. Of her, naked except for an apron, and him grabbing her by the hair and ordering her down to her knees to greet him by sucking his cock.


  A shiver raced through her as she imagined how it would feel, her pussy already starting to throb—


  “Jen? You all right?”


  She yanked herself back to reality. “Uh-huh. Just glad you’re home.”


  His lopsided smile told her he didn’t exactly believe her, but he’d let her explanation slide anyway. After twenty-five years of marriage, she knew he could tell her moods pretty dang well.


  Her hand flew to her throat. She hoped her face wasn’t red!


  “Dinner smells delicious,” he said. “I’ll be right back. I want to change.”


  As he walked toward their bedroom, she followed him with her gaze, the way his ass looked in his jeans.


  Yum!


  No, neither of them were prime physical specimens. He was forty-five, she was forty-four. They both carried a few extra pounds here and there that had appeared since college. But the man had an ass to die for and always had.


  “Mom!” Mikey yelled from his room. “Is dinner ready?”


  More heat flooded her face. “Yeah, honey. Dad’s home.”


  She’d shove those dirty thoughts out of her mind until Mikey was up at college.


  Then, yes, she definitely wanted to figure out how to have the talk with Michael about maybe doing things a little differently around there.


  Chapter Three


  


  Early Saturday morning, Jenny stood in the utility room door leading out to the garage and sipped her coffee. In their garage sat the stack of boxes and other stuff Mikey would be taking up to his dorm room at USF in Tampa.


  Michael would go pick up the small U-Haul trailer when he got out of bed. Then it would be a simple matter of loading everything, driving up there, unloading everything…


  And saying good-bye to their son.


  I can’t believe he’s in college. Where did the years go?


  It didn’t seem possible.


  She understood in the grand scheme of things that she had zero room to complain about anything, including most first-world problems.


  Still, she couldn’t quite shake the sadness slowly seeping into her.


  Who am I now?


  She always thought she knew exactly who she was. She never considered herself someone whose identity was completely tied up in their children’s activities.


  She had some friends, a decent job, a great husband.


  But now with the reality facing her, a large chunk of her life had suddenly disappeared in the wind, leaving her with…


  Well, not nothing. Raising a son who was headed on a successful trajectory in life was anything but a failure.


  Yet the impending quiet in her life unsettled her.


  She finally pulled the door shut and turned, walking back into the kitchen. Based on how “the boys” had planned the morning, she should get her shower first. They’d assured her they didn’t need her help with the loading. That way, once they finished loading, they could grab their showers and then all head to Tampa.


  Maybe it is time Mike and I do some exploring of our own.


  With Mikey out of the house, they’d be free to let loose for a change. Some of her friends with older kids had teased her over the past couple of months that now her and Mike could have a sex life again. But that hadn’t really been a problem for them that a functioning lock on the bedroom door hadn’t taken care of about the time Mikey started walking.


  Well, okay, it’d been a little bit of a problem, because even with the door locked, it never seemed to fail that Mikey would need something, or in some other way create a disturbance that interrupted whatever it was they’d been about to do. Mike joked it was like the kid had cock-blocking radar or something.


  With Mikey out of the house, that wouldn’t be an issue any longer.


  Now, she wouldn’t have an excuse. She’d kept chickening out instead of talking to Mike, unsure of how to broach the topic.


  Hey, honey? I want to try kinky stuff.


  Probably not the best approach.


  After topping off her coffee, she returned to their bedroom and made her way into the master bath. Michael was still softly snoring on his side of the bed. He’d wanted to sleep a little later than he usually did since Mikey had finished all the pre-move prep yesterday.


  The books she’d been reading returned to mind. Yes, fiction.


  Still…


  Maybe it was time to start living for themselves.


  


  * * * *


  


  A couple of hours later, her husband and son had gone to pick up the trailer with Michael’s SUV, had loaded everything, grabbed their showers, and now the three of them were on their way up I-75 to Tampa.


  She’d opted to let Mikey ride shotgun while Mike drove, so they could talk more easily.


  There wasn’t a lot of talking she wanted to do. Too many emotions swirling around inside her. Too much that lurked too close to the surface.


  There was a rawness in her soul that she hadn’t felt before.


  A rawness she thought might mean she was close to crying.


  And that was something she didn’t want to do if she could avoid it. This was supposed to be a great time for Mikey, an achievement. Something for him to rightfully be proud of.


  She didn’t want to spoil this big day for him by crying.


  


  * * * *


  


  Other than getting Mikey checked in and then going to look at his room, there wasn’t a lot for Jenny to do, other than sit out at the SUV and guard their stuff while Mike and Mikey did the unloading.


  Mike had worn a pair of running shorts for the job, something cool and easy to move in.


  They also accentuated his ass.


  She didn’t miss that more than a couple of other moms, and even some students, glanced her husband’s way.


  That made her proud, that he was her guy. Had been for a quarter-century.


  That made her feel even guiltier, in some ways, that she wanted to broach the subject of kinky sex.


  She didn’t want to hurt his feelings. She definitely didn’t want him to get the wrong idea, to think that she was bored with him or with their marriage.


  Nothing could be further from the truth.


  She just wanted a little…more. A little spice in the sauce, so to speak.


  After unloading everything, they all went to lunch together before taking Mikey back to his dorm. There they hugged him in the parking lot. He’d been texting back and forth with another friend who would be moving in the next day. She could tell her son’s attention was more on that than on saying good-bye.


  “Well, we’ll be heading home, I guess,” she said, trying not to choke up over the words.


  He smiled, a younger version of his father, only with her green eyes instead of Mike’s brown ones. “Drive safe. Text me when you get home.” Then he smiled.


  She laughed. “Yeah, that’s my line, kiddo.”


  Mike draped an arm around her shoulders as they watched him walk back to the dorm building. “He’s grown up,” he said. “We can be proud of him and everything he’s accomplished. He’s got a good, solid head on his shoulders.”


  “Yeah.” She tried not to sniffle, but it escaped anyway.


  He pressed a kiss to the top of her head. “It’s all right,” he murmured. “I’m going to miss him, too.”


  She blinked away tears and quickly nodded. “Yeah.”


  He led her to the passenger side and opened her door for her. “M’lady.”


  She smiled. “Thank you, kind sir.”


  It was an old exchange between them and never failed to make her smile.


  And, for the first time, she realized how easily the word “sir” rolled from her lips when addressing her husband.


  


  * * * *


  


  The ride home felt…lonely, in a way. Even as she sat in the front passenger seat and held hands with Michael while he drove, she couldn’t help but notice the little emptiness inside her.


  “You all right?” he asked as they neared Sarasota.


  “Yeah. Just…I don’t know.”


  He gently squeezed her hand. “We’ll drop the trailer off, head home, grab showers, and I’ll take you out to dinner. How does that sound?”


  She didn’t want to pull her focus off of the road ahead of them. She knew if she looked up and saw the concern mirrored on Mike’s face that she heard in his tone, she’d start crying. And the last thing she wanted to do was start crying.


  Again.


  She forced a smile. “Okay. That sounds good.”


  “He’ll be all right. Countless kids go through this rite of passage. And countless parents survive it, too.”


  She risked a glance and spotted that playful smile of his.


  “I know.” She sucked in a deep breath. “I’m going to miss him.”


  “Me, too.”


  They rode in silence for another couple of miles. “Whole new stage for us,” he said.


  “Yeah.”


  “I know we’ve talked about this before,” he started, “but if you wanted to think about retiring—”


  “No. I’d rather keep working.” She finally made herself steadily stare at her husband. “But thank you. I appreciate it. I’d rather keep banking the money. Or even use it on something for us, if we decide to do that. But not working…” She shook her head. “Not an option for me.”


  Not if I don’t want to go totally stir crazy.


  


  * * * *


  


  After a nice dinner at a restaurant on Siesta Key, they headed home. It felt odd to be able to spontaneously decide to go out to dinner without checking her phone three times to make sure she wasn’t missing something on the calendar.


  He playfully smiled. “You all right?”


  “Yeah, just having to keep reminding myself I’m not missing anything. I don’t have to get up tomorrow and do chores I’ve put off all week before getting ready to go somewhere or do something.”


  “That’s right. We can sleep in.”


  “You can sleep in. I think my body will need a lot more training before I can sleep in.” She’d always envied her husband’s ability to easily fall asleep, or to sleep late on the weekends without waking up with a headache later. She couldn’t. Her body, trained for early mornings, wasn’t that flexible.


  When they returned home, she had to fight the urge to call out to Mikey.


  Mikey’s not here.


  Rationally, she understood she’d need a little time to adjust. Just as that old joke said, she wanted serenity now, dammit.


  They locked the front door behind them and headed for the bedroom.


  “It’s our first night together without Mikey living under the same roof.” Michael smiled as he pulled her against him. “We can get as loud as we want.”


  She draped her arms around his neck and tried not to let her thoughts wander once more to the books she’d recently read.


  It was too easy to think about ball gags and blindfolds. “So what are you going to do to me, huh?” she asked.


  He started nibbling on the side of her neck. “Well, I was thinking, before we both collapse from exhaustion, we could see if we can’t finish wearing ourselves out in bed.”


  “That sounds like a plan.”


  He brushed a kiss across her lips. “You pick the music. I’m going to use the bathroom.”


  Aaaand there goes the romance.


  Well, after twenty-five years together it wasn’t like it was a mystery to either of them what happened in that room. He’d suffered through her insisting on eating onion rings sometimes despite what they did to her intestines, just as she’d suffered through him creating his own bio-hazardous cloud after eating baked beans, one of his favorite foods.


  They were under no illusions that either of them magically poofed sweet-scented, rainbow-colored unicorn farts when on the toilet.


  A few minutes later, they were snuggled in bed together with some soft jazz playing. Mike rolled on top of her and in the dim light from the bathroom nightlight she saw him waggle his eyebrows.


  “You can’t complain I’m making too much noise tonight,” he joked. Then he worked his way down her body, pushing her thighs apart with his hands before settling there. “And you’re going to make even more noise.”


  Her heart sped up, not just from his words, or even his actions. But the tone he’d used, sweetly seductive with a hint of being in control.


  That melted her.


  So much so that by the time his lips touched her clit she was ready to let out a loud cry of pleasure. He didn’t take long to get her over the edge, knowing exactly how to tease her body, how to draw pleasure from her, how to make her moan.


  How to quickly make her come.


  And then he was up on his knees and sliding his cock inside her, smiling down at her.


  I wish he’d pin my wrists down.


  The thought of that made her gasp a little, even as one last tiny ripple of pleasure skipped through her body.


  “Sweetheart, I love you so much,” he said. “You’re a great wife and an even better mom and I’m sorry I don’t tell you that enough.”


  Okay, buzzkill. “I love you, too.”


  Not that she didn’t want to hear those words from him, but what she wished was coming from his mouth was a lot…dirtier.


  Like what a hot slut she was for him.


  That kind of thing.


  Not that she could imagine her sweet husband talking like that.


  Maybe I can teach the old dog a few new tricks.


  It didn’t take him long to come. He relaxed on top of her, sweetly kissing her. “Maybe tomorrow should be nakey day.” He grinned.


  Well, that wasn’t exactly her fantasy, but it was a step in the right direction. “Nakey day, huh?”


  He rolled onto his side, his arm draped over her even as he was already yawning. “Sure. Why not?”


  Within minutes, he was drifting to sleep.


  She lay there, staring at the ceiling and wishing that nakey day meant he’d order her to run around naked, wearing nothing but his collar and a smile.


  I have to make myself have the talk with him about it if I ever want to do it.


  Chapter Four


  


  Sunday morning, Jenny pulled on her robe and quietly slipped out of their bedroom, carefully shutting the door so she didn’t awaken Michael.


  She was used to getting up early every morning, no matter how hard she tried to sleep in. It just didn’t work for her. She’d end up with a headache if she tried to stay in bed. Whenever possible, she tried to let her husband sleep late on weekends.


  I hope Mikey’s getting settled in.


  She knew fixating on him and how he was doing wasn’t healthy. He was an adult.


  Sort of.


  Technically.


  Even if in her mind she was never more than a memory away from holding him in her arms for the first time after he was born.


  She started a pot of coffee and retrieved her laptop from the den, taking it over to the couch. After finding a Sunday morning news show on one of the networks, she pulled up Facebook while she sipped her brew.


  She’d started joining more groups on Facebook. If nothing else, it helped her fill her increasingly large amount of free time. There were tons of book and readers groups, and she’d started making more online friends.


  Maybe I could start attending book conventions. That could be fun. She’d seen discussions about them online, and it looked like something she might be interested in.


  It was in one of these newly joined reading groups she’d been perusing when she stumbled across a posting for another group about BDSM fiction.


  Her finger hovered over her laptop’s touchpad as she tried to make up her mind about whether or not to join.


  It would be nice to be able to have the kinds of discussions online with people that she was hesitant to have in person.


  Especially when it came to BDSM.


  She clicked on the link to the group and then on the Join button before she chickened out.


  It looked like a moderator had to approve all requests, so she checked her e-mail, read more group postings, and surfed news sites. All the while, she hoped someone was up and around and able to approve new memberships before she logged off and started on her morning chores.


  Wait a minute. I don’t have any morning chores.


  Sundays, if they didn’t have to be anywhere for Mikey’s events or sports or whatever, were her days to get the laundry caught up, clean the house, empty the old food from the fridge—all the stuff she didn’t have time to do after work, or was too tired to do when she finally got home from her evening activities and volunteering.


  In the past week, she’d not only caught up with all of that, she literally had nothing to do, unless she wanted to tackle stuff out in the yard, or honey-do projects that weren’t critical.


  Crap.


  This was her first Sunday in as long as she could remember that she didn’t feel guilty about keeping her ass planted on the sofa in front of the TV and she wasn’t even sick.


  As she sat there and contemplated that little factoid, she realized she had new alerts on Facebook.


  Including her membership to the BDSM book group being approved.


  Okay, answers that question.


  After reading the group’s rules, which were in a pinned post at the top of the page, she quickly dove in and started scrolling. Some of the posts were about books and authors. Then there were the usual promo posts by authors.


  And then…


  Then there were questions from group members about the BDSM lifestyle.


  From what Jenny could tell, the group’s admins and some of the members appeared to be actually involved in the BDSM lifestyle. She found questions about floggers and piercings and subspace and all sorts of things that she’d read in books. While she knew people actually did some of these things in real life, now it felt more real to read their take on the topics.


  Someone referenced the group’s files in one post, and Jenny scrolled back to the top and found the tab.


  Inside, a whole host of reference materials, including fellow members’ FetLife.com IDs, websites about BDSM, where you could get BDSM implements, conventions—more than she’d ever dreamed.


  Before she could lose her nerve, she opened a new browser screen, typed in the FetLife URL, and hit enter.


  This was real. This was…


  Terrifying.


  She quickly created a new Gmail account with a made-up name to use to join FetLife. Following the advice she’d seen on the Facebook group, she set her location as Antarctica and started looking for members from the Facebook group. She sent private messages and friend requests, as per instructions.


  And then she started looking up local events and groups.


  It turned out there was one group, called the Suncoast Society, in Sarasota.


  As she scanned their member list, she didn’t see any pictures that looked familiar, although many of the people used cartoons or other kinds of pics that weren’t face shots.


  Feeling like she had crested a mountain and was now running at full speed down the other side, she joined that group, too.


  It turned out they also had a website. With yet another browser window open, she visited that as well.


  In fact, a week from that night, they were having a munch at a restaurant in south Sarasota.


  At war within her, the sudden, desperate need to find out more about this lifestyle, to talk to real people, in person, without worrying about judgment or derision.


  And then there was the fear. About all of that, and of how to talk to Michael about it.


  Mikey won’t be home. No excuses about why we couldn’t go out to dinner.


  The mental conversation seesawed in her brain.


  He won’t want to go.


  You won’t know unless you ask him.


  How am I supposed to ask him?


  If you’re really curious about this, you’ll figure it out.


  She heard the toilet flush in the master bathroom and realized Michael was awake. Well, vertical, at least. She quickly closed out the browser windows, even for Facebook, leaving just the news sites up on her screen.


  Pulse racing, she waited, her heart skipping when he opened their bedroom door and emerged in a pair of shorts.


  “Good morning!” She hoped she didn’t sound too…guilty. Manic.


  Exposed.


  He nodded and slowly made his way over to her, leaning in for a kiss. “Good morning. I thought I was going to mow this morning, but my back’s killing me. Mind if I just be lazy today?”


  She smiled. “I kind of had a lazy day planned for myself.”


  There was that handsome smile she absolutely fell in love with. “Couch cuddling?” He waggled his eyebrows at her.


  “What about your back?”


  “I can lie on my back.”


  Little tingles swirled through her body at his playful tone. “Make me do all the work, huh?”


  “Not all the work.” He kissed her again. “But I can’t deny I’ve had some naughty thoughts the past couple of weeks.”


  I’m a horrible mom. Here Mikey had been gone less than twenty-four hours, and already she was more worried about her love life than how he was settling in.


  “Maybe I should call him this morning and check on him,” she said.


  “I’m sure he’s fine, babe. He’s a smart kid.”


  “What if he forgot something and we need to take it up to him?”


  “Then he’ll have to wait for us to have time to get up there, or to mail it to him.” He studied her for a moment before sitting next to her on the couch. “You okay?”


  She let him pull her into his arms, her head tucked against his chest. “I don’t know. I thought I was. Would be. Maybe I’m not.”


  “I’m sorry, sweetheart. Is there anything I can do to make this easier on you?”


  This was her chance. Her absolutely perfect opening.


  Aaaaaand I’m a nutless chicken.


  “I guess I need to just get used to the new world order around here,” she said.


  He stroked her back. “Guess I wasn’t thinking about the other end of it as much. I was so looking forward to our time together that I wasn’t thinking about what a huge adjustment this was going to be for you.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Aaaaand now he felt guilty. Jenny seemed to be taking this a lot harder than he originally thought she would. From her various comments over the past couple weeks, about looking forward to having free time and getting caught up on things around the house, he thought she’d be blissfully happy.


  I’m an idiot.


  “Do you want to go away somewhere next weekend? We could leave Friday night after work and drive down to the Keys or something. Or even stay in Sarasota, maybe out on the beach.”


  He wasn’t so clueless he couldn’t make out her sad little sigh. “No, not next weekend,” she said. “I’d rather stay around here.”


  “Eliza and Rusty’s daughter went off to college last year. Maybe Eliza can give you some advice.”


  “I’ll be okay.”


  Although she didn’t really sound like it.


  She wasn’t much of a talker, in some respects. They’d always done okay between them as a couple, but she wasn’t someone who liked to take her deeper thoughts and issues outside their relationship, even if it had nothing to do with their marriage.


  But he knew it couldn’t hurt to make the suggestion. Even if she likely wouldn’t take it.


  “You can talk to me.”


  She finally looked up at him. “I know. I’ll be okay. I just need to get through it.”


  He didn’t bother suggesting she talk to her mom. Jenny would sooner run naked through Tampa in the middle of Gasparilla. And with his mom and dad living in California the past twenty years, it wasn’t like she had a close relationship with them, either.


  “Sorry.”


  “You don’t need to apologize. You haven’t done anything wrong.”


  He smiled. “Just covering my bases.”


  As he’d hoped, at least it had pulled a smile out of her.


  “How about,” he said, “we grab a shower and go out for a huge, carb-laden breakfast somewhere. Then we come back here and collapse like slugs in front of the TV until we’ve recovered enough to think about sexy time.”


  That earned him a nod, although her eyes still bore a haunted sadness he never remembered seeing there before. “That sounds good.”


  While he wasn’t convinced, he also knew enough to let the subject drop. If she wanted to talk to him about whatever was on her mind, eventually, she would. Him pushing and digging at her wouldn’t make things better.


  I wonder if there’s anything I can do to make this transition easier on her?


  Until she was ready to talk about it, he’d have to let her work through it in her own way, no matter how much he wanted to fix it for her.


  


  * * * *


  


  It took Jenny until Wednesday night to finally get up the nerve to approach the subject of BDSM with Michael. She waited until they were snuggled in bed together after another nice round of lovemaking.


  “Can I ask you something?”


  She could tell he was already close to dozing off from the sound of his voice. “Sure.”


  “We’ve been reading some books in our book club that talk about…stuff.”


  “What kind of stuff?”


  “BDSM.”


  She sensed his shift in awareness by his now wary and slightly more awake tone of voice. “Yeah?”


  “I did some looking around and there’s a local group that meets once a month at a restaurant to talk about…stuff.”


  “Yeah?” He’d gone from sounding wary to extremely on-guard.


  “I’m just…I’m interested in some of it. Not the extreme stuff,” she quickly added. “But…can we go?”


  “Go?”


  “To dinner. It’s at Torino’s this coming Sunday.”


  “We’ve eaten there before.”


  “I know, right? Great food.”


  He rolled over onto his side to look at her in the dim light. “Is this really important to you?”


  She needed to suck in a couple of breaths before she could finally form the words. “I don’t know. Maybe. That’s why I want to go. I mean, one of the gals in our book group, she researched it here locally. She said she met a lot of great people, really nice folks. I’d like to meet some new people. Maybe this is a way to do it.”


  “Through BDSM?”


  She knew she wasn’t handling this well at all. “It’s in a public restaurant. I went onto the group’s website and it said it was a great way for people who are curious about things to come talk to them and ask questions.”


  “I’m not going to beat you—”


  “No!” she quickly said. “I’m not asking you to do that. I just…” She groped for the words, wishing they’d magically come to her the way they always seemed to in the books she read. “There were some things in the books that weren’t like that, they were kind of…interesting. I just thought maybe now that we have some freedom, maybe we could explore a little.” When he didn’t reply to that, she added, “We don’t have to go. It’s okay. I just thought I’d ask. Never mind.”


  But the tears prickled at her eyes, trying to break through and she didn’t even know why.


  She tried to roll over, away from him, when he reached out and gently caught her arm. “Is this really important to you?” he quietly asked again.


  “Maybe. I’d like to at least see what it’s about. Talk to people. Not just for me, for us. Hey, if nothing else, we pick up a few extra ideas for in bed. Right?”


  He kissed her. “If it’s important to you, we’ll go.”


  “Okay. Thank you.”


  Relief filled her. It wasn’t anything but a starting point.


  She didn’t know where the journey would lead, but she felt excited at the prospect of going in the first place.


  


  * * * *


  


  Now wide awake and unable to get to sleep, Michael lay there long after he heard Jenny’s breathing slow and deepen as she fell asleep.


  What.


  The.


  Hell?


  He knew from the way her voice had sounded, despite her words, that yes, it was important to her.


  Very important.


  And she was obviously still trying to figure out why it was important to her.


  After twenty-five years of marriage, he wasn’t a complete idiot when it came to his wife’s moods and tones.


  This was absolutely not something he wanted to do. He’d heard enough things via the media and various people talking here and there about books that had made international bestseller charts to know that BDSM wasn’t a new phenomenon, but it had now gone more mainstream than ever before.


  It just wasn’t something he was personally interested in.


  The absolute last thing he’d ever do in his life would be to raise a hand to his wife.


  Ever.


  Everrrrr.


  So if she decided after all these years that it was something she wanted, he wouldn’t be able to do that. But if it was just idle curiosity on her part, he’d be a selfish bastard not to let her explore this. Maybe she’d talk to some people there, totally lose interest, and that would be that.


  He damn sure wouldn’t let her go alone. Not because he was jealous, but because he didn’t want her in any situation that might jeopardize her safety, public restaurant or not.


  Although, somewhere in the back of his mind, he wouldn’t deny there was the tiniest tendril of curiosity lurking there. To see what it was about this that she wanted. If she just wanted to get a little kinkier in the sack, hell, that’d be fine.


  In good conscience, he couldn’t deny her this request.


  Didn’t mean he had to be comfortable with it, or even like it.


  But he’d do it. Because he loved her that much.


  Chapter Five


  


  Thursday night, Michael sat and stared at the battle mat spread out on his dining room table, his mind totally not on the game.


  It was a completely different kind of dungeon he was contemplating at that moment. In fact, he’d felt out of sorts all day, his thoughts scattered and jumbled following a restless night of little sleep.


  Eliza poked him in the shoulder. “Hey, you all right?”


  “What?”


  “It’s your turn. Round-robin.”


  They weren’t currently in combat, so Axel was going around the table in order to find out what they were going to do as their next action.


  “Oh, sorry.” Mike sat up straighter in his chair. “I want our party out from under this damn mountain. I vote we head toward the entrance the dwarves told us about.”


  “Bok,” Rusty teased from across the table.


  “Not all of us are power gamers who’ve maxed out our stats,” Mike shot back, testily lacking tolerance for his friend’s usually funny trash talk. “I can’t take a hundred points of damage in a round and still be standing like some barbarians can.”


  “That’s not my problem, dwarven dude.”


  This was a common back and forth. He’d been friends with Rusty since ninth grade. In all the years they’d played, Rusty was the one who memorized the rules and the loopholes so he could build powerful characters that could kill things, absorb hit points, and basically be their gaming group’s front-line hammer and meat shield when it came to fighting opponents.


  “I swear,” Eliza said, “if he could have figured out how to min/max Kailey’s soccer gear years ago, he would have.”


  Rusty’s grin widened. “She would have been kick-ass with a rocket launcher. Damn peewee league rules, anyway.”


  Heaven help the boy who ended up trying to date his way into Eliza and Rusty’s family. Their daughter and only child, who was a year older than Mikey, had secured a softball scholarship to UF in Gainesville. In addition to stellar grades, she shot competition trap in her free time. It looked like she was on track to make the women’s US Olympic team if she kept it up.


  She also had a black belt in karate and taught it part-time.


  Then there were her archery awards, and all the time she and Rusty and Eliza had spent as part of SCA throughout the years.


  In some ways, Michael felt a little like a failure as a father. He’d gone to his fair share of Mikey’s events over the years, especially on weekends, but Jenny had shouldered the majority of the burden of after-hours parenting while Mike focused on working.


  “You seem to be distracted,” Milo said to Mike.


  That was an understatement. “A little.” He addressed his next comment to Rusty and Eliza. “Hey, how did you two handle it when Kailey left home?”


  Eliza snorted. “Heaven. Absolute freaking heaven. I mean, you know I love our daughter, but I am glad to have our life back.”


  Rusty grinned and did a little bump-and-grind dance in his seat. “Nakey time, allll the time,” he said. “Oh, yeeeaaah.”


  Eliza rolled her eyes. “Like that’s news to any of these guys.”


  “It’s not news to me,” Mike snarked. “Remember how long I’ve known the guy.”


  “The rest of us,” John said, “could do without that mental image, thank you very much.”


  “So how is Jenny handling her empty nest?” Eliza asked.


  Mike didn’t want to go into it in depth. Not there. Especially not the part about their plans to attend the munch. “It’s an adjustment for her. She’s still trying to figure out what to do with her free time.”


  “Don’t worry,” Eliza said. “She will.” She smiled. “Just hope it’s not an expensive hobby, like skydiving or mountain climbing.”


  “We don’t have mountains in Florida,” Rusty countered.


  She smacked her husband’s shoulder. “Exactly my point. That’s why it’s expensive. Duh. You have to travel to the mountains before you can climb them.”


  Rusty’s brow lifted. “Ah. Smart woman.”


  “That’s why you married me, remember?”


  Actually, had Jenny come to Mike with either of those requests, he suspected he would have handled it a lot better mentally and emotionally than he was now.


  At one point, Eliza went to the kitchen to make herself a cup of hot tea. Mike followed her in. He kept his voice down so the others couldn’t overhear him. “Can you and Rusty hang out for a few after everyone leaves?”


  Her gaze narrowed. “Sure,” she whispered back, “but why the double-probation super-secrecy?”


  “I just need some advice.”


  “Okay.”


  When the others left, leaving Rusty and Eliza behind, Jenny still wasn’t home from her book club yet. That relieved Mike.


  “Okay, so what’s up, chief?” Eliza asked. “You look like you have something serious on your mind.”


  “Just between us, okay?”


  His friends nodded.


  “How did you guys really deal when Kailey left for school?”


  The couple looked at each other and giggled. “Seriously?” Eliza asked.


  “Yeah.”


  She hooked a thumb at Rusty. “The barbarian here joined a nudie club.”


  Rusty rolled his eyes. “It’s not called a nudie club. It’s a clothing-optional community. Sheesh.”


  That arched Mike’s eyebrows. “What?”


  “You know, one of those places up in Pasco,” Rusty said. “Terrapin Lakes. It’s a clothing-optional community. Some people even live there full-time. Family friendly.”


  Mike knew a lot of stuff about his friend.


  This he did not know.


  “How can a nudist colony be family friendly?” Mike asked.


  “It’s not a nudist colony, it’s a clothing-optional community,” Rusty said. “I mean, sure, there are some places where you have to be eighteen or older to be a member, but some of the places are also very strict about who can join, codes of conduct, all that, because they do have families.”


  Mike was still trying to wrap his mind around his six four, two hundred and eighty-five pound friend running around in the buff. He looked at Eliza. “Do you go?”


  She let out a laugh. “Hell no. It’s his thing. I don’t care if he does it.”


  “But…What?”


  “I can see you are confused, my friend,” Rusty said. “I like my sun to come without tan lines. I go lay by the pool, walk the nature trails, even play a little golf.”


  “Where do you put your balls and spare tees?” Mike asked without thinking about what he was saying.


  Rusty grinned. “I—”


  Eliza smacked his shoulder and wagged a finger at him. “Hey, don’t.” Her expression sobered as she looked at Mike. “Do I need to send his royal smuttiness out to the car so we can have a grown-up discussion?”


  Mike knew they wouldn’t tell their other friends. There were secrets he shared with Rusty about shit they’d pulled as stupid teenagers that had never been talked about.


  What he didn’t want, however, was for them to look at Jenny any differently. Or him, for that matter.


  He took a deep breath. “Jenny’s book club has been reading…stuff. She did a little research and asked if we could go to a BDSM munch—”


  “Oh, dammit!” Rusty said, smacking his forehead. “That’s this Sunday!” He looked at Eliza. “We already told Kailey we’d come up and visit this weekend.”


  Mike supposed, of all his friends, that he shouldn’t have been shocked that they were aware of and involved with the local BDSM community.


  It didn’t make it easier for him to believe. “Say what?”


  “Yeah,” Rusty said. “It’s this Sunday at Sigalo’s.”


  “Torino’s,” Eliza corrected. “It was at Sigalo’s last month.”


  “Oh, that’s right.”


  Mike stared at his friends. “What?”


  “Yeah, there’s a couple of different people who take turns hosting it,” Rusty said, an enthusiasm entering his voice that Mike knew all too well. “We’ve only managed to get there hit-and-miss the past few months, but everyone seems really nice.”


  Mike didn’t want to believe his friend beat his wife. Hell, Eliza was some sort of black belt herself, which was why Kailey got into martial arts to start with. “You mean to tell me you beat your wi—”


  Eliza snorted while Rusty burst out laughing, interrupting Mike.


  “Um, nooo,” Rusty said. “For starters, I wanted her to beat my ass. Secondly, we just do it for fun, not seriously.”


  Despite knowing he should be able to talk to his friend about anything after all the years they’d known each other, the last thing Mike wanted to talk about was this.


  Especially with Rusty.


  “You sure you don’t want me to send him out to the kiddie table?” Eliza snarked.


  “Um, no. That’s okay. I was just curious.”


  “Hey,” Rusty said, “go. Have fun. Eat a good meal. Either go back, or not. If we hadn’t already promised Kailey we’d come up, I’d be happy to go with you guys.”


  Somehow, that made it even worse. “That’s okay,” Mike quickly said. “Never mind. Not a problem.”


  “Would you like me to talk to her for you?” Eliza asked.


  Mike shook his head. “Nope. It’s okay. Please, don’t say anything to her. She’d be mortified if she knew I’d told you.”


  Which was the truth. He also didn’t want his wife thinking anything differently about his friends.


  But their revelation also made an odd sort of sense. Eliza had always been like an animal handler to Rusty’s big-puppy personality. She was the one who’d directed and reined in his boundless energy all these years.


  The more Mike thought about that, the less their revelation shocked him.


  After seeing them out he stood at the door, worry crossing his mind.


  Maybe in his initial shock when Jenny had approached him about going to the munch, he’d misinterpreted her motives.


  Maybe she’d really wanted him to be the one getting beat.


  Um, okay, that’s not going to happen, either.


  He had no desire for that. And while he didn’t mind if she got a little feisty in bed, he had absolutely no desire for her to run his life.


  I guess I need to have another talk with her.


  When Jenny arrived home a few minutes after Eliza and Rusty left, he gave her a kiss and hoped his question came off as nonchalant as he’d intended it.


  “Um, this thing on Sunday. Can I ask you a question about it?”


  She instantly grew wary, her entire body tensing in a familiar way he knew meant she was about to retreat out of fear of hurting his feelings. “Yeah?”


  “Maybe this is a stupid question, but you’re not, like, wanting to, like, make me into your servant or something, are you?”


  She instantly relaxed and burst into laughter. “Nooo. Not in my brain at all.”


  He relaxed, too. “Okay. Because I figured if you did want that, we really needed to have a talk about that first.”


  She rose up on her toes to brush another kiss across his lips. “Don’t worry. Not what I want. At all.”


  “Okay.”


  He waited to let out his sigh of relief until she’d walked into the bedroom.


  Now all he had to do was not let his nerves eat him alive before Sunday night arrived.


  Because he didn’t have a single damn clue about why, out of the clear, blue sky, she wanted to explore this.


  Chapter Six


  


  By the time Sunday evening rolled around, Jenny had waffled back and forth about attending the munch. Other than his odd and slightly random question after she got home from her book club on Thursday night, Michael hadn’t said anything one way or another about it since agreeing to go.


  She wasn’t sure if that was good or bad.


  Part of her hoped he’d absorb all her desires by osmosis and know exactly what she was thinking and what she wanted.


  On the heels of that, she chided herself for her stupid thinking. Michael was a good man and an even better husband, but as well as he knew her, he was no mind reader.


  She didn’t say much on the drive down to south Sarasota. Michael seemed content to listen to the radio, the comfortable silence settling over them with ease.


  Then they arrived. He pulled into a parking space and shut the engine off.


  They sat in the car and stared at the building. They’d eaten here several times over the years. They’d always enjoyed the food, and the service was always stellar.


  They’d never had a clue it was the periodic meeting place for people conducting a BDSM munch.


  Jenny wondered how much of life had passed her by without her even knowing about it because she’d had her nose buried too deeply in the day-to-day activities of working and being a mom to even pay attention.


  “Well?” Michael asked.


  “I’m thinking,” she snapped back, immediately regretting her tone. “Sorry.”


  He kept his fingers wrapped around the steering wheel.


  The parking lot seemed to be filling up rather quickly.


  He cleared his throat. “If you don’t want to do this—”


  “I do,” she insisted.


  Getting her nerve up now that the opportunity was here proved a totally different matter. It’d seemed like a good idea at the time, when she eagerly devoured the information in Shayla’s articles and other items she found on the Internet.


  Then there were the books.


  No one in their book discussion group had come right out and asked Shayla if she and her husband really were involved in BDSM. A couple of them had debated it privately outside the woman’s presence, but no one in their group had gathered up the brass boobs to outright ask her.


  Shayla hadn’t volunteered it, either.


  Jenny really wanted to do this. Wanted to at least try it. But she felt terrified.


  And she couldn’t bring herself to admit to Michael that she wanted him to make the call on this. To step up and say yes, we’re going in there.


  To take control of the situation and confidently lead her in there by the hand the way the heroes did in the books she’d read.


  It was kind of the whole point of her fantasies, for him to take control, even if she couldn’t fully bring herself to verbalize it to him yet.


  


  * * * *


  


  “I haven’t seen anyone I know yet,” Mike said. The restaurant was located in south Sarasota. Had it been up in north Sarasota, or even in Bradenton, he might have thought twice before agreeing to do this. Despite Eliza and Rusty’s offer, the last thing he wanted to do was run into anyone they knew.


  Or worse, anyone either of them worked with.


  I do not want this getting back to my boss.


  Rationally, he knew what he did on his personal time, as long as it didn’t involve getting arrested or anything like that, shouldn’t be cause for getting fired.


  But his boss was a hard-ass when it came to expecting high levels of performance from his employees. Michael suspected if the man ever found out about what he and his wife were about to do, it would be the end of his career advancement at Asher Insurance, and only a matter of time before he’d be forced to find employment elsewhere rather than being stuck forever in his position. Michael had only been there for five years, but hoped to finish out his working career there. They paid well, had great benefits, and even though it sometimes meant long hours, overall he was happy working there.


  He also strongly suspected, now that he’d basically called Jenny’s bluff, she was regretting her suggestion. Faced with the reality of meeting people involved in BDSM, instead of just reading about it on her Kindle and discussing it in someone’s living room, she likely felt completely terrified.


  He heard her take a deep breath and push the button to release her seat belt. When he looked over at her, her gaze was still fixed on the restaurant’s front door as if she was afraid some demon hell monster would burst forth from it at any moment.


  While he would admit Jenny’s keen interest in all this had piqued his own curiosity a little, he refused to force her to do anything. He wouldn’t be an asshole. They’d stood by a few years earlier and offered support to Jenny’s younger sister, Kendra, when she went through her divorce to a controlling, narcissistic, abusive asshole.


  He refused to be like that.


  He loved Jenny. She was his wife and his soul mate. The love of his life. And if she wanted to explore something like this, he’d do his best to support her. But he saw the toll his sister-in-law’s ex had taken on the woman. How years of the asshole micromanaging Kendra’s entire life had worn her down to a depressed shell of a woman.


  No fucking way in hell would he ever do that to his wife. He loved her too much for that. Any man who did something like that to a woman who loved him was an asshole, as far as Mike was concerned.


  And to hit a woman?


  No.


  Fucking.


  Way.


  Fiction never truly reflected facts. He’d heard buzzing about some erotic books that had become bestsellers, but books were just that.


  Fiction.


  Spicing stuff up in the bedroom a little? Okay, absolutely he’d get behind that. No problem. Hell, if she wanted a blindfold and some of those stupid fuzzy handcuffs, he wouldn’t begrudge her that. Talking dirty to her? Again, hell, no problem there.


  He also wouldn’t deny that Jenny’s recently amped-up libido was probably due in no small part to those books she and her book club were discussing and that she now devoured every night. He wasn’t an idiot. He saw the Amazon charges showing up on their bank statement, sometimes two or three a day.


  It wasn’t like she was breaking the bank. She was spending far less on Kindle books than she had in gas and extras over the years for Mikey’s activities and her volunteerism.


  He’d gladly accept that trade-off without giving her any hassles over it. They could easily afford it.


  Hell, it was saving him money at this point.


  Then again, she could knock herself out and buy all the dirty books she wanted if he was going to be the recipient of her renewed romantic interests.


  But there were some lines he wouldn’t cross. Lines that repulsed him.


  The way his own father had treated his mom before she finally pressed charges and left the son of a bitch was enough to drive that home. He’d been young, only seven or so, when his father went to jail. And he’d been happy when his stepfather had adopted him and his little brother a couple of years later.


  His mother had spent the rest of her life since then being happy, content, and well cared for. And as far as Mike was concerned, that man was his father, not the sperm donor who got out on parole and disappeared a few years earlier.


  But he would never forget the haunted fear in his mother’s eyes when he was a kid.


  And there was no way he’d be the one to put that look in his cherished wife’s eyes.


  No.


  Fucking.


  Way.


  


  * * * *


  


  The longer they sat in the car, the more Jenny realized if they were actually going to eat dinner in there and attend the munch, she was going to have to be the one to make the call.


  She suspected what they went through with her sister was part of Michael’s unwillingness to take any kind of lead in this. The other part was likely due to his own childhood. While her husband didn’t talk much about his biological father, she suspected from the limited things his mom had said about the man that he’d been an abusive asshole.


  Jenny knew her husband was anything but an abusive asshole. And she didn’t know how to verbalize her needs to him, her desires, her longing to explore this path with him.


  But hell, she supposed if she couldn’t even be brave enough to have dinner with him at a public restaurant with a bunch of other people, she’d never be able to open up to him in private and reveal to him what was on her mind.


  Maybe meeting some like-minded people might help loosen her own tongue, give her a way to start this discussion with him.


  Maybe even give her someone to point at and then whisper in his ear, “That. What she said.”


  If nothing else, it would—hopefully—assure herself she wasn’t some one-off freak of nature for feeling the way she did, no matter what the books she’d read and the articles she’d perused on the Internet said. The stuff she’d learned so far deeply resonated with her.


  If I could stand up to that ass-kissing bitch Cassidy Falwell at the PTO meetings, I can damn sure make myself go to dinner with my husband at a public restaurant.


  She reached for her door and heard Michael unfasten his seat belt, too.


  Yep, she’d have to take the lead here, like it or not.


  It sort of defeated the whole purpose of why she’d wanted to come tonight, but they had to start somewhere.


  This was as good a place as any.


  She now had a mind filled with fantasies, fueled in no small part by the books she was eagerly devouring every night, and her discussions with her book club. Well, and what she’d researched on the Internet. She knew a lot of what she read in some of the books was pure fiction.


  Still, there was just enough truth in them that she knew this could be a new direction for them as a couple. A way to super-charge their relationship like never before.


  If she could show Michael the way and get him to take the lead.


  He met her around the front of the car and hit the button on the key fob to lock the doors. Automatically, her arm slipped through his as they started their walk toward the restaurant’s entrance. She’d instinctively snuggled close to his side, as she always did when they walked together.


  Even in this basic, mundane act, she always found a little bit of quiet perfection. From the way their bodies fit together, to the way their gaits seemed synced. He was just six feet tall, and she was four inches shorter than him.


  When they got to the door, he reached out and pulled it open for her with his free hand, allowing her to go first. Nerves set her stomach fluttering as her eyes struggled to adjust in the darker interior.


  A young woman stood at a podium in the foyer and smiled at them. “How many for dinner?”


  Jenny forced the words out before she lost her nerve. “We’re here with…the computer group. It’s our first time.” That was the code phrase the website said to use to be directed to the munch group.


  She didn’t know what she’d expected the hostess to do. Maybe laugh, or gasp in shock and horror. Instead, the woman warmly smiled and waved them to follow her. She walked them around the corner and into the dining room, then pointed at a door on the far wall through which a waiter was just disappearing.


  “Right in there, in our private meeting room. Open seating. The hosts are already there and they’ll greet you when you go in. Have a nice dinner.”


  “Thanks,” she said, clutching just a little more tightly to Michael’s arm.


  It felt like the dining room lengthened as they walked toward the closed door. She also changed her mind about going through with it at least twenty different times before they actually arrived at the door.


  “Ready?”


  She looked up and found Michael staring down at her. He wasn’t smiling, either. The expression on his face was one she thought of as his “I’m doing this for you” look. The same look he wore during tedious PTO meetings, Boy Scout banquets, and her holiday office parties where the doctors’ wives—and sometimes the doctors—usually drank too much and got too loud.


  She nodded.


  He pushed the door open for her and they walked through. As she scanned the room, she felt more than a little relief that she didn’t recognize anyone.


  A woman who’d been talking to another couple broke away from them and walked over to Jenny and Mike. She offered them a warm smile. “Hi! Is this your first time here?”


  Jenny clutched her purse tightly against her. “Hi. Yes, it is.”


  “Well, I’m Loren.” She pointed across the room to a man who was talking to someone else. “That’s my husband, Ross. We’re the hosts tonight. Feel free to sit anywhere, and if you have any questions, don’t hesitate to ask.”


  “Thanks,” she said. “Jenny and Mike.”


  Now her nerves threatened to take away her appetite. Before Mike could make a move, Jenny angled toward a table in the back. The round tables were set up to seat eight people each, and several seats around the room were either occupied, or obviously claimed by people laying the cloth napkins over the backs of the chairs or tipping them forward against the table. There were already about fifteen people in the room.


  As she settled in the chair on Mike’s left, she breathed out a sigh of relief. They were here, they were seated, and, so far, people had been perfectly lovely to them.


  I can do this. I want to do this.


  


  * * * *


  


  Mike warily studied the other people in the room.


  So far, so good.


  No one familiar in any of the few faces already there, and Jenny had picked them a corner where he could keep his back to the wall and face the room.


  As the minutes ticked down toward the listed start time and people began to fill the room, he relaxed marginally. They would eat, get through chatting, she’d get this out of her system, and they’d go home. Maybe even have hot sex tonight.


  Hopefully, this would be the end of it. Having gotten it out of her system that it was a lot more boring and mundane than her books, maybe she’d be happy with leaving it be.


  That would be fine with me.


  It looked like nearly three quarters of the seats were filled when the door opened again.


  That’s when Mike’s heart nearly stopped. His boss, Tony Daniels, walked through the door, a woman following him.


  Jenny leaned in, excited. “Oh! There’s Shayla, from our book club!” Before Mike could stop her, Jenny raised her hand. “Shayla!”


  The woman looked around and beamed when she spotted Jenny.


  As Mike had to force himself to keep breathing, Tony turned and their gazes locked and stayed that way even as the man followed the woman who was obviously his wife over to the two empty seats next to them.


  Jenny and Shayla hugged. “I guess you figured out how to find one of these,” Shayla lightly teased.


  “Yes, and I loved your articles! This is my husband, Michael,” Jenny said. “I don’t think you two have ever met.”


  Shayla gave him a bright smile. “No, but nice to meet you. This is my husband—”


  “My boss,” Michael said, hoping the sick-feeling smile he gave her didn’t look nearly as sick as he felt.


  “Oh?” Shayla looked up at her husband.


  Tony nodded and laid a hand on her shoulder. “Sit here, pet. We’ll be right back.”


  Then he crooked an index finger at Mike, turned, and without waiting to see if Mike followed, he headed toward the door, his message clear.


  Walk with me.


  Mike slowly pushed himself up out of his chair and on numb legs trailed Tony out of the room.


  Chapter Seven


  


  Mike envisioned his career at Asher Insurance going up in flames as he followed Tony outside to the parking lot.


  Fuck. Fuck. Fuckfuckfuck!


  Oh, he was soooo fucking screwed. He’d seen that look on Tony’s face before.


  Usually just before Tony dropped the ax on someone and booted them from his department for repeated acts of terminal stupidity or laziness.


  Tony walked out past the entrance, to the second row of cars, so they were nowhere near the front door, before he turned.


  “Is this going to be a problem?” he asked in a low voice.


  Mike blinked. “Huh?”


  “This.” Tony pointed at the ground. “Tonight. Is this going to be a problem? Because if it is, we need to get it out in the open right now. I will not under any circumstances tolerate any discussion of my—or your—personal lives at work. This aspect of our personal lives, I mean. Do I make myself clear?”


  He blinked again. “I’m not fired for this?”


  Tony frowned. “Why would I fire you for this?”


  “I mean—” His mouth snapped shut.


  Tony leaned in a little closer and dropped his voice into the “do not fuck with me” tone Mike had heard him use on vendors before. “I repeat, when we are at work, not only do we not discuss this, this did. Not. Happen. Any of it. Live and let live. You try to burn me over this? I will take you down with me in a second, don’t think I won’t. When we set foot in that data center building at work, or we are around coworkers, this does not exist. If I even hear a hint of you having talked to someone else about my private life, you are gone. I will extend you the same courtesy and privacy. Live and let live. Understand?”


  Mike nodded, relief flooding into his brain.


  I’m not fired!


  “I want to hear you say it,” Tony said.


  Mike had to swallow first, because his mouth had gone dry. “What happens at the munch stays at the munch?” He hoped that was the right answer.


  Tony smiled and stuck out his hand. “Good enough.”


  Mike shook with him. He hoped his boss couldn’t feel how his hand trembled.


  “That said,” Tony continued, “if you have any questions, feel free to ask. Off the clock and outside of work, of course.”


  “Um, thanks.”


  “Now, how did you two end up here tonight? I’m guessing from the ‘oh, shit’ look you had on your face when we walked in that you weren’t expecting to see me here anymore than I was expecting to see you.”


  “Apparently your wife and mine are in a book club together. My wife looked up local munches this week and here we are. As far as I know, your wife didn’t talk to my wife about this specifically, just in general terms.”


  Tony let out a laugh, his body language relaxing. “Oh. That. Yeah, she’d showed me what they were reading and that she’d told them about the articles she’d written. Okay, that makes sense. So your wife is bringing you into this, huh?”


  Mike nodded, now totally at a loss.


  “Don’t worry. That’s very common. Especially since Kindles. Let’s get back in there, then.”


  Tony’s comment about the e-readers baffled him a little. And, truthfully, at that point, Mike didn’t want to go back in there. He wanted to send Jenny a text to get her ass out of there and meet him at the car and head home.


  And dig himself a hole into which he could hide.


  For the rest of his freaking life.


  Unfortunately, from the way his boss seemed to be waiting for him, it looked like that wasn’t going to be a viable option. Not without possibly giving Tony the wrong impression. He knew Tony had gotten married a couple of years earlier, but they’d had a small, private family wedding at the beach, so no one from work had been invited to that. Even if they had, it had been the same weekend as a Scouting campout, and Mike had been there with Mikey.


  Hell, he knew very few personal details about his boss. They were usually too busy at work to think about anything but work, and the little bit of free time any of them spent together at lunch, they were usually discussing work.


  “Coming?” Tony asked.


  Michael finally nodded and fell into step behind him to return to the restaurant.


  When they returned to the table, Jenny wore a scared-rabbit look. Michael settled into his chair next to her and reached under the table to find her hand and give it a gentle, reassuring squeeze.


  He did not want to talk about it there and then. Far better to wait until after dinner.


  Tony took his seat on Shayla’s other side. She wore a slightly questioning expression as well, but Michael didn’t miss how when she looked at her husband, he gave her a smile and a tiny shake of his head.


  He didn’t have to be a mind reader to intuit Tony’s meaning.


  Not right now.


  Loren’s husband, Ross, reached over and clinked his water glass with his fork, calling for everyone’s attention. There were about fifty people or so in attendance by Michael’s best guess. A few wore wide-eyed expressions that likely bespoke their newbie status, but the rest looked comfortable as they finished their conversations and turned to pay attention.


  “I’m going to start out by saying that if you’re looking for the computer group, we have no clue who or where they are.” From the way many of the people laughed, Michael assumed it was a well-worn joke. “Welcome to the Suncoast Society munch. I’m Ross, and this is my wife and slave, Loren.”


  The woman smiled and lifted her hand in a wave.


  “We have several new faces tonight,” Ross continued. “So before we start I’d like to tell you a little bit about us. We usually go around the room and everyone introduces themselves. Feel free to say as much or as little as you’d like. If you’d rather not say anything, you are welcomed to pass. No pressure. I’m one of the hosts of the group. Those of us who’ve been around the longest call ourselves hosts, because we’re not an official group, no money changes hands, and there are no bylaws. Also, if anyone ever thinks they can do a better job, they’re welcomed to it.”


  More laughter rolled around the room. Apparently, another old joke.


  He wasn’t through. “For those of you who don’t know about it, we hold a lot of events in conjunction with Venture, a private BDSM club here in Sarasota. You have to be a member of the club to attend the parties or play sessions there, and to become a member you either need to be recommended by someone, or attend one of their orientation classes. So if anyone here is interested in joining, feel free to come talk to us about it tonight during dinner.


  “Also, feel free to friend us on FetLife.com if you’d like. We have a munch group on there as well that you can join…”


  Michael studied the room, tuning Ross out as the man spoke. Most of the people in attendance looked…normal. Middle-aged, a few seniors, some younger people. Other than one girl who looked to be around college-aged and who was dressed in a more Goth style, everyone else appeared average- to upper-income.


  They could be anyone he’d run into on the street.


  Or at work.


  He had to stifle a nervous giggle that threatened to escape him at that thought.


  Ross called on a woman at one of the back tables at the far end of the room to start the introductions. “Tilly. How about you and your guys kick things off?”


  The woman let out a playful groan, which earned her a titter of laughter from some of the others in the room. “You freaking sadist,” she teased.


  “Your point?” Ross shot back.


  “Exactly,” she said. Then she raised her hand, waving to the room. “Hi, I’m Tilly. It’s complicated.”


  Another round of laughter, slightly louder, including from Tony and Shay next to them.


  “Oh no, you don’t,” Ross said from where he stood. “Come on. We have newbies. You can do better than that. I’m not letting you off that easy tonight.”


  Just from the tone of their banter, Michael got the distinct feeling the two were good friends.


  She let out an exaggerated, put-upon sigh and pointed to the older man seated to her left. “This is Landry, sadist extraordinaire, and my husband and sometimes Top when I’m in the freaking mood to let him be.” More laughs from others as she pointed to the man on her right, who looked closer to her own age. “This is Cris, Landry’s sadomasochistic slave, and our partner, and my sometimes Dominant when I’m in a mood to let him be that. I’m a switch, mostly Dominant, and definitely a sadist. And it usually takes the two of us to keep King Fussypants here in line on some days.” She hooked a thumb at Landry.


  “There will be a test on this later,” Landry added, a smile curving his lips as he circled a finger indicating the three of them. Apparently it was his turn to take over. “What my delicate flower of a wife said”—which earned a roar of laughter from some of the attendees—“and I’d like to add for the newcomers a little clarification that, yes, we’re a poly triad.” He looked around Tilly to Cris. “Your turn.”


  Cris shrugged. “I think the two of them said it all.”


  “What I think,” Ross said, addressing the newbies in the room, “is that the three of them privately get off on keeping the rest of us guessing about what permutation they are at any given event.”


  “Duh,” the three of them said together, triggering even more laughs.


  “Privately?” Landry snarked. “We’ll openly admit it. What part of ‘sadist’ did I not make clear?”


  The introductions moved around the room. Nobody asked for a pass, although a couple of apparent newcomers settled for giving their names and some variation of, “I’m new,” or, “I’m still figuring things out,” and then leaving it at that. As people talked, two servers quietly worked their way around the room, taking orders from the attendees.


  Their table was the last one in the rotation of introductions. Michael was glad Ross picked Shay and Tony to go first, giving him a last moment to figure out what he wanted to say when it was finally his turn.


  He opted for simplicity and honesty. “I’m Michael, or Mike. I’m here with my wife because she wanted to explore this, and we’re new and still figuring things out.”


  From the way Jenny beamed up at him, if nothing else, he knew it’d been a good enough answer for her.


  And that was good enough for him.


  When Jenny spoke, she elaborated a little. “I’m Jenny, and I’m in a book club with Shayla, but we didn’t realize our husbands…um, know each other. I stumbled across the website for the group, and we sort of had a little surprise when they showed up tonight, too. But I’m glad we’re here and I’m looking forward to learning more.”


  “Well, we’re glad you found us,” Ross said. “And with that, please enjoy your meals tonight. If anyone wants to ask questions, feel free. I want to remind everyone now that they add a gratuity to your check at the end of the evening, but don’t be bashful with tipping the staff. Remember, they’ve heard everything you’ve said tonight.” More laughter from some of the old-timers, apparently punctuating yet another familiar joke.


  A few minutes later, Tony and Shayla got up to speak with someone else. Jenny took that moment to lean in and whisper in Mike’s ear. “Everything okay?”


  He nodded. He didn’t want to talk about it there, even if Tony couldn’t hear them.


  During dinner, he tried to relax. Yes, everyone seemed perfectly nice. Welcoming, even. Jenny’s initial fears seemed to have completely fallen away as she and Shayla talked.


  He supposed he should be happy about that, but the niggling worry in the back of his mind that wouldn’t leave, about how this revelation would really impact his career, kept intruding on any attempts he made to throw himself into conversations. He found he was censoring himself, hesitating to ask questions with Tony right there and able to hear everything he said.


  Although, the one thought he held on to was that over the years his boss had proven himself a man of his word.


  If he says this won’t be a problem, hopefully, it won’t.


  If that turned out not to be the case and this was a problem…


  Maybe I should spruce up my résumé.


  Chapter Eight


  


  Jenny waited until they were safely back in the car to ask again. “Is this going to be okay?”


  She meant specifically Mike’s boss, but BDSM in general. From what she’d heard tonight, she’d wanted to burst into relieved tears several times.


  Not only was she not alone in feeling this way, but she wasn’t some freak. There were people who understood, who got it.


  People who were happy to answer her questions and be totally nonjudgmental about it.


  He nodded. “He says so.”


  “I’m sorry,” she said, feeling responsible. “I really didn’t know she was your boss’s wife. I’ve never met him. I didn’t even put together the name, and she never discusses what he does other than that he’s in IT. I didn’t know her that well. She’s a friend of one of the other girls in the group. I don’t think she’s even mentioned where he—”


  “Jen, it’s all right,” he said in that tone that meant it might not be all right, but he didn’t want to talk about it.


  “I’m sorry.”


  “No,” he said. “Please don’t apologize. You don’t owe me an apology.” He finally looked at her. “I know you didn’t realize this would happen. I’m not upset.”


  “Then why do you sound upset?”


  “I’m…just rattled.”


  She didn’t know how to respond.


  He put the key in the ignition. “He says this will be okay. That it’s not a problem.”


  “Is that why he pulled you outside?”


  “Yeah. He wanted to lay down the law.”


  “What?”


  “Sorry, bad choice of words. He told me that we do not talk about this at work, that it never happened. But that if I have questions, I’m free to ask him after-hours.”


  Relief filled her. “Well, that’s good, right? That he told you to ask questions?”


  “I love you, but I’m not sure I’m comfortable talking to my boss about…this.”


  “Oh.” More guilt filled her. Mike really wasn’t excited about this. And that was a massive understatement.


  He was doing this for her. Not for himself.


  And she knew that wasn’t fair to him.


  Her hands fidgeted in her lap. “Look, Mike, if you don’t want to do any of this, it’s okay. I get it. I just…” She let out a sigh. “For the first time, I saw people who were saying stuff like they were looking inside my brain and reading my thoughts. I didn’t know this was a thing that we could do until recently. That other people did it. But I won’t force you to do it. I’d rather not do it and us be okay than try to make you be someone you’re not.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Mike knew she wasn’t trying to be passive-aggressive, wasn’t trying to manipulate him. But the hurt tone in her voice tugged at him.


  This really was important to her. And if he put his foot down and said absolutely fucking not, he knew she’d let it go and never mention it again.


  He reached across the seat and squeezed her hand. “I want to do this for you.”


  “But if you don’t want to do it, that’s not fair to you.”


  “You just need to be patient with me and let me wrap my head around it at my own speed is all. Okay? I might not be able to do this as quickly as you want me to. You’ve been reading your books and you have these things in your head that are all breaking news to me. So I need time to process it and figure it out.”


  She looked at him. The parking lot lights shone through the passenger window, slanting across her face. He saw how close to tears she was.


  How much she truly wanted this.


  He leaned in and kissed her. “Can you be patient with me?”


  She smiled, nodding, and it nearly broke his heart. The hope and longing in her features.


  Especially the hope.


  It’d been a long time since he’d seen her truly moved by something to this extent. All throughout dinner, she’d looked alive, vibrant.


  In a way she hadn’t looked since they first met and during their first couple of years together.


  Before life and parenting and jobs and everything else got in the way.


  Why didn’t I ever notice that before? I’m a shitty husband.


  He wanted that light to stay in her soul, illuminating her from within. It had been one of the things he’d fallen in love with when they met.


  He cranked the car and pulled out of the parking lot, heading toward home. She rode with her hand on his thigh, the way she always did. “What is it about this that you really want?” he asked.


  It took her a few moments to answer. “I don’t know,” she admitted. “I mean, not the hard-core stuff. I just…” She let out a sigh he could hear over the soft music playing through the speakers. “I completely trust you,” she said. “And I love you. I know you’d never hurt me. But I’ve always had fantasies about this kind of stuff.”


  He nearly swerved off the road. “You have?”


  “Yeah,” she quietly admitted.


  “Why didn’t you ever tell me before?”


  “I don’t know. I guess I felt…weird.”


  More guilt washed over him. “Sorry. I never meant to make you feel you couldn’t trust me enough to tell me.”


  “No!” she quickly said. “I didn’t mean I didn’t tell you because of anything you did.” She seemed to need a minute to figure out how to phrase it. “It’s not like it’s something I talked about with my friends. And after what we went through with my sister, I thought I was weird and wrong. But then all these books. And those articles Shayla wrote. It was like they were speaking to me. And it was such a relief to know that I’m not some freak.”


  “I don’t think you’re a freak.”


  She laughed. “Please. I make Rusty look normal.”


  He thought about what he now knew regarding his friends, but held his tongue. “No, sweetheart, you don’t. Trust me.”


  


  * * * *


  


  It was with great trepidation Michael climbed into his car the next morning for his Monday drive to work in Bradenton.


  Despite what Tony had said, he half expected to show up on campus and find his boss standing there in the data center’s lobby, waiting for him.


  Meaning he was getting the ax.


  That had been Tony’s style, catching people when they came to work in the morning and immediately shuttling them off to HR to deliver the news. He’d seen him waiting there before, relieved to find out it wasn’t his neck on the block.


  But when he opened the door and stepped into the data center’s lobby, his heart hit his feet when he spotted Tony standing there.


  Swallowing hard, Michael walked over to him. “Okay,” he quietly said.


  Tony frowned. “What?”


  Now Michael was confused. “You’re not waiting for me?”


  “Yes.” Apparently, realization hit the man. “Oh. Sorry, not for that. Go log in and come take a quick walk with me.”


  Michael wasn’t sure if he should be relieved or even more scared. He swiped his ID and practically bolted through the door to get into the main data center. After logging in and clocking in to the terminal he usually used, he locked it and rejoined Tony in the lobby. Without a word, the man led him back out to the parking lot, to where his own car sat.


  Looking around, Tony fished his keys out of his pocket and opened his trunk, grabbing his laptop case from inside. “Just wanted to restate what I said last night,” he quietly said as he glanced at Michael. “I’ll gladly answer any questions you have. But when we’re inside that building, or around any of our coworkers, that aspect of our lives does not exist. Deal?”


  Michael nodded hard.


  Tony shouldered his laptop case and smiled. After closing his trunk, he stuck his hand out again. “Sorry for the scare. I wasn’t thinking about that when I waited for you. I just wanted to chat with you real fast. I only got here a couple of minutes before you did.”


  Michael shook with him, knowing that maybe the man meant it, but suspecting more.


  Despite what Tony said, everyone knew Tony’s rep in the department. His routine of waiting outside was not a secret by any stretch of the imagination.


  Whether Tony had meant to throw a scare into Michael or not, he had done just that, reaffirming how easy it would be for Tony to let him go. Florida, a right-to-work state, didn’t have laws preventing his dismissal since the employment contract he’d signed upon going to work for Asher Insurance included a fairly standard clause that he could be terminated without cause at any time. Whether a lawyer could challenge it or not was another issue entirely.


  It wasn’t exactly something Michael wanted to make national news trying to challenge, either.


  DBA Fired PDQ Over BDSM. Story at 11.


  But he had also heard that managers and higher-ups in their corporate structure had morality clauses in their employment contracts, meaning Tony absolutely could be fired if that aspect of his life got out.


  Michael did not want to be the reason for that.


  He followed Tony back into the data center building, relief filling him as it appeared, yes, they were going to go about their Monday as if it were any other Monday.


  And while Michael didn’t want to disappoint Jenny, after the scare he’d just received, he thought that maybe it would be best if they let this little fantasy of hers wither on the vine.


  


  * * * *


  


  As the morning droned on and it didn’t differ from any other Monday, Mike’s own fear faded much as the adrenaline spike had earlier.


  Then there were the text messages from Jenny.


  In the mornings she usually sent him one, a quick I love you and that was the last he heard from her until lunch or even that afternoon. Her Mondays were even crazier than his own.


  But all morning, she sent little hearts or smiley faces, completely out of character for her.


  Like she was happier than she’d been in a while.


  Maybe he couldn’t be hard-hearted enough to just stop doing this for her before they’d even really started.


  Mike found himself following and catching up with Tony at lunchtime as the man walked out to his car. “I do have a question,” Mike said.


  Tony glanced around to make sure they were alone before leaning against his car. “Okay. Shoot.”


  “She said she isn’t sure what she wants. How am I supposed to know what I even want if she can’t tell me what she wants out of this?”


  He smiled. “That’s easy. She’s already done a lot of the work for you. Pick up her Kindle and have her show you the books that made her the hottest, and read them.”


  “That’s it?”


  “It’s that simple. Well, by that I mean it’s a starting point. Keep in mind you should not feel threatened if some of the books are ménages, or seem to have pretty outlandish stuff in them. That doesn’t mean she’s wanting to jump into being a swinger, or be poly, or do crazy sex, or anything like that. It might just be that an aspect of something she read resonated with her. Talk with her. Ask her what it is about those books that really got under her skin. Hell, go read Shay’s series of articles. Give me your personal e-mail address and I’ll send you the link to the series. From my personal e-mail address.”


  Mike didn’t miss the subtext. “That sounds too easy.”


  Tony laughed. “You want to know a secret?”


  Michael nodded.


  “This isn’t rocket science. We get all sorts of pompous asshats in the lifestyle who say if you don’t do things their way, then it’s wrong. They try to complicate it. Ignore them. It might work for them, but it doesn’t work for the rest of us. Find out what you like, what she likes, meet in the middle if the two are different. Find out what works for the two of you as a couple and enjoy it. Have fun. Don’t worry about impressing anyone else. It’s you two who matter.”


  “Again, it sounds too easy.”


  “That’s because it is easy.” Tony unlocked his door and opened it. “It’s so damn easy that too many people trip over themselves trying to complicate it when all they have to do is just have fun and quit thinking they have to imitate Internet bondage porn.”


  Tony pointed a finger at Mike. “And, FYI? Internet bondage porn is, for the most part, completely unrealistic. So don’t watch it and think it’s any kind of instructional manual. Because it’s not.”


  He closed his door and started the car, rolling down the window. “One other thing. Remember that if you aren’t having fun with it, you’re doing it wrong.” He gave Michael a wave, rolled his window up, and backed out of the parking space.


  Well, that did sound way too simplistic.


  But maybe the man had a point about the books on Jenny’s Kindle and reading the articles. They shared an Amazon account, so it’d be easy for him to pull Jenny’s books up on his phone or tablet app without even having to ask her about them.


  I guess there’s some reading in my future.


  


  * * * *


  


  Michael’s nerve deserted him that night. Instead of asking Jenny what she was reading, he decided to plunge right in and follow along with her most recently read books. She had come home from work with a headache anyway, her typical crazy Monday having been even crazier with two of their nurses out sick. So as she fell asleep in bed next to him, he sat up with his tablet and started reading.


  The first one was a contemporary BDSM with just a man and a woman. He looked the title up on Amazon and read through the reviews. They were heavily weighted toward the positive, even though he kept seeing warnings about it being “dark.”


  Hell, I grew up watching reruns of Dark Shadows. How bad can it be?


  It was after he’d read only two chapters that he decided he’d better get a clearer definition of “dark erotica,” because apparently it wasn’t what he thought it was.


  At all.


  In fact, if anything in the book he’d read so far—which involved a billionaire bad-boy drug-dealer and a maid who’d agreed to be his courtesan—was stuff Jenny wanted him to do to her, he had a hot and disappointing news flash for her.


  No.


  Fucking.


  Way.


  After a little research, which gave him a revised—and more accurate—definition of “dark erotica,” he quit reading that book and went to the next.


  He tried to keep Tony’s warnings in mind not to freak out over what he read, but it was hard to do that when the next book involved a woman hooked up with four very well-endowed wolf shifter brothers who apparently liked their sex rough.


  Next.


  He didn’t consider his penis to be lacking, and Jenny had never voiced any complaints about it, but he damn sure wasn’t able to compete with guys who were hung like Frankensteinian lupine super-studs.


  Okay, maybe I do need to start with the articles.


  He’d ask Tony about it in the morning. For tonight, he knew he couldn’t sit there chasing his own tail and driving himself crazy by jumping to conclusions.


  He’d need a better starting point. The stuff he’d read thus far felt like deep end of the pool material, when he needed the really shallow, kiddie play-fountain end of things.


  I’m going to have to admit I don’t know what the hell I’m doing.


  He just hoped that was good enough for Jenny for right now.


  Chapter Nine


  


  The next morning, Mike got to work a little early and waited for Tony in the parking lot.


  Mike didn’t waste any time asking him. “You know those articles you mentioned that your wife wrote?”


  Tony nodded.


  “Did you mean it when you said you’d send me the links to those articles?”


  “Sure. Might not be able to look up the links until lunch, though.”


  “Whenever you get around to it is fine. I mean, even if it’s not until tomorrow or whenever.”


  “Why didn’t you ask your wife for the links?”


  “Well, I didn’t think about it. We didn’t get a chance to talk last night.”


  Tony knowingly smiled. “You went ahead and read some of her books anyway and freaked out, didn’t you?”


  “Yeah. I think I picked the wrong books to start with.”


  “Did you ask her about them?”


  “No. She was asleep. She came home from work last night not feeling well.”


  Tony chuckled. “I’ll get you the links. Text your e-mail address to my personal cell.”


  “Thanks.”


  Mike followed his boss into the building, waiting his turn to swipe his security badge to make it through the door into the data center.


  This BDSM stuff might not be rocket science, but it sure as hell is confusing the crap out of me.


  


  * * * *


  


  Jenny went to work Tuesday morning feeling a little disappointed. Not in Mike, but in herself. She’d wanted to talk with him the night before, but her damn headache had made that impractical. All she’d felt like doing was curling up and forgetting her crazy day.


  Maybe tonight will be better.


  During one brief lull in the morning’s hectic schedule, Tina gently nudged Jenny in the ribs. “What’s on your mind, girl? You’ve been looking a little out of it.”


  Jenny hoped her face didn’t turn beet red. “Still adjusting to our empty nest.”


  “Ah. Missing the kid, huh?”


  “Yeah.”


  That wasn’t even a lie. Now that her excitement about going to the munch had waned, Jenny realized there was a gaping void laid out in front of her. She had book club on Thursday.


  And work.


  And…that was pretty much it, other than her usual housework.


  She’d talked to Mikey a couple of times the week before, just checking in with him. And he texted her every day, at least once, but she could tell he’d already settled in to his new schedule and was going about his life without a look back.


  Why can’t I just do that?


  The BDSM stuff notwithstanding, Mike’s life remained essentially unchanged despite their son no longer living under their roof. Well, she’d probably do a lot more cooking now, instead of pulling stuff from the freezer to nuke for a rushed dinner between Mikey’s events.


  She was the one who needed to figure out how to deal with this.


  “You know,” Tina said, “we could get together, just us girls, and go out to dinner one evening this week.”


  That meant those of them from the office. “I can’t on Thursday, but any other day works for me.”


  “Let me ask around and see what’ll work for everyone. I’ll even drive so you can get tipsy,” Tina teased. “No husbands or boyfriends allowed. Especially no kids.” She bumped Jenny with her hip.


  Jenny forced a smile. “Sounds good.”


  At lunch, Jenny retreated to her car with her Kindle. She’d been in the middle of reading a sexy contemporary BDSM story. In the middle of one scene, where the male Dominant was working with his submissive, Jenny burst into tears.


  She had to set the e-reader aside and dig a tissue out of her purse.


  I want that. I want that so badly.


  She knew she couldn’t force Mike to do it. That wouldn’t be fair to him at all. And she also understood books were not real life. It was the connection she longed for, the control, the chance to escape her brain and her life for a little while and hand herself over to Mike to have a mental vacation.


  To feel like she didn’t have to be in charge for once. There was no one in the world she trusted like her husband. Which was why she wanted to give him that control over her.


  Not even the sexual component of that kind of dynamic.


  Well, okay, maybe a little of the sexual component. Not the crazy, “hanging upside down from the ceiling while fucking” sexy kind of stuff.


  Just…


  Dominance.


  She’d seen glimpses of it in him before. Especially early on in their relationship, when he’d take charge in bed and totally melt her panties right off her body.


  And then…life.


  And then…Mikey.


  And then…their sex life became a series of nice but predictable encounters between them in bed that left her feeling loved and physically sated, but missing that little…something. That little spark. Something she not only wanted back, but wanted to nurture, encourage, expand upon.


  One time in college, they’d been alone in the laundry room of her apartment complex, and she’d been wearing a long skirt. Mike had stood behind her while she removed clothes from the washer, stuck his hand up her skirt and under her panties, and fingered her to climax.


  That kind of thing.


  When she’d worried someone might come in and see them, he’d gently shushed her and told her to let him handle it.


  That had been one of the hottest sex sessions of their life. Well, that, and then immediately following that, up in her apartment, where he’d knelt over her, pinning her to the bed while she’d sucked his cock.


  That.


  She pulled herself together and returned to the office a few minutes later, slipping into the bathroom before anyone saw her so she could splash water on her face.


  Maybe I need to talk to Shayla at book club this week.


  The woman had given Jenny her cell phone number at the munch and told her to text or call with any questions. Jenny hadn’t wanted to intrude. And then there was still the weird thing about Shayla’s husband being Mike’s boss.


  She definitely did not want to tip the apple cart there.


  Before leaving the bathroom, she texted Shayla.


  Can we get together before book club this week and talk?


  Before Jenny had even reached the door, her phone buzzed in her hand.


  Sure. When and where? I’m free tonight.


  Jenny thought about it, named a restaurant and a time, and sent it. A moment later, Shayla replied again.


  See you there. :)


  At the munch Sunday night, several women had related their personal tales about how they’d discovered this aspect of themselves and then had to approach their partners about it. Some had success, some ended up nuking their relationship as a result, whether because their partner reacted poorly or simply couldn’t give them what they needed.


  Jenny did not want to do that. It would devastate her to lose her marriage.


  Even if it meant she ended up having to back off this and continue their status quo, she would. But maybe Shayla could give her some pointers on where to go from there.


  I hope.


  


  * * * *


  


  That afternoon, just after lunch, Mike checked his personal e-mail on his phone and saw Tony had sent him a link from a private e-mail account. The sig line tagged it as being from Tony’s phone, and the time stamp showed his boss had sent it while out at lunch.


  Heart racing, he put his phone away. He couldn’t read that now. Not on the job.


  Especially not on the job. It did, however, touch him that his boss had taken time out of his lunch to look the information up and send it.


  It also reassured him that Tony really wasn’t going to use this against him.


  But as soon as Mike clocked out for the day, he sat in his car with the AC running and pulled up the link on his phone. Jenny had texted him that she was going to meet with Shayla after work to eat. That meant he’d fend for himself for dinner.


  It also meant, hopefully, that he’d have time to read through at least some of the articles before Jenny got home.


  Traffic frustrated him more than usual that afternoon. All he could think about were the precious minutes he could be reading before Jenny returned home being eked away at by every damn slow driver blocking his path.


  Finally, after what felt like forever but actually got him home about five minutes earlier than normal, he pulled into their driveway and shut the car off.


  Rushing inside, he powered up his personal laptop and went to change clothes while waiting for it. He carried it with him into the kitchen, where he pulled some leftovers from the fridge, dished himself a plateful, and nuked them.


  Then he sat at the kitchen table and read while he ate.


  The series of articles were apparently written before Shayla married Tony, based on her different last name and the events recounted therein. They started out with her honestly stating her feelings about BDSM and her caution that she would be on a voyage of discovery along with her readers.


  The plate of food went cold in front of him, forgotten as he immersed himself in her writings. Now that he knew Tony was the Dom Shayla talked about in the articles, and that Shayla had told him about Loren and Ross being the couple who’d first met with her and talked to her about the lifestyle, these people had faces and names in his mind.


  While he still couldn’t understand some of the mindsets, he admitted it humanized the process, erased a level of disconnect he knew he might otherwise feel while reading about it.


  These people were real. What Shayla had experienced had really happened. He suspected that what she detailed in these articles only scratched the surface of what had occurred in her weeks of training with Tony.


  In no way did Shayla come off sounding weak in these articles, either. Plenty of times she expressed her own disbelief, her attempts to wrap her mind around certain aspects of things she learned or saw while still trying to give it a fairly objective treatment so the reader could form their own opinions.


  It didn’t cure his confusion. If anything, it added to it. Halfway through the articles, he took a break and reheated his plate of food. He knew he would have to sit down with Jenny and talk to her.


  It would feel really uncomfortable. It would be difficult for him not to be judgmental. Not about his wife specifically, but about the lifestyle as a whole. Yes, he got the whole scuba diving analogy Shayla had written about. He understood that, like anything else, it was a spectrum. From playing around in bed to a full-time high-protocol lifestyle.


  Just like he thought people who willingly jumped out of perfectly good airplanes for fun with flimsy pieces of fabric to stop them from dying were batcrap crazy, he also understood it was a matter of perspective. One person’s “normal” was another person’s “you have got to be out of your fucking mind” standard.


  While he finished his dinner, he wondered what Jenny and Shayla were talking about.


  Wondered exactly to what depths Jenny wanted to explore all of this.


  Even more, he wondered if their marriage would survive it.


  Chapter Ten


  


  Jenny fought the urge to pace in the restaurant’s lobby until she spotted Shayla heading up the front walk. The women exchanged a brief hug before the hostess seated them in a booth toward the back of the restaurant.


  Jenny leaned in. “Thank you for meeting with me.”


  “Does your husband know you’re here?”


  “Oh, I told him we were going to talk.”


  “He’s not handling this well, is he?”


  Jenny pondered that. “It’s not that he’s not handling it well, it’s that I haven’t figured out how to tell him what it is I want from this.”


  Shayla smiled. “He can’t read your mind.”


  “I know.” The waitress took their drink orders and left them alone again. “Can I let him read your articles?”


  “Of course. I figured you probably had already.”


  “We haven’t had a chance to really talk yet.”


  “So what is it that you want from this?”


  Jenny tried to answer and couldn’t. “I don’t know.”


  Shayla reached across the table and gently squeezed Jenny’s hands. “That’s what you need to figure out before you guys go any farther. Believe me, I’ve seen plenty of people dive headfirst into the deep end of the pool, flounder, and then climb out and never get back in. Ease into this. Let him read some of your Kindle books.”


  Jenny felt her face heat. “I don’t know if I want him reading them.”


  Shayla laughed. “Why not?”


  “You know why not. They’re…” She couldn’t say it.


  “You have a child with him,” Shayla teased. “He obviously knows where they come from.”


  “But I don’t want him to think I want to have like three guys instead of just him.”


  The waitress brought their drinks, took their dinner orders, and left them alone again. Jenny was glad for the distraction of playing with her straw. “How does Tony feel about you reading those books?”


  She shrugged. “He doesn’t care. It’s my hobby. Just like I don’t care what kind of books he reads. Hell, he’s read those kinds of books before. Once we got our act together and settled into a routine after we got married, he asked me to show him what books I enjoyed.”


  Jenny nearly choked in the middle of taking a sip of her iced tea. “What?”


  Shayla grinned. “Sir isn’t a prude. One of our friends, who’s in a poly triad, is a writer. He’s a retired cop and he writes erotic fiction that makes some of what we read look like See Spot Run.”


  That swallow of tea did go down the wrong way. Jenny grabbed her napkin as she struggled to swallow and choke at the same time and not spray tea all over the table or the other woman.


  “What?” she eventually choked out. “You mean those people we met Sunday?”


  “No, different triad. Similar dynamic, though. The men are involved with each other as well as with their woman. Hopefully you’ll get to meet them soon. They live up in Tarpon Springs.”


  “I didn’t know people…you know…really did that.”


  “You didn’t realize people really did BDSM, either, until you talked to me at book club.”


  “Okay, you have a point there.”


  Shayla leaned in closer and dropped her voice even more. “Lots of people are poly, or swingers, or whatever flavor of non-monogamy they practice, but they can’t be open about it. There’s still a huge stigma attached to it when there shouldn’t be. You might already know other people into non-monogamy or BDSM and have no clue about it.”


  “Really?”


  “Yeah.” Shayla sat back. “You all were afraid to outright ask me about my private life.” A playful smile curved her lips. “I was wondering how long it would be, how many books it would take, before someone finally outright asked me.”


  “Why didn’t you just say something?”


  She shrugged. “Because no one asked. Sir and I, and a lot of our friends, believe in a very broad interpretation of consent. Meaning just like you and your husband don’t go sit in a park and make out, we don’t push any part of our lifestyle on people who haven’t consented to witness it. We have some very subtle public protocols that the average vanilla would never blink an eye at. We never want to be the reason a child looks at their parents and asks, ‘Why are they doing that?’ If we’re in public, no one else has consented to be part of our dynamic. So we keep it confined to certain parameters that don’t intrude on others.


  “However,” she continued, “if we’re at a club, or a fetish party, or we’re in our own home with lifestyle friends, we don’t hide who we are or what we do. We shouldn’t have to. They understand the parameters of the situation and can either stay or leave.”


  “What if you have your family over or something? Do they know what’s going on?”


  “Some of them do,” Shayla confirmed. “When we’re in a mixed group, whether family or friends, who don’t know about our lifestyle, we keep it vanilla. Only when we know that it’s a lifestyle or kink-friendly crowd do we openly practice what we do.”


  Jenny chewed on that for a few moments. Then she noticed Shayla’s necklace. It was a gold chain from which hung a gold, heart-shaped tag. While she’d admired it before, she’d never closely examined it. “That’s your day collar, isn’t it?”


  Shayla smiled. “Yes.” She leaned in again, holding the tag turned around so Jenny could read it. The initials AD were engraved on it.


  “What does that mean?” Jenny asked.


  “Sir’s initials. His full first name is Anthony, even though He doesn’t go by that. On the tag on my formal collar that I wear for fetish events, His initials are engraved as TD for Tony Daniels. But it has my slave number on it.”


  “Slave number?” Now Jenny was starting to think maybe she’d jumped in a little over her head.


  Shayla sat back. “It’s a website where you can register slaves or submissives or whatever. It has absolutely no official standing. It’s just fun bullshit. But it’s…” She seemed to be grasping for the words. “It’s a layer of commitment,” Shayla finally said. “Just like you can go get married by a clerk at the courthouse on your lunch hour, or you can get your marriage license and then get married by a preacher in a huge, lavish ceremony.”


  “Do we have to do that?” Jenny asked.


  Shayla shrugged. “You don’t ‘have’ to do anything. There aren’t any rules to this. Contrary to what some people think, no one’s going to show up at your door and tell you you’re doing BDSM ‘wrong.’ Well, you might run across asshats who think if you’re not doing things their way that you’re doing it wrong, but there are only three hard and fast ‘rules’ to BDSM, other than safety precautions, of course.”


  “Do I need to know them?”


  Shayla’s smile turned playful. “You sure you want to hear them? Might scare you off.”


  Jenny knew Shayla was just teasing. That didn’t make her heart pound any less hard in her chest.


  She nodded.


  Shayla held up one finger. “Everyone has to be a consenting, human adult.” She held up a second finger. “Everyone has to either be having fun or getting what they need out of the dynamic.” She added a third finger. “No one can be harmed by what you do.” She reached for her own tea and took a sip.


  Jenny blinked, thinking she’d missed something. “That’s it?”


  “That’s it.”


  “That doesn’t sound right.”


  “I know, right? Sounds like it should be a lot more complicated than that. You know all that bullshit we read in books about these fancy clubs and rituals and rules and all that other stuff?”


  Jenny nodded.


  “That’s all bullshit. Most of those books are written by writers who have never been in the lifestyle, much less set foot in a real BDSM club. Some writers get it more right than others, but if you want a list of authors who are really in the lifestyle, and who really get things right, let me know.”


  “Why haven’t you shared that with us before?”


  She shrugged. “I didn’t want to scare you guys or have you think I was a freak. Again, the whole consent thing. No one, at any time, has specifically asked me for a list of authors I know are involved in the lifestyle, or for books that accurately portray the lifestyle. I’m not saying it’s wrong to read the books we’ve been reading. We’re reading them. But they’re entertainment, not a statement of fact.


  “And here’s another thing. Some people will claim they’re involved in the lifestyle just to sell books. Hell, I know of at least one case where a vanilla female author pretended to be a male Master in the lifestyle. But those of us in the lifestyle could tell the person really wasn’t, or if they were, they were a sociopathic predator. The stuff they wrote was total bullshit.”


  “What happened?”


  Shayla grinned. “Tilly found out through someone else that it was a woman and did some checking. Dumb shit registered her websites all in her own name and to the same PO box. That’s all public record. Wasn’t hard to figure it out. A few other people, book bloggers, figured it out, too. Then they posted screenshots. Backfired on the woman big-time. People started leaving a flood of one-star reviews on all her books under all her pen names once the secret got out.”


  “But I thought people liked BDSM books?”


  “Oh, they do. But it pisses readers off when you lie to them and claim you’re someone you’re not just so you can cash in on a fad. Someone wants to write a book, fine. Go for it. But if they want to think readers are stupid enough to fall for that kind of bullshit—and I mean this female author was having Facebook and e-mail conversations with readers and pretending to be a male Master, like this whole elaborate ruse to suck people in, even flirting with female readers and having her boyfriend pose as the Master persona in phone calls—then they will have to also be prepared to deal with the fallout on the other side of it when their most rabid supporters realize that they were lied to. Readers generally don’t like it when fiction is portrayed to be more factual than it really is.”


  “I never realized that.”


  Shayla let out a laugh. “Oh, you have nooo idea.”


  “I thought writers used pen names all the time.”


  “They do. But they usually don’t sit there and create elaborate alternate identities they try to pass off to the public as real people, either. Don’t get me wrong, I don’t care if an author is in the lifestyle or not, or writes under a different pen name to make them look like they’re a different gender. As long as they don’t try to bullshit readers to sucker them in with some sort of sick game. But enough about that.”


  Their food arrived and Shayla once again waited until their waitress had left to lean in and drop her voice. “I think what you and I need to do right now is see if we can’t whittle down your desires to something you can put into words and then tell your husband so he’s not clueless about what you want.”


  “I would really appreciate that.”


  Shayla obviously started at the hard-core end of the scale. Jenny didn’t have to be an expert on BDSM to understand that. As Shayla went down a list of different activities that had Jenny feeling a little squeamish in a bad way, Jenny started to see why Shayla was doing it.


  Chipping away at the log with a chainsaw until the vague shape of an animal started to take recognizable form.


  After they’d finished eating, Shayla seemed to think for a moment. “It sounds like to me that, right now, you enjoy the sexual domination end of things. Maybe with a service submissive aspect to it. Sensual stuff. But you aren’t really interested in pain or impact play. Am I understanding you correctly?”


  Jenny nodded, her face heating again.


  “People change. People grow. Where you are now doesn’t mean it’s where you’ll be five or ten years from now. Hell, five or ten months from now, even. But there’s your starting point.”


  “How do I tell my husband that?” Jenny asked.


  “Simple. Tell him you want him to hold you down during sex, that you want him to take control. Pin your wrists down.”


  Jenny’s face went hot over that statement.


  Shayla cocked her head, her gaze narrowing. “What?”


  It took every ounce of will to admit it. “I thought that same thing during sex last weekend. That I wished he’d pin my wrists down.”


  Shayla held up her hands. “There you go. Easy-peasey. You just said it to me.”


  “What if it hurts his feelings?”


  “Why would it hurt his feelings? He went with you to a munch. Whether you realize it or not, it took a lot of balls on his part to do that. And a lot of guts on yours. It’s just like any other kind of sex where if something doesn’t feel good, you have to say it. Or if something feels good and you want him to do it, you have to tell him rather than keeping him guessing. I’d be willing to bet that since he went to the munch with you, telling him you’d like him to pin you down during sex might actually come as a relief to him.”


  “Why?”


  She smiled. “He’ll see it’s not all about whips and chains.”


  


  * * * *


  


  When they parted ways a short time later, Shayla had conferred with her husband via text and then invited Jenny and Michael to dinner at their house on Friday night.


  Jenny hoped Michael wouldn’t be upset with her that she’d accepted the invitation without talking to him about it first.


  Wasn’t like they had to worry about Mikey’s schedule.


  When she returned home, she found Mike in the living room, on the couch with his laptop and the TV on.


  “How was dinner with Shayla?” he asked.


  She leaned in to kiss him hello, grateful he’d brought that up first. “Good. Informative. I hope you don’t mind, but she and Tony invited us to dinner at their place on Friday night. I said yes.”


  He stiffened. “You sure that’s a good idea?”


  “She texted him while we were talking and cleared it with him. I’m sure if it wasn’t a good idea that he wouldn’t have agreed to it.”


  She headed toward the bedroom to get her shower, struggling to rein in her frustration. Why should she have to lead him to this? Why couldn’t he just go with it? It wasn’t like she was asking him to let her have anonymous sex with people. Hell, she didn’t want to have sex with anyone but her husband.


  She just wanted him to be a little more willing to take what she was offering.


  


  * * * *


  


  Mike watched Jenny head into the bedroom. He knew he’d just missed something, but wasn’t sure what. He was well familiar with that tone of voice. Like he’d just asked her where something was in the fridge that he should have seen for himself because it was right in front of him.


  He put his laptop aside and followed her into the master bathroom. She’d already started the shower and was getting undressed.


  “Do you want to talk about this?” he asked.


  “Right now, I want to get a shower.”


  Yep, there was the chilly edge to her voice.


  “Tony sent me the link to Shayla’s articles.”


  Jenny froze, her back to him. “And?”


  “I’ve read most of them. Still working my way through them.”


  “And?”


  “I think we need to talk. More than once, and probably in great detail. I don’t know what you want and I don’t want to let you down.”


  That seemed to thaw the ice. She turned and hugged him. “I’m still trying to figure out what I want. Shayla helped me narrow it down a lot tonight. But I think you’re right that it’s going to be a process, not just a one-night brainstorming session. I do know I don’t want anyone but you. So if that’s a concern you have, please don’t worry. I love you, only you, and I only want you.”


  That did help. He felt a little of the emotional weight roll off his shoulders as he tightly hugged her to him. “That helps a lot, sweetheart. More than you know.”


  Chapter Eleven


  


  Wednesday night, Mike ended up not getting home until after ten o’clock due to an emergency at work. One of their guys had to call off because he was sick, and then they had a problem with one of their databases. Mike, Tony, and another guy stayed on to figure it out and get it fixed so the normal overnight crew could deal with their usual tasks despite being short-handed.


  And when he arrived home from work, all Mike wanted to do was vegetate and relax. Not discuss anything.


  Luckily for him, Jenny seemed tuned in to his mood and didn’t push for any kind of discussions other than what to watch on TV.


  Thursday night, Jenny had book club, while Mike’s Dungeons and Dragons game was at Rusty and Eliza’s house.


  The irony did not escape him.


  What were the odds that the wife of his boss would be in the same book group as his own wife? And that the four of them would show up at the same munch?


  And that he had other friends who went to that same munch?


  It was like he’d rolled a critical fumble when it came to his luck. Of course he didn’t mind talking about his sex life with his own wife.


  It did, after all, sort of concern her just a little, tiny bit.


  He was not, however, comfortable discussing his sex life with his friends or other people. That was private.


  Unfortunately, it seemed that he’d reached a point in his life where he’d have to start doing just that, talking about his sex life with others, if he was going to make it through all of this with his sanity intact.


  After the game ended, Mike hung around until everyone else had left.


  “Need to talk about the munch?” Eliza asked.


  “Sort of.”


  Rusty leaned back in his chair. “Go ahead. Did you meet Tony and Shay?”


  “Um, yeah. FYI, he’s my goddamned boss.”


  Both Rusty and Eliza winced. “Oooh, dude,” Rusty said. “That’s rough. Sorry. I thought he was a better guy than that. I didn’t think he’d fire you.”


  “He didn’t fire me. My wife’s in a book club with Shayla. Jenny had dinner with her Tuesday night. Shayla and Tony invited us to their house Friday night for dinner.”


  “Oookay,” Eliza said, looking confused. “So why are you acting like this is a big problem?”


  “Because I don’t want my boss knowing about my sex life!”


  Eliza shrugged. “Then don’t tell him,” she said. She grabbed a couple of empty cups from the table and turned to head to the kitchen.


  “Um, did you hear me?”


  “Yeah, she heard you,” Rusty said. “And she’s right. Who said anything about Tony knowing about your sex life?”


  He stared at his friend for a moment, first thinking Rusty was just yanking his chain.


  Then he realized his friend was serious.


  “What part of that didn’t come across as English?” Mike asked.


  “Sex and BDSM don’t have to be the same thing,” Rusty countered.


  “I don’t want to know your sex life, either, FYI.”


  Rusty grinned. “Ditto, dude. Sex is an intrinsic part of BDSM for a lot of people, sure. But there’s other stuff wrapped up with it that can be separated from the sex and discussed. Frankly, you couldn’t ask for better mentors than Tony and Shay. They’re great. They even teach classes.”


  “They…what?”


  Eliza returned. “I think you just fried his brain, barbarian.”


  “Go do some reading,” Rusty told him. “I can send you some links.”


  “I don’t want to watch bondage porn.” He knew his friend enjoyed hentai to a borderline creepy extent.


  Rusty laughed. “I meant links to articles.”


  “I read Shayla’s articles.”


  “I meant to other articles. I assumed you’d already read Shayla’s articles. Duh. They always tell newbies about them to give them a starting point.”


  Mike gathered his stuff. “I thought I could talk about this, but I’m not ready to yet. Not even with you guys. Sorry.”


  Eliza reached out and touched his arm. “Seriously, if you need an ear, or need to ask questions, come to us. I’ll make Mongo here behave himself.”


  “Ugh,” Rusty joked.


  She rolled her eyes. “I swear he’s not a complete idiot when it comes to this stuff, no matter how he sometimes comes off about it. He really is a sensitive guy underneath that all that dumb.”


  “Thanks. If I get to the point where I feel I can talk about it, I will.” Mike bid them good night and hurried to his car, wanting to get on the road.


  Tomorrow night was their dinner with Tony and Shayla. Mike and Jenny had agreed to table their own discussions until after then, because she was still sorting out what it was she wanted and how to communicate that to Mike.


  Mike was good with that, because it meant delaying the inevitable conversation.


  He didn’t want to hurt Jenny’s feelings, but he felt overwhelmed and unprepared to deal with all of this. Information overload. Like his mental processors dangerously hovered near meltdown.


  And when processors went, he knew from his own job that ugly cascade effects could happen.


  He didn’t want his marriage to be a casualty of those ugly cascade effects.


  He slowed as he neared home. Was this really a path he wanted to walk? He could simply tell Jenny he didn’t think he could do this, and let the subject drop.


  Maybe she wouldn’t bring it up again.


  Ever.


  Then again, that would make him a real shit of a husband if he did that. A coward. He’d prided himself on always having those difficult discussions with Jenny, of never running from them. He strongly believed that was one of the reasons they were still married after all these years.


  And what about preaching to his own son all his life that you never ran from the difficult discussions? That good relationships were worth working as hard—or harder—on than any job?


  If he ran from this instead of facing it head-on, what kind of man, much less husband and father, would that make him?


  Not the kind he wanted to be, that was for sure.


  Deciding to put it out of his mind for the evening, he pulled into his driveway, a little relieved to see Jenny wasn’t home yet.


  Dammit, I am a coward.


  Chapter Twelve


  


  Michael had never been to his boss’s house before.


  He suspected none of his fellow employees had, either.


  When they pulled into the Danielses’ driveway Friday evening and shut off the car, Michael stared at the front door even as Jenny reached for her door handle.


  “You coming?” she asked.


  “Yeah, just…give me a moment, please.”


  “This is a good thing, Mike.”


  He still didn’t know what this was exactly, but good definitely wasn’t the top descriptor he would have picked for the situation.


  More because of the plaintive look in Jenny’s eyes than anything else, he reached for his door handle and got out. It was a nice house, situated on a very large lot. Some of their neighbors had huge houses on even larger properties, with cows and horses peacefully grazing in fenced pastures.


  Not the ritziest area of Sarasota county, but far from a slum, either. Especially when you took into consideration that much of the area around this neighborhood had been densely built up over the years with cookie-cutter houses slapped onto lots barely large enough to hold them, so close together you could reach out your window and touch your neighbor’s house.


  They had almost made it to the front door when it opened, Tony’s wife standing in the entry. “Hi! I thought I heard you drive up. Welcome, and please come in.”


  Shayla wore a leather collar around her neck, but she also wore shorts and a tank top that wouldn’t have been out of place nearly anywhere in a Florida summer.


  Michael didn’t know why that surprised him and filed it away for future consideration.


  They followed her through the house into the kitchen, which opened onto the dining room area. Tony stood at the stove, apparently putting the finishing touches on something.


  Whatever it was, the house was filled with a delicious aroma.


  Mike was also mildly surprised to see his boss wearing shorts and a T-shirt. He’d never seen the man in anything but slacks or jeans and button-up shirts.


  “Did you guys find the place okay?” he asked.


  “Yes, thanks,” Michael said.


  The house was spotless, but also bore a comfy, lived-in feel. Not stuffy or sterile at all.


  “I belatedly realized we should have mentioned this when we invited you, but I hope you’re not allergic to cats. We have two.”


  “No,” Jenny said, “we’re fine.”


  Come to think of it, he had heard Tony talk about their cats before, one of the few personal things he knew about the man.


  Well, other than the fact that his wife is his slave.


  He still found it difficult to reconcile that, what he knew about the man he’d worked under for five years, and the man outside that work setting. Yeah, in some ways, he could see how Tony the hard-ass and not unreasonable perfectionist at work could also be that way at home.


  But to hit his wife?


  He didn’t know if he could respect the man now.


  “Pet,” Tony said, “why don’t you give them a quick tour of the house while I finish this?”


  “Yes, Sir.” She offered them a smile. “Follow me.”


  It was a nice house, and, despite the huge lot, not too much more expensive-looking than their own. They caught sight of one of the cats zipping into a spare bedroom, making Shayla laugh.


  “They’re a little shy around new company they don’t know. Once they’ve met someone a couple of times, they don’t disappear like that.”


  When they returned to the kitchen, Tony was transferring whatever he’d been cooking into a serving dish. “Pet, show them the playroom.”


  The woman barely faltered, although Michael could see from the look on her face that her husband’s request had thrown her for a loop. “Yes, Sir.”


  “Well, that’s part of the reason they’re here tonight. To learn.”


  “Yes, Sir.” She led them through the kitchen to another door Michael had assumed led to a utility room or the garage. They passed through a utility room, but on the other side of that, revealed when Shayla reached inside the door and flipped on the lights, was a…


  Well, a private dungeon.


  She stepped into the room. “Sir used to teach small classes here, but now with Venture so close, it’s easier for Him to just go there. Less liability for us, too. And more privacy for us. We have private parties and invite friends. Some of them you met at the munch the other night.”


  “Teach?” Michael asked. So he hadn’t misheard Rusty.


  “Sir teaches a couple of different classes, like rope, relationship dynamics, a couple of different things,” she said. Her normal tone of voice could have been describing any vanilla activity, not BDSM.


  “I had no idea,” Michael mumbled.


  Shayla smiled. “That’s because he’s very careful to keep his personal and professional lives separate.”


  Jenny, for her part, seemed over-the-moon excited and started asking Shayla questions about various pieces of furniture in the room.


  With equal enthusiasm, Shayla answered her questions while Michael tried to keep his head from spinning.


  I’ve been married to her for twenty-five years. Who is she, really?


  If this nugget was that well hidden so deeply inside her, what else was there?


  And would he be able to deal with it once unearthed?


  


  * * * *


  


  Jenny had been filled with excitement and anticipation all day. This was so much more than she’d ever expected. Talking, much less to someone they knew, about all of this. And seeing how they lived it.


  Lived it!


  It gave her hope that maybe she and Michael could get to this point. Okay, maybe not with their own home dungeon, but still.


  They could get a membership to that club everyone had talked about and go there. She could finally start exploring what she wanted out of life without feeling guilty about it taking time away from her son.


  Maybe they could grow closer than ever as a couple.


  No, she had no complaints about her marriage. She loved the man. They’d had bumps here and there along the way, but nothing major, and certainly nothing she’d ever even considered slightly divorce-worthy before. Trust wasn’t an issue.


  She trusted her husband with her heart and her life.


  Although she suspected she had far more confidence in his abilities than he did. Getting past his childhood might prove problematic.


  But with someone Michael respected, such as Tony, to refer to as a mentor, maybe he’d quickly come to enjoy this as much as she hoped he would.


  There wasn’t any use trying to explain the fire inside her now, fanned by the winds of reality.


  People lived this.


  If people lived this, they could live it, too. It wasn’t just fantasies limited to the books she now devoured on a daily basis.


  It was doable.


  


  * * * *


  


  Michael wasn’t sure how much longer he could stand there and listen to Shayla blithely explain to his wife the merits of one cane or riding crop or paddle over another. Fortunately, Tony called out from the kitchen.


  “Pet, dinner is ready.”


  “Yes, Sir.” She offered them a smile and headed toward the door. “I’m sure we’ll be talking about all this a lot more.”


  “I hope so,” Jenny said, looking happier than he’d seen her look in…well, a while.


  Hoping they couldn’t hear his resigned sigh, Mike followed them out to the kitchen.


  They were seated and had filled their plates over small talk about the food when Tony took charge of the discussion.


  “I suspect,” he said, “that a lot of what we’ll talk about tonight might be uncomfortable for one or both of you. I want you to know the same thing we tell other newbies. Have the hard conversations. Power through them. Because at some point, I guarantee you, the two of you will be the experienced ones having these conversations with newbies when it suddenly hits you that the conversations are now easy.”


  Mike felt his face redden. “I doubt that,” he muttered.


  “Well, you can doubt it all you want,” Tony replied, his tone light. “But I can’t count how many times I’ve seen it happen.”


  “He’s right,” Shayla said. “You should have seen me early on trying to talk to Sir about this.”


  “So how much of what you wrote in those articles actually happened?” Jenny asked.


  “All of it. I changed names and fictionalized a few situations to protect people’s privacy, but it all happened.” Michael didn’t miss the megawatt force of her smile as she looked at her husband. “And I can’t tell you how grateful I am that it happened. It changed my life for the better.”


  “I’m not perfect,” Tony said. “I made some missteps along the way. I thought I was above getting emotionally involved when the situation was originally supposed to be a professional kind of arrangement. Training. I never expected to fall in love with her. And I damn near lost her by being an idiot.”


  That admission perked up Michael’s ears. “You mind me asking how?”


  “That’s why we’re here tonight,” Tony said. “Complete honesty. As we already agreed, it stays here, but yes, you can ask anything you want.”


  Tony talked about how, a couple of years ago, he’d gone out of town to do the install in Denver for their colocation data center there. About how he’d failed to contact Shayla while out of town, and she’d thought he had zero interest in her since their agreement had ended. How he’d been chewed out by one of their friends over him failing to contact Shayla. And how when he’d returned from Denver, he’d gone straight to Shayla’s in the middle of the night and confessed his feelings.


  Come to think of it, Michael remembered that install. He’d volunteered to work extra hours to help pick up the slack in their normal staffing by their boss being out of town. Remembered how Tony had seemed a little preoccupied above and beyond his usual job stresses before he’d left.


  And then how, despite being overwhelmed with work when he’d returned, Tony had seemed like a happier man, lighter in spirit.


  “So you see,” Tony finished, “I’m not perfect. All I can tell you is that you admit your humanity, don’t be afraid to say, ‘I screwed up,’ make amends for the screw-up, and move on. Communication and trust are key.”


  Mike tried to gather his thoughts. “Any question, huh?”


  Tony nodded.


  Might as well lob the hot potato now. “How can you justify beating your wife?”


  Michael had expected Tony to get angry over that question. Maybe even end the evening right there.


  The man’s reaction surprised him. Tony looked at his wife. “Pet, do you want to handle that one, or want me to do it?”


  Shayla looked amused. “I’ll answer it, Sir.” She returned Michael’s gaze from across the table, meeting him head-on without a hint of reluctance. “At any time in what we do, I can safeword and tell Sir to stop, and He will. I don’t always enjoy the physical aspect of the play we do. What I enjoy is submitting to Him, and how good that makes me feel, because I’m pleasing Him. Some people are pain sluts and enjoy pain. I’m not one of them.


  “But what we do isn’t all about pain. Sometimes Sir might put me into a forced orgasm situation and make me come until I’m finally forced to safeword. But I can submit to Sir because I know He knows my hard limits, and I trust Him never to cross those without my permission. In a healthy relationship of this type, it’s the submissive or slave who holds the power, because it’s the submissive or slave who sets their limits. No matter what happens, consent and trust are the bedrock of everything. If I withdraw my consent, everything immediately stops.”


  “But if he’s doing things to you that you don’t like, why don’t you stop him?” Mike didn’t dare risk a glance at his boss.


  “Because Sir has this evil little grin that melts me every time. I’d do just about anything to earn that grin. And I love Him, obviously.” She smiled at her husband. “He promised me early on that He’d reprogram my brain to enjoy things I never thought I’d ever enjoy. And He was right.”


  Michael thought Jenny might have let out a soft little gasp. But when he looked at her, he could tell from her wide eyes and the flush in her cheeks that she was absorbing every word.


  “I am,” Tony said, “a very dominant person, if you haven’t already guessed that from working for me for five years. I used to have trouble in my relationships because I had this hang-up that was built upon years of societal conditioning. You don’t hit women. You don’t control women. You don’t fill-in-the-blank with women. But there always was something inside me that felt like I was missing part of life. Then, one day, I found out there are women who enjoy being spanked. Or tied up and forced to orgasm until they have to safeword. Or who like whatever it is they like. And when I realized that, it was like I’d finally found the real me.”


  “What if she doesn’t like something, though? I don’t see how you in good conscience can make her do it.”


  “Pet?” Tony said.


  Shayla wore that smile, the one that said she was used to having this conversation. “Because Sir knows if I really want Him to stop, I’ll safeword.”


  “So you just, what, fuck around however you want with whomever you want?”


  “No,” Shayla and Tony both emphatically said. Tony continued. “No one touches my wife without my permission, or hers. Ever. She’s volunteered as a class demo dolly a couple of times for trusted friends for non-sexual subjects, like bondage techniques, but we are monogamous. We have friends who are poly, like Tilly, Landry, and Cris, whom you met at the munch. We have friends who are swingers, or who have open relationships. But we are completely monogamous.”


  A smile filled the man’s face, one Michael had seen him wear before at work. Playful, but full of warning. “I don’t share well with others.”


  “And I don’t want to be shared,” Shayla added.


  He looked at Jenny. She smiled, nodding her agreement with Shayla’s statement.


  One concern clearly dispelled, then, relieving him. Even though she’d said it the other night, it never hurt to hear it again.


  “So this is my side of the story.” Shayla explained how she’d moved to Florida following the discovery of her fiancé’s betrayal, the man’s BDSM porn addiction leading him to commit identity fraud and take out credit cards in her name, putting her deep in debt. Then getting assigned the story and meeting Tony as a result.


  When she finished, Michael was even more confused. “Okay, so how could you even think about doing this when you’d been through that?” He felt like everyone, including Jenny, had a handle on this. Like he was missing something and didn’t even know what.


  “Because I trust Sir. And opening myself to that trust led me toward learning exactly how strong I am. I became stronger.”


  “I have no use for a doormat in my relationship,” Tony added. “I don’t want someone I can control because they’re controllable. I wanted someone who was strong enough to stand on their own and trusted me enough to willingly cede that control to me.”


  “I am having a seriously difficult time wrapping my head around how this differs from spousal abuse.”


  “Because abuse,” Shayla said, “is about forcing control from someone else because the abuser has no power of their own. Healthy and consensual BDSM is about trusting someone enough to give them a totally revocable power over you, not because you have to, but because you want to.”


  “Boxing isn’t abuse,” Jenny tentatively offered. “People get into a ring with each other and beat each other up while people cheer them on. And they get paid to do it.”


  “Our marriage isn’t a boxing match,” Mike shot back a little too harshly. Softening his tone, he added, “I don’t want to hurt you.”


  “Ah,” Tony said, that smile still in place, “but there’s the catch. Some people like to be hurt. The goal is to cause no harm.”


  Mike stared at him for a moment. “That has to be the stupidest thing I’ve ever heard in my life.”


  Instead of being upset, Tony laughed. “I know. You think that now. But the more you learn, the more you’ll see what we mean. And you don’t have to harm someone to hurt them in the good way.”


  Chapter Thirteen


  


  After dinner, Tony set about helping Shayla clean up the kitchen. When Mike tried to take his plate to the sink, Tony took it from him, as well as Jenny’s. “It’s okay. It’ll only take us a minute to do this. Go sit and relax.”


  Mike realized his confusion must have telegraphed through his face, because Tony laughed.


  “Yes, believe it or not, I do help around here with chores. She’s my slave, not my maid.” He smiled. “Although we do play that game sometimes.”


  It was Jenny slipping her arm through his and leading him to the living room that finally got his attention.


  Once they had the kitchen cleaned up, Shayla and Tony joined them in the living room and took seats. “So, what other questions do you have?” Tony asked them.


  Mike wasn’t exactly happy that Jenny deferred to him. He wanted to hear her talk about this and maybe figure it all out from that.


  “I don’t know,” Mike finally admitted. “I don’t even know what I don’t know.”


  Tony pointed a finger at him. “Excellent.”


  “What?”


  “That’s the best starting point of all, admitting you are clueless.”


  “Why?”


  Tony smiled. “Because you aren’t coming into this all cocky and know-it-all and thinking you have all the answers. It means you’re willing to take this slow and figure out what works for you guys instead of trying to plow through everything at the speed of light without learning anything in the process.” He looked at Shayla. “Pet, do you feel up to giving them a demo?”


  Her brow furrowed. “Sir?”


  “RBH? Your choice. It’s all right to say no if you’d rather not.”


  Her face broke into a beaming grin. “Yes, Sir.”


  “What does that mean?” Mike warily asked.


  Tony kept his focus on Shayla. “Go get it and yourself ready. We’ll be right there.”


  “Yes, Sir!” She practically jumped out of her chair and ran toward the door to their private dungeon.


  Only then did Tony turn his attention back to Mike. “RBH is a little code for us. Stands for Rope-Bench-Hitachi.”


  “Still doesn’t make sense.”


  Tony stood, smiling a wicked grin Mike had never seen in this particular context before. “You’ll see.”


  He led them to the playroom, where Shayla was bringing several coils of rope over to what Mike remembered Shayla telling them was a bondage bench. She ran back to an open cupboard and withdrew something Mike figured was an electric vibrator and an extension cord. She got it plugged in and set it on the floor next to the bench. Then she went to the cabinet and returned with a set of black leather cuffs, set them on the bench, and began stripping as if they weren’t standing there. He noticed her nipples were pierced, her pussy appeared to be shaved, and she seemed to be pierced down there, too.


  Mike averted his gaze to Jenny. He realized she looked both shocked and fascinated, openly staring at what was going on.


  He didn’t know which was worse, seeing his boss’s wife naked, or seeing the amazed expression on his own wife’s face.


  “This is what’s called a forced orgasm scene,” Tony explained as he picked up two of the cuffs and started buckling them around Shayla’s wrists. Then he patted the bench and she put her feet up, one at a time, so he could buckle the other two around her ankles. “We’ll do a very light one. You tell me afterward if you still think I’m abusing my wife. Pet, take your piercing out.”


  She reached down and removed the piercing from between her legs, as if this was no big deal to her. She handed it to Tony, who slipped it into his pocket.


  “Sometimes if I hit that wrong with the vibrator,” Tony explained, “it actually hurts and sort of defeats the whole purpose. I make her take it out for something like this.”


  “Uh, sure.” Mike didn’t know what the hell he was supposed to say to that.


  Tony snapped his fingers and pointed at the bench. Shayla eagerly flung herself onto it, on her hands and knees, and held still while her husband started tying her to the bench with the rope.


  “Sometimes,” Tony explained in a matter-of-fact tone as he worked, “I just use snap clips. But Shay really likes it when she can’t move at all, can’t wiggle away from it, and I do this to her.”


  “Wow,” Jenny whispered, her voice barely audible. Mike suspected it was more her shock and awe over what was playing out in front of them than any conscious attempt on her part to keep their hosts from hearing her.


  Tony efficiently bound his wife to the bench with what looked to Mike’s untrained eye like an elaborate harness. Lower legs, torso, arms. When Tony finished, the woman could barely wiggle around.


  Then Tony picked up the Hitachi. That was when Mike felt a palpable shift in his boss. Like the man had just morphed from Dr. IT into Mr. Master.


  “Pet,” Tony said, his tone now sounding different, “where are we at?”


  “Green, Sir.”


  Her voice sounded different, too. Not slurred, exactly, but like she’d slipped into a slightly altered state. He was aware of Jenny grabbing onto his arm and holding on, but when he looked down at her, he saw her attention was fully focused on the two people in front of them.


  “Is My pet ready for a forced orgasm scene?” Tony asked.


  “Yes, Sir.”


  Tony stroked her ass with his hands. “I know you usually like a spanking first, but we’re trying not to scare them. All right?”


  “Yes, Sir.”


  Yep, she definitely sounded different now.


  Mike noticed a long, thin drop of clear fluid slowly drip from her pussy.


  Holy crap.


  Okay, so the woman was definitely excited about whatever was going to happen.


  Tony flicked on the vibrator and its low hum filled the room. Standing to the side so they could see what he did, and with one hand resting on Shayla’s ass, Tony said, “You may come as much as you like, pet.” He pressed the head of the vibrator between her legs, against her clit.


  Immediately Shayla moaned, her back flexing and arching as much as the ropes binding her to the bench would allow. Tony stoked her ass with his free hand for a moment, then finally glanced over at them. “Sometimes, she needs a little prodding to get over the first one and get started.”


  He smacked her ass cheek with his bare hand.


  Shayla let out a cry, followed immediately by a long, low, guttural moan that Mike had no difficulty interpreting. The woman’s toes curled, her fingers clenching around the end of the bench as much as she could. She threw her head back and practically howled.


  Hell, it was starting to make Mike hard just from watching her.


  “Good girl,” Tony said, his tone stern. “Keep coming for Me.” He smacked her ass again.


  Mike had made Jenny come more than once in one session. Didn’t happen very often, but he’d managed it.


  This, however, made him feel totally inadequate by comparison. Every time Shayla’s cries changed tone to a more plaintive sound, Tony would smack her ass again and trigger what seemed to be yet another round of orgasms. Or Tony would reach around and tweak her pierced nipples.


  At one point, Mike had no clue how long, when it looked like Shayla was trying to wriggle away from the vibrator, Tony practically barked at her. “Take it, pet. I didn’t say you could stop coming.” He gave her a quick series of bare-handed smacks on the ass that sent her again into that low, guttural moan Mike was sure he’d now hear in his sleep.


  Jenny’s grip had tightened around Mike’s arm to the point that he finally had to pry her hand loose or risk ending up with bruises along his bicep. He laced his fingers through hers and stood there, watching Tony forcing Shayla to repeatedly orgasm.


  Eventually, Tony switched the vibrator off. Shayla collapsed, limp, on the bench. He walked around to her head and tenderly stroked her hair. “Did my pet have enough?”


  She weakly nodded.


  “You know what that means, right?”


  She froze, then started to giggle. Tony stepped back to her ass and turned the vibrator on. “Just one more,” they both said. He pressed it against her, and midlaugh she started moaning again.


  This time, however, he did stop after only a minute or so, switching off the vibrator before putting it down and untying Shayla. He grabbed a large beach towel from a nearby shelf and wrapped it around her as she sat up, cuddling her against him.


  Now the man appeared to be the paragon of tenderness. He stroked her hair, his gaze fixed on her. She wore an exhausted, sated smile, her cheek pressed against his stomach.


  “How you doing, pet?”


  “Green, Sir,” she softly said. “Thank You, Sir.”


  “Good girl. After you come back to earth, put your robe on and we’ll talk in the living room for a few minutes.”


  “Yes, Sir.” She didn’t move.


  He laughed. “Did I put pet in her happy place?”


  “Yes, Sir.”


  Tony looked at Mike, their gazes locked. “Now, would you like to lecture me on how badly I abuse my wife,” he asked in a matter-of-fact tone, “or would you like to talk about what you just saw?”


  “Talk,” Mike managed to croak.


  Tony smiled. “That’s what I hoped.”


  It took Shayla a few more minutes to return to her senses. She had a robe hanging on the inside of the dungeon door and pulled it on, not even bothering to take off the leather cuffs. Tony kept her tucked against his side as he led the way back to the living room, where he sat at one end of the couch and Shayla curled up with her head in his lap.


  “Now,” Tony said, “for clarification, a scene like that between Shay and myself usually involves a lot more impact play and ends with me fucking her, or her giving me a blow job. If we’re at home or a private party, that is. Can’t do that at the club, of course.”


  “Why?” Mike asked.


  “Why what?”


  “Why can’t it end like that at the club?”


  “Because their rules don’t allow it. Most clubs that have to deal with zoning ordinances can’t allow alcohol or penetrative sex if they want to stay open. What happens at a private residence is something else.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Jenny finally recovered her voice. She knew if she didn’t that Mike would probably sit there asking stupid questions because he was having difficulty processing what he’d just witnessed. “Thank you for showing us that.”


  As far as she was concerned, it was the hottest damn thing she’d ever seen, now bringing some of the books she’d read to life in a way she’d never thought about before.


  She’d wanted to be Shayla, securely bound to the bench. Wanted it to be Mike using a vibrator on her and forcing her to come until he was done with her.


  Wanted it to be Mike fucking her when he finished, using her, taking her.


  “You’re welcome,” Tony said as he stroked his wife’s hair. “I’d say it was my pleasure, but Shayla was having the most fun, I think.”


  The woman giggled from where she still lay with her head in her husband’s lap.


  Just as Jenny had sensed a change come about Tony when the scene started, so she sensed a similar, but opposite change transform Shayla. Tony had suddenly seemed more there, solid, firm. Shayla had gone from a take-charge kind of woman to…


  Well, submissive.


  She didn’t miss that Tony’s next comment was specifically directed at Mike. “I wanted to show you something very important. BDSM is about what you make of it. Not what you think others make of it. Yes, I smacked her ass and pinched her nipples. Did I harm her? No. Did I hurt her? Some might say so, but I think Shayla here would disagree. I took control and forced her to respond to me in the way that I wanted her to respond. If it had ever gotten to be too much for her, she would have safeworded. She’s safeworded before during forced orgasm scenes.”


  “Not very often,” she said, her tone still sounding giggly.


  Tony smiled down at her. “No, not very often. And usually for some other reason, like a foot cramp or something.”


  Jenny stared at Mike. “Are you okay?” she asked.


  He didn’t look okay. He looked shell-shocked. “I don’t know.”


  “Here’s the thing,” Tony said. “We can’t take you this weekend, because Shay has family coming to town tomorrow and we promised to show them around and have them over for dinner. Next Saturday, however, you two come meet up with all of us for dinner, and we’ll take you to Venture and show you around. You don’t have to do anything except watch and ask questions. Deal?”


  Before Mike could think about nixing the idea, Jenny eagerly nodded. “Deal. Thank you so much!”


  “Not a problem. We meet at Sigalo’s at seven. I’ll tell the gang that you’re coming.”


  “Gang?” Mike asked.


  “A small group of regulars. Some of them you met at the munch. Ross and Loren, Tilly and her guys. And a few others.”


  Jenny stared at Mike, willing him to be okay with this. The chance to go to a real dungeon?


  Oh, please!


  He finally nodded. “Okay.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Mike let Jenny take over the conversation. He was having a hard time processing what they’d just seen.


  “Look,” Tony finally said to them. “Jenny, let Mike know what books you read that you really enjoyed. And try to tell him why you enjoyed them, if you even know. Spend this coming week talking. Feel free to ask us questions. Then next Saturday, while we’re at the club, we can talk more after you’ve had a chance to digest this.”


  Mike nodded, more to end the conversation and get them out them out the door than in agreement.


  As he drove them home, Jenny acted like she’d just received a mainline dose of happiness, glowing, chattering about what they’d seen, the books she’d read—way too much for him to process.


  He eventually settled on nodding when it seemed appropriate. He didn’t want to hurt her feelings. He didn’t want to step on her good mood.


  What he wanted was to have a little quiet time alone to process what he’d seen.


  Was it wrong that at one point he’d gotten hard watching what happened? He’d felt ashamed about that, his reaction to watching another man doing that to a woman.


  Wasn’t it wrong to want to control a woman? That was what he’d thought all his life.


  And if he was wrong about that, what else was he wrong about?


  Chapter Fourteen


  


  When they got home that night, Jenny didn’t even let Mike get the front door locked before she was kissing him, pulling his shirttails from his pants, trying to unbutton his shirt.


  Rather than trying to think, he went with that, his cock glad to follow along with her excellent plan.


  After a frantic, vigorous fuck, they collapsed, Jenny quickly falling asleep draped across him.


  Mike lay awake and stared at the ceiling, his mind buzzing now that his cock had been satisfied.


  Okay, since his initial shock had faded, he could understand Shayla liking what her husband had done to her. Hell, once or twice while fucking Jenny doggy style he’d lightly smacked her ass, too. It was hot, she’d enjoyed it, and it certainly hadn’t been anything harder than a harmless swat.


  Check.


  Processed.


  Bondage wasn’t even all that shocking. He remembered one weekend in college where Jenny had him tie her hands to the bed with a couple of scarves while he went down on her.


  Check.


  Processed.


  It also made sense, in retrospect, why Jenny had come so hard when he’d done that.


  I’m an idiot.


  Check.


  Okay, so that processed and computed.


  But he couldn’t make his wife his slave. He didn’t want to hit her with a riding crop or paddle. He didn’t want to make her kneel or serve him. That wasn’t him.


  Not to mention with his job, he didn’t have the brain cells available to devote to that most nights after getting home. Some Thursdays, it was all he could do to focus on how to process stat modifiers for his DnD character and figure out which damn die to roll.


  Eventually, he fell asleep. When he awoke late the next morning, Jenny was already out of bed. He smelled coffee brewing.


  Rolling over, he stared at the clock. It was nearly ten o’clock.


  Holy crap. He sat up and rubbed the sleep out of his eyes. He needed to mow today and had wanted to do it before the heat of the day set in. At least it was a riding lawnmower.


  He used the bathroom and pulled on an old pair of running shorts and a T-shirt and stumbled his way out to the kitchen.


  Jenny stood there wearing one of his T-shirts and nothing else.


  His cock hardened immediately, and not just the morning chubby he’d had earlier returning, either.


  Full-on wood.


  Jenny turned and draped her arms around his neck, a sexy smile on her face. “Hiya. Sleep well?”


  He kissed her and kept kissing her. She reached for his shorts and shoved them down his hips while he lifted her onto the counter. Then she reached for his cock, guiding it between her legs before she wrapped them around him.


  He struggled to hold back, fucking her slow, bumping her clit at the bottom of every stroke. Then he had an idea and whispered in her ear. “Finger yourself, baby.”


  She let out a soft moan, but did it. He nibbled on her earlobe while she fingered herself, timing it just right so that when he felt her pussy contracting around his cock, he was thrusting hard and fast inside her before his climax exploded.


  Burying her head against his chest, she started laughing.


  “What?”


  She looked up at him, grinning. “One kitchen counter DNA’d. Check.”


  He laughed with her.


  


  * * * *


  


  After mowing and getting a shower, Mike decided to take the rest of the weekend off and relax. He grabbed his tablet and opened the Kindle app before going in search of Jenny.


  “So show me some of these books,” he said.


  She blushed, but pulled up a few of them. “I know some of them are ménages,” she said, “but I mean it. I don’t want anyone but you. Please don’t feel threatened.”


  He leaned in and kissed her. “I promise.”


  The nervous, tense tone of her voice told him how vulnerable she felt showing him the titles, much less talking about this.


  He’d be a shitty husband if he didn’t at least give it an honest try. Hell, between the sex last night and that morning, that was already a benefit he could get on board with.


  If she wasn’t asking him to beat her, or harm her, as Tony had specified, maybe he could figure out how to do enough of this to at least keep her happy.


  He owed it to her as her husband. And it wasn’t like the little bit he’d done so far was much of a hardship, either.


  He spent the rest of the day reading, not quite getting the attraction of a lot of the books. Yeah, some of them had pretty hot and explicit sex scenes, but as he started skimming through some of them, he couldn’t make the connection between what they’d witnessed at Tony’s and how to apply it in a real-world way to their own marriage.


  Most of the books included some element of impact play, even if only bare-handed, or over-the-knee, or with implements like canes and paddles that made him feel a little ill to contemplate using.


  One book had a knife play scene that he couldn’t even read all the way through before having to skip pages because he felt like he was going to throw up.


  It hit too close to home, triggered too many memories.


  If something made him feel that badly, he didn’t want any part of it.


  By Sunday evening, they’d made love four more times, a record for them since Mikey’s birth. As Mike lay in bed with Jenny and was drifting off to sleep, he knew he’d have to talk to his boss in the morning before they both got immersed in their jobs.


  I need to make sense of this before it drives me crazy.


  


  * * * *


  


  Jenny felt like she walked on air Monday morning as she headed in to work. Not even a nasty patient first thing on the phone could spoil her mood.


  Tina noticed. “You look like you had a good weekend,” she slyly said. “You and Mike enjoying the alone time?”


  Jenny thought the smile might break her face. “You could say that.” Yes, they’d had really hot sex. Not quite the level of domination she wanted from Mike, but she knew she had to be patient. She had to let him find his own way. She couldn’t force him there any more than he could force her to do something he wanted her do to.


  Well, he could force me if he’d just take the power I want him to have.


  Yikes. She wasn’t expecting the flood of moisture over that thought, which threatened to soak her panties. She quickly excused herself to the bathroom to clean up before she ended up with a wet spot on her scrubs.


  Maybe Mike will order me not to wear panties.


  Aaand back to the bathroom she dashed.


  She could only pray he took things to that level between them.


  Chapter Fifteen


  


  Monday morning, Mike caught Tony and talked with him in the parking lot before work. “I’m lost. I think reading about this made it worse. I don’t know what she wants me to do. But there isn’t much I read in those books that resonates with me, I can tell you that.”


  “Then what do you want to do?” Tony asked him.


  “I don’t know, but I damn sure don’t want to hit my wife.”


  “Then don’t,” Tony simply said, crossing his arms over his chest as he leaned against the car.


  “But all those books she’s read, it’s got all that stuff in it. And then there’s you and—” He snapped his mouth shut before he could even think the rest of the sentence.


  Nothing he said at that point could do anything except alienate the man.


  Tony arched an eyebrow at him. When he next spoke, Michael had to lean in to hear Tony’s low, even tone. “I don’t hit my wife, Mike,” he said in a nearly dangerous tone that told Mike he’d almost crossed over an invisible line he knew should remain intact. “We discussed that. What my wife and I do between us is just that, between us. Before you pass any judgment on me or my relationship with her, you need to rein in whatever mental baggage it is you’re holding on to and open your mind. Nothing happens between Shay and myself that isn’t consensual. At any time, she can always safeword and whatever we’re doing stops right there. We told you that.”


  Michael jammed his hands into his pockets. “I can’t hit my wife,” he muttered, his gaze dropping to his feet. “I just can’t.”


  “Then let me pose this question to you. What is it you want to do? What turns your crank?”


  Michael couldn’t pull his focus from his sneakers. “What do you mean?” he mumbled.


  “What’s your fantasy? What did you read in those books that resonated with you?”


  He thought about one scene he’d read that had hardened him like granite.


  “That wasn’t a rhetorical question,” Tony said after a moment of silence.


  Michael finally pulled his focus from his feet and back to Tony. Glancing around again to make sure no one was nearby, he said, “There was this one thing I read. The guy made the woman get on her knees and give him a blow job. He grabbed her by the hair and held on. That’s not exactly kinky, I guess. But it was kind of hot.”


  A slow smile filled Tony’s face. “Oh, really? You don’t think it’s kinky? You know how many women won’t give blow jobs? There’s your starting point. She wants you to take control. So take control.”


  “What if she says no?”


  “She doesn’t like doing that?”


  “No, she will, we just…” He shrugged. “Kind of got into a rut the past few years doing the same thing all the time.”


  “Then here’s what you do. You get home tonight, she’s there. Instead of saying anything to her, you walk in, grab a fistful of her hair, and kiss her, hard. I don’t mean a quick peck on the cheek. I mean you stand there, kissing her until you feel her starting to melt against you. Then you keep one hand in her hair and snap your fingers and point at the floor.”


  “Then what?”


  Tony’s eyebrow arched skyward. “Seriously? Do I need to draw you a diagram, or would you prefer hand puppets?”


  “You mean I just…” He swallowed hard.


  “Yeah. I mean you just make her give you a blow job. You don’t hesitate, you don’t act indecisive. You don’t say, ‘Oh, honey, now, if you really don’t want to, you don’t have to.’ You put her on her knees, put your cock in her mouth, and tell her what a good girl she is the whole time. You don’t be a dumbass, either. If she seriously refuses or fights you, obviously, you stop and talk it out. But you want a starting point, then there’s your starting point.”


  “Then what?”


  Tony’s eyes rolled skyward. “I don’t know. Whatever strikes you. Hell, keep your hand in her hair and take her to the bedroom and get her off. I don’t care what you do. What matters is that you and her both like what you’re doing. Sometimes, a submissive wants their Dominant to take control and not give them a choice. Sometimes, that’s hotter for them than any fantasy they could come up with.”


  “But you just said not to force her.”


  “Of course you don’t force her. You’re a smart man. I’m sure you can tell the difference between your wife halfheartedly pushing you away and her putting down her damn foot and telling you to knock it the fuck off. If you can’t tell that difference after twenty-five years of marriage, then dude, you need more advice than I’m qualified to give you.”


  Tony pushed away from the car and started to walk to the building, but he turned. “You have to start somewhere. Starting with something that turns your crank is the best way to figure out this journey. You’d be surprised how fast some people take to and grow into this lifestyle when they come to it scared out of their wits. I know people just like you who swore they’d never do fill-in-the-blank. And now, not only are they doing whatever that was, they’ve blown the doors off other hard limits they thought they had. Then there are some people who just play around a little, and that’s okay, too. Anything between the two extremes is fine, but you’ll never know what that comfort level will be for the two of you until you start somewhere. So start there. Neither one of you are getting any younger, you know.”


  Tony left him standing there by the car and headed to the building, his words ringing in Michael’s ears.


  No, we’re not getting any younger.


  He finally followed his boss into the data center.


  


  * * * *


  


  That afternoon, an unscheduled software patch by one of the departments caused a database failure that had Michael, Tony, and half their staff scrambling to correct. By the time he drove off the campus a little before seven that night, all thoughts of anything but his job had been driven right out of his head.


  Until he was sitting at a light on US 41 and his pre-work conversation with Tony slammed back into his brain.


  His fingers tightly gripped the steering wheel as his cock painfully hardened in his jeans.


  Yes, that scene he’d read about had stayed with him in his memory. He didn’t know if he’d ever be able to get into spanking or any of that other stuff, but maybe he could step up in the bedroom and take the lead there.


  We really have been in a rut.


  The thought saddened him. When they’d been newlyweds, they’d done the funky monkey in nearly every position, in every room of their home, in nearly every position possible.


  He even remembered one time in college, a hot session in a laundry room where he’d fingered her, the risk of someone walking in and catching them making him so hard he’d barely been able to wait to get her back to her apartment and have her suck him off.


  Over the years, as time and energy became premium commodities, they’d settled into a fairly routine pattern. He’d get her off one way or another, and then, usually, he’d have intercourse with her to get his rocks off. Sometimes, she’d give him a blow job, or a hand job.


  Jeez, I’m a moron.


  No wonder those books had resonated so strongly with his wife. It wasn’t like he was doing anything to light her fire in the bedroom lately. On the rare occasion they’d gone out of town for the weekend, or Mikey had been away for the weekend at a friend’s house or on a trip, sometimes they’d gotten a little frisky in front of a movie on the couch.


  But still not exactly porn film permutations.


  Usually, they were so exhausted from their week they would cuddle and fall asleep in front of the TV.


  If he had to give their sex life a rating, he was sad to say it came closer to the G end of the scale than the XXX end.


  Still, he waffled back and forth all the way home. When Jenny got home from work, sometimes the last thing she even wanted to do was talk, much less have sex. She was usually stressed out by dealing with patients and insurance companies all day. Not to mention if she’d had to turn right around and head out to one of Mikey’s events, it had doubled or tripled her stress levels.


  She doesn’t have to do that anymore, at least.


  Her car was parked in the driveway when he pulled in thirty-six minutes after leaving work. Tonight would be fend-for-themselves scrounging of leftovers. She wouldn’t be cooking dinner.


  He sat in his car for a moment and stared at the front of the house, a war waging within him.


  What’s the worst that can happen?


  I could piss her right the fuck off and not get any sex for the immediate future.


  She could get mad at me.


  She might hate me.


  But as he sat and thought, he tried to turn that around.


  What’s the best that could happen?


  Well, the best that could happen was he might get himself laid, and might make his wife happy.


  Wasn’t that worth the risk?


  He grabbed his laptop case, locked the car, and headed inside. At first, he didn’t see her. The TV in the living room was on, but she wasn’t in there. He set his laptop case down on the couch and walked through to the kitchen. When he heard the sound of the dryer door closing, he realized she was out in the utility room.


  Before he could lose his nerve, he walked across the kitchen and opened the door to the utility room. Jenny let out a cry, then started laughing as she punched the button to start the dryer.


  “You startled me. I didn’t hear you drive up.”


  Without a word and with his hands shaking, he stepped into the room, grabbed her by the ponytail with one hand, slipped his other arm around her waist, and started kissing her. At first she tried to pull away, but then he remembered Tony’s advice and kept on kissing her, stepping forward until he had her backed against the washer.


  After a moment, he felt her arms drape around him as she let out a soft sigh and started kissing him back.


  I’ll be damned. He was right.


  Emboldened, and now with his cock hard and throbbing in his jeans, he pushed one thigh between her legs, rubbing it against the crotch of her shorts.


  A soft moan escaped her. She started humping her hips against him.


  Hoping he wasn’t about to irretrievably fuck up his marriage, he tightened his grip on her ponytail, let go of her with his other hand, and stepped back enough she had room.


  He pointed at the floor in front of him.


  


  * * * *


  


  At first, it’d startled her when Michael opened the utility room door. She knew he was due home any time, but she usually heard his car drive up.


  She damn sure wasn’t expecting it when he didn’t say anything as he grabbed her by the hair, pulled her against him, and started kissing her.


  For a brief second, she thought about pushing him away, but then again there was something different about him tonight.


  Something she wanted to see play out.


  And then it was like a stranger was kissing her, backing her up until she felt the cool enameled surface of the washer pressing into her ass as he gave her a kiss that she thought might just make her come right there.


  Going with it, she draped her arms around him, her heart speeding from a canter to a full-on gallop when he shoved his thigh between hers.


  Oookaaay then, mister. Game fucking on.


  She hoped he wasn’t just teasing her, because if he was, she was going to fucking kill him.


  There was no denying the way his cock hardened in his jeans as she rubbed herself against him. She was really getting into the kiss, too, when he backed up and pointed at the floor in front of him.


  Confusion tried to break through the seductive haze clouding her mind when he snapped his fingers.


  He still had hold of her hair, too, and was gently tugging her down.


  She sank to her knees in front of him, her pussy throbbing.


  Okay, he wants to play? I’ll show him how the game should be played.


  She started ripping his belt open, fighting with and finally winning over the button and zipper on his jeans, and getting them opened enough to fish his hard cock out from his briefs.


  And still he had hold of her hair. Only then he put his other hand on her head, too, and guided her face right to his cock.


  She reached up and grabbed it, looking up and locking eyes with him as she opened her lips and took just the tip of it between her lips.


  There was something deep, smoldering in his gaze, something she didn’t recognize. Something completely unfamiliar.


  Something she wanted to see more of.


  Without breaking eye contact with him, she slowly slid his hard cock deeper into her mouth, her tongue working at the head, swirling around the shaft as she did.


  Holy fuck, my panties are going to be soaked.


  Forget that, if she didn’t soak all the way through her panties and leave a wet spot on her shorts, it’d be a miracle.


  His hips slowly thrust in time with her movements, taking charge, his hands controlling her.


  Then he let out a soft moan of his own. “Such a good girl,” he whispered.


  Something inside her broke free and set sail in a crazy, freewheeling way unlike anything she’d ever felt before. She let out a moan of her own, and suddenly she wanted to get him off more than anything in the whole world. She lived for it. She’d come close to dying for it, just to be able to do it.


  When she tried to pick up the pace, he held on, keeping her at his speed, making her whine even more as she desperately wanted to make him come, make him keep using that tone on her, saying that to her, just like the books—


  No, wait. Better than the books.


  Way better. Because it was her husband, saying it in his voice, and not some erotic-novel Dom.


  “Are you my good girl?” he whispered.


  She mumbled a mmm hmm around his cock and nearly burst into tears. But she knew if she did, that would screw everything up because he’d think she was upset.


  Instead, she closed her eyes and licked, sucked, breathed, wrapped her hands around the backs of his thighs and dug her fingers in, wishing he could read her mind right at that moment and know how happy she felt.


  How complete.


  How needed.


  How wanted.


  Before this moment, blow jobs had been just one a la carte dish on their sexual buffet.


  Now, she knew giving him blow jobs would always, always be her most favorite thing, ever.


  Ever.


  Because nothing could compare to this moment in time, this utter perfection, even with the dryer chugging along beside them and the scent of fabric softener filling the small utility room.


  She thought he might be close to coming because of the way his cock hardened, growing hotter, his body tensing. She wanted it, hell, she needed it.


  “Do you like sucking my cock, baby?”


  Oh, holy cow! She thought she might come in her shorts if he kept talking to he like that!


  “Mmm hmm!”


  His grip tightened on her head, fingers now digging into her scalp as he totally took over and started fucking her mouth. She stayed with him, holding on to his thighs and hoping he didn’t make her stop because now she didn’t want to stop until she sucked his balls dry.


  “Get ready,” he whispered. “Be a good girl.” Her plaintive whine mixed with his groan as he exploded in her mouth and she swallowed every drop of his cum, licking, sucking, even after he’d stopped coming, wanting to coax every last drop out of him and then some.


  But strangely, he didn’t go completely soft like he usually did after she got him off. And he didn’t make her let go, either.


  His voice sounded strained. “Such a good girl,” he softly said.


  Oh, please, don’t stop!


  But she didn’t say it. She stayed right there, on her knees, licking and sucking and praying this night was just getting started.


  Even if it wasn’t, even if he didn’t get her off, even if he told her she wasn’t allowed to get off, she’d go to sleep happy.


  She was his good girl.


  It was even better than in any of the books she’d read. So many things clicked home for her in amazing ways in those few moments that she prayed this wasn’t a one-off thing meant simply to appease her.


  She hoped this was a first step, one of many, for him.


  


  * * * *


  


  For the first time in years, Mike realized after he’d emptied his balls into Jenny’s sweet mouth, he hadn’t gone completely soft at the end of the act.


  The way she was eagerly going over every inch of him with that talented tongue of hers.


  The way she’d moaned when he’d called her his good girl.


  Sonofabitch, Tony was right.


  He didn’t know what the protocol was for thanking his boss for sound BDSM advice, but he guessed he’d better figure that out. At the very least, he owed the man lunch or something.


  After a couple more minutes, he realized he was getting hard again. Rather than giving her time to think, he pulled her off his cock and back up to her feet. She wore a glazed look on her face he usually only associated with him making her come more than once in one night, and one he hadn’t seen on her face in…


  Well, sadly, in too damn long.


  He turned her around and pushed her down over the washing machine. Reaching around her, he found the button on her shorts and shoved them and her panties all the way down her legs. She stepped out of them and he nudged her feet wider apart with his.


  Reaching around her, he easily slid two fingers into her soaked pussy.


  Grabbing her ponytail again with his other hand, he tugged just enough that her head tilted back. “You liked that, didn’t you?”


  “Uh-huh!”


  He tugged just a little harder, pushing the envelope of his comfort level, but she didn’t complain. “What was that?”


  “Yes, Sir!”


  His cock throbbed, surging. Pulling his fingers from her pussy, he grabbed his cock and lined it up with her soaked opening, slowly sliding home until he was completely seated inside her.


  Fuck!


  She was hot and wet and ready. He reached around the front of her again and found her clit.


  “Did my good girl like getting on her knees and sucking my cock?”


  “Yes, Sir!”


  His cock twitched inside her. Hell, at this rate, he’d be coming again without even fucking her.


  He played with her clit, her juices on his fingers slick and allowing him to get her worked up. “I want you to come for me like this before I fuck you, baby. Be a good girl and come for m—”


  She let out a cry, her pussy spasming around his cock. It startled him so much he almost stopped, but fortunately he realized what was going on and kept working her clit, playing with her as she cried out and tried to rock her hips against his cock.


  Holy fuck!


  She’d never come that fast before, ever. And he knew she wasn’t faking it. That was something they’d talked about years before, that she would never fake an orgasm with him just to stroke his ego. That if she didn’t come, he didn’t want her faking it.


  And he’d made her come before with a vibrator against her clit while his cock was in her, and it had felt just like that.


  Only not as strong. This felt like she was squeezing his cock.


  Finally, he started thrusting, his hand moving to her hip as he kept his other fisting her ponytail. “Such a good girl,” he said, fucking her hard and fast and feeling his balls already drawing up tight against his body.


  It didn’t take him long. He let out another long, deep groan as he emptied himself into her, finally falling still and letting go of her hair.


  Oh, shit.


  He didn’t dare move, barely dared to breathe as he realized she was crying.


  He quickly pulled out and gently grabbed her, turning her around and engulfing her in his arms.


  “Baby, I’m sor—”


  “That,” she sobbed through her tears. “That. That. Please, that.”


  Confusion filled him. He sank to the floor with her in his arms, trying to figure out what she was saying through her tears. “Sweetie, what—”


  “That!” she practically screamed. “That’s what I want. That’s what I need. Please, that. More of that.”


  Even more confused, he sat on the utility room floor and rocked her in his arms, her head tucked against his chest as she cried.


  After a couple of minutes, as she seemed to calm down a little, he dared ask, “Are we okay?”


  She looked up, grabbed him by the back of the neck, and kissed him with a ferocity he barely recognized.


  “Yeah,” she finally said when she ended their kiss, looking up into his eyes. “We’re okay, as long as you keep doing that and don’t you dare stop. That was perfect. You can’t give me a taste of it and then never do it again.”


  Chapter Sixteen


  


  Once Mike realized Jenny not only didn’t hate him, but wanted more of the same kind of dynamic, he relaxed and felt a little less nervous about their Saturday evening plans.


  They spent time during the week talking, snuggled together on the couch while she read snatches of books to him from her Kindle, specific things within larger scenes that had resonated with her.


  Now he understood a little better what she wanted. He’d been trying to absorb the whole elephant in one swallow instead of taking small bites of it at a time.


  And, for now, what she wanted, mostly, he could take care of for her in their bedroom. He experimented one evening with holding her wrists pinned over her head while he slowly fucked her into not one, but two orgasms, something he usually couldn’t accomplish unless it was with oral or a vibrator or hand assist.


  He also had to admit that did more than stroke his ego a little.


  It was like being newlyweds again in some ways. She was willing to relax a little and not expect him to set up protocols as long as he was willing to step up in the bedroom a little and take more control there.


  And they agreed that if she ever didn’t like what he was trying, she’d use the easy to remember green-yellow-red system to let him know, instead of him running their relationship off a cliff by pushing things too far.


  When they arrived at Sigalo’s, Tony and Shayla were waiting for them in the restaurant’s foyer. Again, this was someplace they’d eaten before and never suspected kinky people also met there.


  Their dinner group that night seemed to be a lovely bunch of people. In addition to Tilly, Cris, and Landry, and Loren and Ross, they met some more of Tony and Shayla’s friends.


  They all looked like people he might meet any day in any normal situation. Professionals, working folks…normal.


  Average.


  No different than himself and Jenny or any of their other friends.


  Mike was silently glad Rusty and Eliza weren’t there. Not that he didn’t enjoy their company, but he’d made no mention of tonight’s plans to them. He needed to get through this without the additional stress of feeling self-conscious over one of his oldest friends being there. He suspected it would be less stressful on Jenny, too.


  It was easier to deal with amongst people he hardly knew. And the fact that Tony had made him and his wife so vulnerable to them with their demonstration the week before had helped him relax a little.


  Mike didn’t think he could have done that, but as everyone repeatedly warned him, he knew his horizons might rapidly broaden, expand, and blast through any preconceived notions he had before he even realized it was happening.


  After a delicious dinner, they followed Tony and Shayla and the others over to the club. It was a two-story unit in an industrial commercial plaza on the east side of I-75. He’d seen and never noticed the club’s sign, which only read Venture, countless times.


  He’d never known what it was. Never dreamed it was a BDSM club.


  Jenny’s hand tightly gripped his as they followed Tony and Shayla through the front door and into a lobby area. Items along the walls for sale, such as paddles and riding crops and floggers, took Mike’s mind back to that bad place he consciously tried to never wander, the memories of his childhood.


  Until Jenny squeezed his hand.


  He looked down into her beaming smile, his reservations melting away.


  Tony shepherded them through the sign-in process, vouching for them so they could gain entry. If they wanted to come back they’d have to join the club, but since Tony would give them an orientation tonight, they wouldn’t need to go through the club’s newbie class first.


  Then it was time. He realized Tony had a small, black rolling suitcase with him and towed it behind him as he motioned for Shayla, who carried a small tote bag, to head for the door that obviously led inside the club proper.


  “Ready?” he asked them.


  Mike took a deep breath and nodded even though he didn’t feel ready at all.


  


  * * * *


  


  Jenny’s excitement hummed through her like an electric current. Here she was, in a real-life dungeon club! Shayla had warned her ahead of time that it wasn’t like most of the books had portrayed. It wasn’t populated with billionaire Alpha-male Doms who would grab her and try to play with her if she didn’t have a collar around her neck.


  It was populated with people just like them who enjoyed a little bit of kinky fun on occasion.


  When they stepped through the doorway into the large and dimly lit space, her gaze jumped everywhere at once, unable to focus on any one thing. One side of the space held tables and chairs, and what looked like buffet tables along the wall. The other side of the space held equipment like what they’d seen in Tony and Shayla’s private dungeon, only more of it and different varieties.


  There were several couches scattered around the space, places to relax and socialize. An upstairs area looked like it held more play equipment.


  The music volume was up, a fast-tempo, heavy metal song she didn’t recognize. The overhead lights were off, replaced by colored lights scattered around the space.


  “Let me put our stuff somewhere,” Tony said, “and I’ll give you the tour. Pet, go change.”


  “Yes, Sir.” Shayla headed off toward what Jenny assumed was the bathroom on the far wall.


  “We’ll start upstairs,” Tony said as he led them in that direction.


  The play area there was meant to be used by people doing things such as wax play, knife play, things that they didn’t want people accidentally getting in the middle of. It also included an observation area where people could look down on the players on the ground level.


  “The rules here can be summed up very simply,” Tony said. “Common courtesy, and don’t touch people or things that aren’t yours. That’s it.”


  “That sounds too easy,” Mike said.


  Jenny had to admit, from everything she’d read, that sounded too easy to her, too.


  “Let me clarify. There are plenty of rules, and you read through the list when you signed your liability waiver.” He pointed to one copy pinned to the wall. “When in doubt, ask a DM. No alcohol or drugs. No sexual penetration allowed, orally or genitals. Toys or fingers are okay. You stay out of the way of a scene and don’t interrupt. The dungeon’s safeword is red.”


  Tony turned back to them. “If someone says that and the Top doesn’t immediately stop, believe me, there will be a whole shitload of people heading over to find out why.”


  Tony returned to the list. “Don’t talk loudly to or around people involved in a scene. If you make a mess, clean it up. If you’re going to do edge play, it must be run past a DM first.”


  “DM?” Mike asked.


  “Dungeon monitor, or dungeon master, as some like to say,” Tony clarified.


  Mike laughed. “Sorry. I’m used to my dungeon masters rolling dice and fighting monsters.”


  Tony smiled. “I still have my dice somewhere. I haven’t played in years.”


  Jenny groaned. If they got to talking about DnD, she’d scream. “Hey, can we focus?”


  Tony laughed. “Sorry. Geeks are shiny-dice distracted sometimes.” He went back to the list of rules. “Absolutely no photography or videotaping allowed. No nudity past the door leading to the lobby, and you must be wearing street-legal clothes before leaving the lobby. Wipe down equipment after using it. Unless you’ve arranged it in advance, scenes are to last no longer than forty-five minutes, from start to final cleanup, if there is a waiting line for equipment. Any suspension must have at least one spotter besides the rigger, and riggers must have either paramedic scissors on them, or a knife to cut the rope, or bolt cutters if using chain suspension. Never leave a restrained bottom unattended. And DMs have the right to interrupt or end a scene if they feel it’s too dangerous or there’s a problem.”


  Those all seemed like perfectly reasonable rules to Jenny. From the way Mike nodded, he seemed to be in agreement with her.


  “So you see,” Tony summed up, “it basically is Emily Post kind of stuff other than the safety issues. Well, with a kinky spin, I suppose. If you’re ever here and we’re not and you have questions, you can always go to one of the staff and ask them.” He led them back downstairs and started explaining some of the equipment to them.


  Some of the people they’d had dinner with were preparing to scene at various stations. That was when Shayla rejoined them, wearing a gorgeous purple corset and short black skirt. She also wore a black leather collar locked around her neck, and leather cuffs on her wrists and ankles.


  “There’s my beautiful pet,” Tony said. After tightening her corset for her, he draped an arm around her shoulders. “Do you two have any questions so far?”


  Mike shook his head.


  Jenny did. “What happens if someone tries to touch you without your permission?”


  Shayla grinned. “You mean after I knee them in the groin?”


  “Or after I ‘accidentally’ backhand them with a cane?” Tony added. “Seriously, that usually never happens. Not here. Only a couple of times I can think of. One of those times, we evicted the guy and revoked his membership. Usually that kind of shit happens at a bar holding a fetish night. You mix drunks and BDSM in a public venue, and stupid shit can happen. Bouncers will take care of them. Same in a club like this. Someone acts up, DMs will kick them out without a second thought. Sometimes I volunteer DM, and believe me, we don’t let things get out of hand.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Mike tried to absorb everything he was seeing and learning. He kept reminding himself he was doing this for Jenny.


  All he wanted to do was go home. He felt overwhelmed.


  They stood a safe distance away from a large metal frame that looked like something you’d hoist a car engine with. A man was preparing to tie up a young woman who wore only her panties.


  “He’s a great rigger to watch,” Shayla said. “Beautiful work.”


  As they and others watched, the man created intricate chest and hip harnesses. Then, with the help of someone else, he hoisted the woman off the floor with more rope, tying her legs open so her left foot was touching her right knee, leaving her crotch exposed.


  As she hung there, the spotter looking on, the man picked up a battery operated vibrator and started using it on her over her panties. Before long, she was crying out in pleasure as she came.


  Jenny held on to Mike’s arm, clinging to him much the way she had while watching Tony and Shayla’s scene.


  Other than the bondage aspect of it, Mike saw nothing even remotely sadistic about what the rigger had done to his partner.


  Behind them, a loud smack startled him. He turned and spotted Tilly and Landry working Cris over on a bench. The man was blindfolded and bound, naked, to the bench. Tilly held a large wooden paddle in her hand, and Landry held what looked like a rattan cane.


  “Ah, there’s the lovebirds,” Tony said with a teasing tone.


  Mike tried not to think about what Rusty had confided in him as he watched the husband and wife beat their partner. The man’s ass and thighs grew red from the increasingly hard strokes until, finally, they finished their scene.


  As they unbound him, Landry helped the man sit up and hugged him against his chest much the way Tony had with Shayla at their home.


  The two were obviously talking, but between the music and at that distance, it was impossible to hear what was being said.


  Then Landry wrapped a blanket around the other man while Tilly wiped down the bench and packed their equipment.


  Tony leaned in close to Mike. “Keep in mind,” he said, “those three are really heavy players. Not just the deep end of the pool, but more like the ocean’s depths. Don’t let what you see them do scare you or make you think you have to emulate them, because you don’t. This is your life, and you pick your speed.”


  Mike numbly nodded.


  Unfortunately, watching their impact scene had left him with a sour taste in his mouth that wouldn’t go away.


  By the time they finally headed home a little before midnight, they’d seen at least ten different scenes, ranging from rope bondage—which they were told was called shibari—to a hard-core impact scene that made Landry and Tilly’s scene with Cris look tame.


  Tony had also played show-and-tell with his implement bag, explaining the various things and letting them handle them. Mike admitted the soft suede floggers were closer to his speed, especially when Tony demonstrated how they felt thuddy and delivered no pain. Like a massage, actually.


  They even let Mike try them on Jenny, who wore a huge beaming smile.


  All the way home, she chattered nonstop about everything they’d seen, what she’d liked, what she’d like to try. While Mike felt relieved none of her desires included the heavier stuff they’d witnessed, he still felt nervous.


  Even after she’d jumped him after they walked through the door and practically tackled him onto their bed.


  He couldn’t get the sound of one woman’s gut-wrenching sobs out of his mind. Even though Shayla had explained to him that that particular couple used BDSM for the woman to have cathartic, emotional releases she couldn’t otherwise have, it reminded him far too much of his mom.


  And he knew for damn sure he never wanted to make those particular sounds come out of his wife’s mouth.


  Chapter Seventeen


  


  Jenny felt like she was on cloud nine Sunday morning. She rolled over on top of Mike and kissed him. “Good morning, Sir.”


  He peeled an eye open. “Sir?”


  “Can I call you that?”


  She could tell he wasn’t awake yet. He just nodded and closed his eyes again.


  She sat up and pulled the sheet down, finding his cock and sucking it into her mouth.


  It took a couple of minutes, but then it started inflating and his hips started rocking in time with her motions. When his hands settled on her head, tangling in her hair, she felt her pussy get wet all over again, her clit throbbing.


  All night long she dreamed of them having a full-on D/s relationship. She’d awoken horny and ready to play.


  And with no kid in the house, they could play all day, if they wanted.


  He finally grabbed hold of her hair more firmly, started taking control, fucking her mouth instead of just receiving a blow job. “You’re my good girl, aren’t you?”


  She moaned around his cock, wanting more, wanting that. Maybe it was a stupid little thing, but something about it just melted her.


  After a few minutes he came, filling her mouth with his cum but not withdrawing, even after he went soft.


  She waited, patient, willing to lie there all day long, if that was what he wanted.


  “I’m sensing you want to play around today,” he finally said.


  “Mmm hmm!”


  He patted the top of her head. “Okay. Go make our coffee. Naked.”


  She scrambled off the bed, nearly getting tangled in the sheets in her rush to the bedroom door.


  


  * * * *


  


  Torn, Mike watched as Jenny ran from the room. That was the fastest he’d seen her move, other than if working out, in…ever.


  He didn’t want to do this all the time. Hell, they couldn’t do this all the time. Not with their jobs.


  Maybe if he could do this for her a couple of Sundays a month, drop little things in here and there on other nights when they both weren’t too tired after work, maybe he could do that.


  He couldn’t do what they’d seen at the club the night before. Not the impact play.


  Yes, a light swat on the ass, sure.


  Heavy pain?


  Nope.


  Now that he was awake he headed into the bathroom to empty his bladder and clean up a little. A few minutes later, Jenny came in with his coffee. After she set it down on the counter for him, he grabbed her by the hair and pulled her in for a long kiss that left her whimpering.


  He tilted her head so he could press his lips against her ear. “Thank you,” he whispered before nipping her earlobe.


  There was that adorable whimper again.


  He slid one hand between her legs and slipped two fingers in. Yes, they’d fallen asleep right after making love last night. But she was really wet, even her thighs were damp from her juices.


  He slowly finger-fucked her, using his other hand in her hair to keep her head tipped back. “Did sucking my cock make you horny, sweetheart?”


  “Yes, Sir.”


  He withdrew his hand from her pussy and touched his fingers to her lips. “Open.”


  She did, and he made her suck his fingers clean. Then he leaned in and kissed her. He wasn’t squeamish about tasting himself there, too. Hell, she swallowed. He went down on her. Add in swapping spit, and it wasn’t like they hadn’t already exchanged gallons of DNA over the years.


  “Use the bathroom and freshen up, sweetheart, and meet me in the bedroom.”


  “Yes, sir.”


  He let go of her hair. When she turned to walk over to the toilet, he lightly slapped her on her ass.


  She cast him a heart-melting grin over her shoulder.


  That got his cock stirring again.


  Okay, so maybe I can do this.


  Especially if it meant getting that look from her.


  


  * * * *


  


  Jenny didn’t know what her husband had in mind, but she hoped it involved more play. She wouldn’t complain that he hadn’t gotten her off yet, because for starters, what he’d done was hotter than holy fuck, and secondly, she wanted to see this through. To see where he’d take it.


  She knew that look of his all too well. He had something playful on his mind.


  Hopefully something playfully evil in the good way.


  By the time she’d finished cleaning up and emerged from the bathroom, she nearly burst into happy tears when she saw he’d taken four of her scarves and tied them to the four corners of their bed. He grabbed her and kissed her, his cock stirring against her hip. “Go get in bed and spread ’em wide, baby.”


  Eagerly, she did, not even caring what he wanted to do past this point.


  This, his voice, everything. This.


  This.


  Exactly what she’d wanted from him.


  He quickly tied her up. She knew she could wiggle free if she wanted to, but she didn’t want to. What was the fun in that? What was the point in that?


  He used one more scarf to blindfold her. Then he disappeared for a moment. She heard music come on, then felt the end of the bed dip as he knelt between her legs.


  “Okay, sweetheart. You know the rules. I don’t stop unless you safeword, right?”


  She nodded.


  She jumped when he lightly pinched her right nipple. “What was that?”


  “Yes, Sir.”


  “Good girl.”


  She felt his breath, warm against her clit. Then his tongue flicked at her swollen nub, making her moan.


  That was the last conscious thought she had for…a while. He kept her coming and coming, through multiple orgasms, until they started blending in one after another. He also periodically reached up and tugged and pinched her nipples, adding a sweet bite to the pleasure.


  If I died right now, it’d be perfect. I’d die happy.


  Not that she wanted to die, but still.


  


  * * * *


  


  Okay, this I can live with.


  Mike had planned on keeping her tied up for about an hour, going down on her, making her come.


  He wasn’t sure his now-rigid cock could wait that long, but he’d try. The sounds of her cries as he ate her out, combined with the feel of his cock rubbing against the bed, had him close to exploding again.


  Who needs Viagra?


  Finally, he couldn’t handle it any longer. He rose up onto his arms and slid his cock home inside her, deep and hard. He loved the gasp that escaped her, knowing from the way her pussy walls fluttered around his cock that she’d just had one more little orgasm from that.


  He fucked her, hard and fast. “I’m going to come, and then I’m going to go down on you some more. I’m not done making you come yet, baby. I’m going to lick that sweet clit of yours until you’re begging me for mercy.” He leaned in and sucked on her left nipple, then her right, nipping with just a little bit of teeth to make her cry out in pleasure.


  Yeah, if this was a flavor of BDSM she could live with, he could live with it, too.


  Easily.


  He reached down and smacked the outside of her thigh. “Who’s my good girl?”


  “Me, Sir!”


  He smacked her other thigh. “Who loves to get her brains fucked out?”


  “Me, Sir!”


  “Who—”


  He heard the front door slam. “Mom? Dad?” Mikey called out.


  “Shit!” His cock wilted as he pulled out and bolted for their bedroom door, slamming it shut before their son could walk down the hall and see them.


  He snapped the lock before calling out, “Hey, we’ll be out in a minute. What are you doing home?” He grabbed a pair of running shorts off the top of the pile in the hamper and pulled them on.


  Now Jenny had her head up and was rubbing the scarf against her arm and pulling it down around her neck.


  “My roommate’s friend, Jim, wanted to come down and visit some friends. I caught a ride with him so I could grab a couple of things.” It sounded like was right outside their door. “What are you guys doing?”


  “Nothing. Just a minute.”


  He raced over the bed and fumbled at the knots he’d made in the scarves. He finally got her free and she jumped out of bed. “Hey, honey!” she called. “We’ll be right out.” They furiously untied the scarves from the bed and she tossed them into the hamper while he grabbed a T-shirt and shorts for her.


  He started to unlock the door when he realized she still had the scarf around her neck. He grabbed that and then opened the door.


  Mikey stood there, a confused look on his face.


  “Hey, can I have a soda?” someone called from the kitchen.


  “Sure,” Mikey called back.


  “Uh, who is that?” Mike asked.


  “I told you, I caught a ride with Jim.”


  “We didn’t know you were coming home today, honey,” Jenny said.


  “Sorry. I forgot to charge my cell phone last night and I didn’t realize it was dead until we were on the way. That’s one of the things I wanted to grab, my charger pack.” His brow furrowed. “Were you guys having sex?”


  Jenny pushed past Mike and turned Mikey down the hall and gave him a gentle shove. “You go find your charger thingy and we’ll go meet your friend. Have you eaten yet? I can make you brunch.”


  “Thanks, Mom. That’d be great.”


  She sent Mike an apologetic glance as she hurried out toward the kitchen.


  Mike closed his eyes and rested his forehead against the doorway.


  Fuck.


  What if they’d come in and heard the things he was saying to her? Hell, heard how he had slapped her on the legs? How the hell would he explain to his son that he was hitting his mother, and that it was okay?


  He couldn’t. And as a wave of sick guilt washed over him, he realized he was an idiot for ever thinking this could be okay. Ever.


  He bolted for the master bathroom, locking the door behind him and just making the toilet before he puked up his morning coffee.


  


  * * * *


  


  Shit shit shit!


  Hell, it figured their child could still manage to screw up their sex life, even when he didn’t live there full-time. Even as a child, when they’d think he was deep asleep, they could lock their bedroom door, have a first kiss, and then Mikey would bang on their door, wanting a drink or a story or to come get in bed with them because a zombie monster tried to eat his brain.


  Like goddamned radar.


  Jenny loved her son, but at that exact moment she wanted to wring his damn neck.


  She felt horrible for Mike, who emerged from their bedroom a few minutes later looking a little pale.


  “Are you all right, honey?”


  He nodded. “I’m going to grab a shower and chill out on the couch. I think I…overdid it in the yard this morning.”


  She tried to catch his eye and he wouldn’t look at her. From the way he was squinting, she suspected one of his migraine headaches was coming on.


  And dammit, she knew it was because of the unplanned interruption. He’d always been really sensitive about that, rarely ever able to get into the swing of things again once they got Mikey back to sleep. And sudden bolts of stress could sometimes trigger a migraine in him.


  Dammit.


  Mikey and his friend ended up staying until dinner. Mike napped on the couch most of that time, but joined them at the table and ate before heading to bed.


  “Is Dad okay?” Mikey asked her as he helped her clean up.


  He was until you showed up. He was fucking great. Literally.


  But she didn’t say that. “He’s been working really hard lately. I think he needs new glasses. I’ve been trying to convince him to see the eye doctor, but you know how stubborn he is.”


  “Oh. Okay.”


  She took the plunge. “Um, hey, not that I’m not happy to see you, but next time, please call before you come home. Okay?”


  He frowned. “You guys were having sex, weren’t you?”


  She felt her face redden but with Mikey’s friend sitting right there, she didn’t want to get into it. “Not any of your business, frankly, sweetheart. But you’re an adult and want us to treat you like one, so you need to be courteous and do the same in return.”


  Now it was his turn to redden.


  Good.


  “Yeah, sorry, Mom.”


  “Thank you. I appreciate it.”


  After she finally got them back on the road, she locked the front door behind them and went in search of Mike. It was only seven, but he was sound asleep.


  So much for our fun day.


  Dejected, she went to go start a load of laundry.


  Chapter Eighteen


  


  Monday morning, Mike’s head still hurt when he left for work. He knew he’d have a helluva tension headache, if not a full-on migraine, by the end of the day. On the drive in to work, he’d realized at a stoplight that he’d had his jaw tightly clenched, painfully so.


  How could I have been so stupid?


  Sure, without Mikey around, they’d gotten a little wild, a little crazy.


  That was no excuse. He wasn’t some frat boy screwing around. He was a man with a quarter century of marriage under his belt to a woman he loved.


  A woman who deserved far more than being used or treated like a servant.


  Or a slut.


  He’d spent his whole life swearing he’d never be like his biological father, and there he was, even worse.


  I can’t do this.


  He knew Jenny had a romanticized view of BDSM based on what she’d read in those books. Yes, and what they had now seen in real life. But those people weren’t them.


  Okay, yes, he recognized he needed to step up and be more creative in bed, show her he still loved her, that he still found her desirable. He’d own that. Every bit of it. He’d been so busy, between work and the rest of their everyday stresses, that their love life had been neglected.


  But this…what she wanted to do…wanted him to do…


  I can’t.


  Worse, that some of what they’d done had actually excited him?


  What kind of fucking monster do I have the capability of becoming?


  It wasn’t worth the risk.


  He wasn’t looking forward to having that conversation with her, not when she’d gotten herself so worked up over this, but again, he’d own that. If he’d done a better job in the romance department, she never would have thought things were lacking in the first place.


  But he wasn’t willing to do anything to throw away twenty-five years of marriage with the woman he loved just because something got him hard. He also wasn’t willing to set a bad example for his son.


  She’ll see. This will be for the best. We can move on from here.


  He knew he’d have to have this talk with her sooner rather than later. Meaning that night.


  Meaning he’d probably end up torpedoing whatever plans she’d thought they’d have once he got home.


  By the time lunch rolled around, the tension headache was threatening to turn into a full-blown migraine. Even Tony noticed.


  “You feeling okay?”


  “Working on a migraine.”


  “You want to go home?”


  “Not really. I’ll tough it out.”


  Jenny had texted him a couple of times during the day, trying to be flirty and sexy, and he’d told her about his headache, hoping he didn’t hurt her feelings too much.


  But then the sexy texts had stopped.


  He felt badly about that, too. Like maybe he’d hurt her feelings.


  I can’t fucking win.


  But he’d created this mess by going along with it. He’d have to deal with the fallout like a man.


  Finally, a few minutes before five, Tony put his foot down. “Dude, you look like hell. You sure you can even drive?”


  He carefully nodded. “I’ll be okay. I’ve had worse.” He suspected the headache wouldn’t go away until he could get the talk with Jenny over with.


  “If you need to call off tomorrow, do it. Work from home. I don’t want you getting in a wreck.”


  “I appreciate that.”


  Hell, he couldn’t even tell Tony what happened. Because he knew if he tried, he’d be puking his guts up in the parking lot.


  And Tony wasn’t a parent. He didn’t know what it was like to have kids. He wouldn’t understand.


  It took Mike nearly twenty minutes longer than usual to get home. He drove slowly, hoping he hadn’t overestimated his abilities.


  Jenny was already home. He’d hoped he’d make it there before she did, but no such luck.


  When he walked in and eased his laptop bag down onto the couch, she’d started to walk into the living room when she spotted him. “Mike?” Then she ran to his side. “Oh, honey, you look like hell. Come sit down. What can I get you?”


  He knew if he chickened out now, he’d never get it done. He grabbed her hand and made her sit on the couch with him. “We need to talk.”


  “What’s wrong?”


  He couldn’t even look her in the eye. He closed his, which made his throbbing head only feel marginally less painful. “We can’t do this…stuff. I thought I could, but I can’t.”


  “What are you talking about?”


  “BDSM. Yesterday, that was like a sign. What if I’d had you tied up in the living room?” Thank god he hadn’t, because that had been his first idea.


  She let out a snort of laughter. “Well, then I guess Mikey would have learned to call first.”


  He shook his head. “You know what I mean. What if he’d heard…seen. I just…”


  “Wait a minute. What are you saying?”


  He didn’t mean to yell it, but it came out that way. “I can’t fucking let my dick do stupid things, okay?”


  She drew back from him. “Michael Kennedy, what the hell is wrong with you?”


  “We just go back to the way things were, all right?” He didn’t have the energy to explain the subtleties to her right then. It was all he could do to not throw up all over her as his headache flared like a nuclear explosion inside his brain.


  She stood. “No, it’s not fucking all right! This is our time, Mike. This is for us. Even you said that. We’ve raised our son and now it’s time for us. What the hell is wrong with you? We had a great time the other night, and then yesterday morning.”


  “And then Mikey almost walked in on us. How am I supposed to explain that to him?”


  “He’s a damn adult now. He can read about BDSM. He’s probably masturbated to Internet porn that’s kinkier than what we’ve done!”


  Mike slowly shook his head. “I don’t care. I don’t want him to think what we’re doing is okay. That hitting a woman is okay.”


  She stared at him, jaw dropped. “Hello, I thought we’d moved past that already. You were not being abusive to me. I liked it. I wanted it. I still want it. I need it.”


  “Well, I need to feel okay with myself. We’ll have to find some other way to reconnect, because I can’t do this.” He got up and lurched toward the guest bath, the closest toilet, because his stomach wouldn’t wait any longer.


  She followed him in. “You’re just upset, Mike. You’re not thinking clearly, and you don’t feel good—”


  “I am not my goddamned father!” he screamed before leaning over the toilet bowl. “You need to accept that about me.”


  “What about my needs?”


  “You didn’t need me to smack you around all these years, so why start now?”


  “Unbelievable. I cannot believe you’re acting like this.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Jenny felt torn between being a shitty wife for fighting with Mike when he felt like crap, and pissed off that he was being so stubborn about this.


  He’d been all-in—literally—up until Mikey interrupted them yesterday. There wasn’t anything forced about how he’d acted.


  It’d felt like they were a new couple again.


  “I don’t want to give this up,” she said. “I want us to keep doing it.”


  His eyes dropped closed. “Then I guess we have a problem.”


  Lots of responses ran through her head, none of them kind, and most of them downright bitchy and mean. Rather than saying something she’d never be able to take back, she turned and ran, grabbing her keys, purse, and phone from where they sat on the bookshelf next to the front door. Slamming the door behind her, she stormed to her car, tears streaming down her face.


  She was already in the car and driving toward Shayla’s house when she realized she might better call first.


  She pulled over and dialed her friend.


  When Shayla answered, Jenny didn’t even explain. “I need to talk to you. Right now. Please? Can I come over?”


  “Sure, what’s wrong, honey? You sound horrible. Is everything okay?”


  “I…I can’t explain on the phone. Please?”


  “Come on over. Loren’s here, too. Is that okay?”


  “Even better. Thanks. I’ll be there in a few.” She hung up. Before she could put down her phone, Mike tried calling her.


  She sent it straight to voice mail, silenced her phone, and tossed it into the passenger seat.


  Fuck. Him.


  He couldn’t dangle her dream right in front of her and then snatch it from her grasp just because their son was a bonehead.


  That wasn’t fair.


  Mike had been perfect. Everything she’d wanted.


  And now he wanted to take it away from her without even talking about it first.


  I don’t want to give it up.


  And if she couldn’t get him to change his mind, she honestly didn’t know what she’d do.


  Chapter Nineteen


  


  When Jenny pulled into Shayla’s driveway, she saw Loren’s car parked there, too. Both women met her at the front door and wore nearly identical expressions of concern that made Jenny burst into tears again.


  “Okay, calm down, sweetie,” Shayla said as she escorted Jenny in and closed the door behind her. “What happened?”


  “Nothing’s happening!” Jenny said, finally calming down and recounting what happened with Mike. “And that’s the problem! He can’t just give me a little taste of this and then back out.”


  “Actually,” Loren said, “he can.”


  She stared at her friend, shocked. “What? I thought you’d be on my side on this one.”


  “It’s not that I’m on a side,” Loren said. “But I’ve seen this before. The guy gets freaked out when he’s really not a Dominant. A lot of pressure gets put on him—”


  “But I’m not putting any pressure on him!”


  The other two woman gave her those stares. Stares that said, Really?


  “I didn’t think I was putting pressure on him,” she finally admitted. “I thought he liked what we were doing.”


  “Some guys,” Shayla said, “are just naturally dominant. You don’t need to tell or instruct them. They were just hard-wired that way. Some guys, society and upbringing and whatever else has short-circuited that wiring, and you have to patiently help them rebuild it. But some guys, they just aren’t dominant. The internal wiring for it was never there. There’s nothing wrong with that, either, because it’s just who they are. And trying to force them to be dominant when they’re not is no more fair than some dominant guy trying to force a woman to be a submissive when she’s not.”


  Jenny hadn’t really thought about it that way.


  Well, she had, but she’d hoped it didn’t apply in their case.


  “I need this,” Jenny finally managed. “I really do. I didn’t think I did, but I do.”


  “And that,” Loren gently said, “is something you and Michael will have to work out together.”


  “But what if we can’t?” She didn’t want to cry again, but she felt pretty damn close to it. “What if he really can’t do this? What if he won’t back down and refuses to do it anymore?”


  She didn’t miss the knowing look Shayla and Loren shared.


  “Sometimes,” Shayla said, obviously choosing her words with care, “people grow apart. It wouldn’t be the first time.”


  “But I love him. We’ve been together twenty-five years. We have a son.”


  “You two have literally lived an entire lifetime together since you met,” Shayla said. “People change. Look how you’ve changed just in the past few weeks.”


  Jenny didn’t want to admit failure. She wouldn’t give up her marriage over something like this.


  She also didn’t want to give up that deep-seated craving inside her, the one that wanted to be kneeling in front of Michael with his hand in her hair and that voice in her ear.


  “Look,” Loren said, “this isn’t the end of anything. It’s just a bump in the road. It’s a warning that you are going to have to sit down and have a really deep discussion with your husband. If you need any of us there, whether for help or just for moral support, we’ll be there. But you guys sort of jumped into this without a lot of preparation. You had an idea of what you wanted, he had an absolutely clear idea of what he did not want. But the two of you never really sat down and drew the lines in the sand, did you?”


  Jenny slumped back on the couch and covered her face with her hands. “Crap. How did this get so messed up? I thought this would be fun. Spice things up. I never thought it’d get this far. That I’d go this far. That we would…”


  She rubbed at her eyes. “Did I just irretrievably screw up my marriage?”


  “Doubtful,” Shayla said. “But things will never be the same now. You can choose to do the unhealthy thing, ignore what happened, pretend it didn’t, and soldier on. Or you can face it head-on and see what you can make of the new status quo. He might surprise you.”


  “Yeah,” Loren agreed. “No offense, sweetie, but you seem to be operating on worst-case assumptions at this point.”


  Jenny finally dropped her hands, but she kept her eyes closed and her head tipped back on the sofa. “I love him,” she said. “He’s my best friend, my soul mate. I don’t want anyone but him. I just want him to be more…dominant. To be my Dominant.”


  “Something else that might be hard to hear,” Shayla said, “but if you really want to be his submissive, then you can’t top from the bottom and determine what form his dominance takes.”


  Now Jenny looked at her friends. “You just told me I have to talk to him.”


  “Of course you do,” Loren said. “You need to tell him what you want and need, as well as what’s off the table. What you do not expect of him. But if he wants to take it from there, if you’re serious about doing this as a lifestyle and not just a little bit of bedroom play, then you have to let go and let him do it.”


  “I want more than just in the bedroom,” Jenny admitted. “I want us to live it. The way you two live it.”


  “The way we live it,” Loren said, “is different from each other. And there’s nothing wrong with just playing around in the bedroom, either, you know. That might be where you need to set your starting point.”


  “I don’t want to just do it in the bedroom.”


  “If he doesn’t want to do it anywhere except in the bedroom,” Shayla said, “that’s what you’ll have to accept.”


  Jenny stood and paced Shayla’s living room. “But I know he can do this. You didn’t see the way he was like that first night. He came home from work and…” She stopped, staring out the window that overlooked Shayla and Tony’s backyard. “It was…magic. And then yesterday morning, before our son showed up and interrupted us—”


  She did not want to burst into tears again right now, but she felt them coming and was unable to stop them.


  Shayla and Loren joined her by the window, engulfing her in a hug. “You have to walk before you run,” Loren gently said. “Yeah, I know it might look like some people just jump in with both feet, and some can. But this is real life, not a book.”


  “I know,” Jenny whispered, wondering what happened to her equilibrium. “I just…I want this.”


  With the exception of her marriage and her son, she wanted it more than anything.


  She’d finally felt alive for the first time in…ever.


  And she didn’t want to lose that feeling. Not when it was so close, just within her grasp.


  “I know,” Shayla said. “But he has to want it, too. I’m sure if the two of you just sit down and talk it out, you’ll find a middle ground that works for you both.”


  “Does he even know you’re here?” Loren asked her.


  She took a deep breath and tried to pull herself together. “No. After I blew up, I left. I didn’t know where else to go.”


  “Maybe you should go home and talk to him,” Shayla said.


  “What if he says no, we’re not doing this anymore?”


  “That’s still a roll of the dice,” Loren said. “Again, quit thinking about the worst-case scenario. As your friend, I’m going to give you a little tough love, here. You need to put on your big-girl panties and deal with it head-on and settle it. You might find talking this out with him, in great and uncomfortable details, gets you exactly what you want.”


  Loren’s words stung all the more because Jenny knew they were dead-on true.


  “You’re right.”


  “Yeah, I’m right.” She hugged Jenny again before stepping back. “Running away from a problem never solved anything. And yes, as your friends, you absolutely can cry on our shoulders any time you need to, and we’ll be here. But in this case you’ve had your cry, you’ve hashed it out with us, and the only thing you can do at this point is go home and hash it out with the only other person who really matters in this equation.”


  After a trip to the bathroom to wash her face and pull herself together, Jenny took a long, hard look at herself in the mirror.


  I’m a mess.


  Why couldn’t this be easy? Why did this have to be hard?


  A conversation she’d had with Mikey a couple of years earlier returned to mind. He’d groused a little about how hard it was to decide on an Eagle project, and the work it would entail.


  She also remembered her advice to him.


  “If you really want it, you’ll figure it out. Whining solves nothing. I’ll give you suggestions, but you have to do the work. If it was easy, it wouldn’t be special, and everyone would be an Eagle Scout.”


  It was true then, and it still applied.


  I have to do the work.


  She just hoped Michael was willing to do the work with her, because otherwise, she knew she’d have to settle for less than what she really wanted. There was no way she’d scuttle her marriage over this.


  Scuttle her own hopes and dreams, yes.


  Wasn’t like she hadn’t done that once already in her life, when she walked away from a chance at grad school to take time off to be a mom. That hadn’t been Michael’s choice, either, but her own. He’d promised to do whatever it took to help her get through school and shoulder the burden of working and taking care of Mikey, but instead she’d chosen to skip grad school.


  Big-girl panties in place…check.


  When she emerged from the bathroom, Loren and Shayla were waiting for her in the living room. Jenny gave them both hugs and forced a smile she didn’t feel. “Thanks again for listening to me.”


  “Feeling a little better?” Shayla asked.


  She shrugged. “Calmer. Not necessarily better.”


  “Go home and talk to him,” Loren said. “And let us know what happens, okay?”


  “Thanks.”


  After a final round of hugs, they saw her out and Jenny got behind the wheel of her car.


  On the passenger seat lay her phone.


  She didn’t dare pick it up. She didn’t want to read any texts, or see he’d left voice mails.


  Or if he hadn’t done either.


  In that case, she didn’t want to know.


  


  * * * *


  


  Michael lay on his side of the bed, a cold, wet washcloth over his forehead and eyes and with his phone in his hand.


  Jenny hadn’t answered his calls or responded to his texts. All he had to go on was the text he’d received from Tony an hour before.


  Shay just texted me. Jenny’s at our place talking to her and Loren. Call me if you need to talk.


  He didn’t think he could have handled the situation any worse if he’d tried. He’d never realized how deep this need had rooted inside his wife. Nothing before in their marriage had hinted at this.


  He’d been happy and content, and considering they’d been able to talk about things, he’d thought she was happy and content.


  Damn books.


  No, that wasn’t fair, and he knew it. He couldn’t blame the books. He couldn’t blame anyone.


  Are we going to end up being one of those couples who have nothing left in common after the kids leave the nest, so they divorce?


  He desperately hoped not.


  Or maybe this had been something inside her all the time and she’d kept it carefully concealed from him, just waiting until Mikey was grown and out the door to finally reveal it.


  Maybe I was just too clueless to see it.


  That was irony for you. Financially, they were at the strongest point ever in their marriage. Hell, their retirement was pretty much guaranteed at this point from the money they’d put away, dedicatedly managing their 401k plans, and being careful with finances. Mikey’s academic scholarships hadn’t hurt any, either. Not to mention, they now had free time to spend together however they wanted.


  Yet here they were, in crisis and at crossroads.


  Of all the worst-case things he’d ever imagined possibly happening to them as a married couple, this particular scenario had never even crossed his radar.


  Ever.


  When he heard her car pull into the driveway, he slowly sat up, holding the washcloth to his forehead as he did and waiting for the room to stop spinning. He didn’t get migraines this badly very often anymore, but when one hit him, it was a doozy.


  He wouldn’t allow it to come between him and this talk he needed to finish with her.


  Even if it means I’m holding a trash can in my lap while we talk.


  Chapter Twenty


  


  When Jenny arrived home she felt bad for a variety of reasons, not the least that she’d acted like a childish brat throwing a temper tantrum.


  This wasn’t just about her. Of course it wasn’t. It was about Mike, too.


  She’d lost sight of that fact.


  She’d gotten so wrapped up in having her fantasies fulfilled that she’d forgotten about his.


  Hell, she was ashamed to admit she hadn’t even asked about his fantasies during this whole process. So intent on getting what she wanted, she’d overlooked the man she loved.


  She found him in their bedroom, sitting up on the edge of the bed while holding a wet washcloth against his forehead. A trash can sat on the floor next to the bed, not in its usual spot.


  Meaning he’d either felt sick, or gotten sick.


  More guilt. She walked in and sat on the edge of the bed next to him.


  “I’m sorry,” she softly said. “I’m sorry I threw a tantrum.” She took a deep, shuddering breath. “We don’t have to do this anymore.”


  He blindly reached out toward her and she took his hand in hers.


  He squeezed. “Maybe I overreacted,” he whispered. She could hear the pain in his voice from the headache. “It’s just that I love you and I don’t want to be my father.”


  “You aren’t your father. Sweetheart, I trust you with my life. If I didn’t trust you, do you honestly think I would want to do this with you?”


  “Maybe we need to back up,” he said. “I didn’t realize how important this was to you. I thought you were just playing around with it. I didn’t realize it meant this much to you.”


  That gave her hope.


  She leaned in and pulled the washcloth down enough to kiss him on the forehead. He opened his eyes and she saw how his sweet brown eyes were rimmed with red.


  He must have a helluva migraine.


  She felt guilty about that, too. She had added to his stress and his pain. Loren and Shayla’s words came back to her that if she really wanted to make this a lifestyle, to serve him, she had to do it the way he wanted her to, not the way she wanted to.


  “Why don’t we agree to table the discussion until you feel better?” she said. “I can call in tomorrow, if you’d like to stay home.”


  She thought at first he was going to say no, but then he nodded. “Okay. Yeah, let’s do that.”


  “Can I get you anything?”


  “Could you please make me some mint tea?”


  She smiled. “Of course.” She went to stand to do it, but he tugged on her hand.


  “I love you, baby. I don’t want to lose us over this. I just…I’m going to need some time.”


  She didn’t want to start crying in front of him, but his words and tone gave her hope. She nodded and leaned in to kiss him again. “I know. I don’t want to lose us, either. You’re my life, kind sir.”


  He managed a weak, pained smile. “You’re my life, too, m’lady.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Even though the headache broke overnight, Mike still called off the next morning and asked to work from home. Tony confirmed that was fine. Jenny called in, too, and then went to make them breakfast.


  When Mike finally made his way out to the kitchen, he walked up behind her at the stove and hugged her, kissing the back of her neck. “I love you.”


  “I love you, too.”


  “Everyone keeps telling us to find our own flavor of this,” he said. “I get that, but it’s still hard for me to get past what I saw growing up, you know?”


  She turned in his arms. “We can keep it limited just to sexy stuff, if you want. But the way you talked to me that night when you came home, the way you took charge, that’s the kind of stuff I really need. And I want it to be you.”


  “Why?”


  “Why do I want it to be you?”


  He smiled. “Why do you need it?”


  “I—” She got that confounded look she sometimes wore when she really didn’t know. “I think,” she finally said, “it’s because I’m always in charge or have responsibilities. Mikey, work, the volunteer stuff. Now I don’t want to be in charge anymore. I did that. I’m done. I retire from adulthood.” She smiled.


  That drew a chuckle from him. “Hey, I said you could retire, if you want.”


  “No, I don’t want to stop working.” She turned to flip the pancakes. “But around here, even if you only want to do it when we’re alone, yeah, I want you to be in charge. If you want to be,” she quickly added.


  “I don’t want to make all your decisions for you,” he said. “You’re your own person. And honestly, I don’t know if I’ll have energy for that.”


  “I don’t mean I want you to micromanage me.” She thought about it. “Shayla told me that she sums it up like this. She’s not a religious person. She’s never had much of a desire to be one. But Tony is her higher power. Invisible, but always there, and when she has to lean on him, or turn to him, he can step in and she feels comforted by that. I don’t even mean I want the same kind of dynamic they have, but that explanation just sounded perfect.”


  She removed the pancakes from the skillet and ladled out more batter.


  “So you don’t want me to pick your clothes every day and stuff?” Relief started to creep into his mind.


  “No. Please, you know how mornings can be for me if I’m running late. But like if we decided to go to dinner with Shayla and them. Or even dinner with vanilla friends. If you wanted to pick my clothes for that, I wouldn’t mind.”


  He wrapped his arms around her again, his chin resting on her shoulder. “What if I told you no panties?”


  She froze. He thought maybe he’d pushed too hard, but then she whispered, “If Sir didn’t want me to wear panties, I wouldn’t wear panties.”


  Aaaand there went his cock, hard, pressing against her ass. He reached around her, switched off the stove, and scooped her up into his arms. Then he turned and headed out of the kitchen.


  She let out a laugh. What are you doing?”


  “Being dominant,” he said. “Drop the spatula.”


  “It’ll hit the floor.”


  “I don’t care.”


  She did, and he heard it clatter to the tile floor somewhere behind them.


  He carried her into their bedroom, dropped her onto the bed, and pulled down her pajama pants. When she started to try to help him, he grabbed her hands and put them over her head.


  “No,” he softly said. “Hands stay there.”


  Her chest rose and fell as her breathing quickened. “Yes, Sir.”


  He smiled. “Good girl.”


  Then he pulled up her T-shirt so it exposed her breasts. He cupped them both in his hands and gave a test squeeze, watching her expression as he tightened his grip on them, just until she let out a soft, gasping cry.


  Okay, I can do that.


  He leaned in and teased her right nipple with his tongue, nipping at it and getting that same gasp of pleasure from her. To the left to repeat the treatment.


  Her hands remained above her head.


  He returned to pulling her PJ bottoms down, burying his face in her pussy, and sucking on her clit until she let out that same gasp.


  She always kept herself trimmed short there, but he had an idea, something he’d seen in the books of hers he’d read that had intrigued him. He looked up at her. “Keep yourself completely shaved down here from now on. Understand?”


  “Yes, Sir!”


  He smiled. “Good girl.” With her PJ bottoms preventing her from spreading her legs very far, he tormented and teased her, keeping her legs pinned under him, until she finally gave him the first orgasm.


  “Good girl,” he said.


  Then he yanked her bottoms off her and got out of bed, pulling her until she was standing bent over the bed. “Hands behind your head,” he said. “Fingers laced.”


  She immediately complied.


  He shoved his boxers down his hips and grabbed his cock. “Tell me what you want.”


  “Please fuck me, Sir!”


  He swiped the head of his cock up and down her pussy, slowly working it into her until he’d filled her. Then he grabbed her hips. “Maybe we should start off every morning like this,” he said, taking his time and savoring the feel of her pussy fisting his cock. “Maybe I should make a rule that you have to start every morning giving me a blowjob or something.”


  She let out a little gasp. No, he wouldn’t make that rule, because he’d never be able to follow through and make it to work on time. He hated mornings.


  But the threat of it seemed to amp up her desire.


  “Yes, Sir!”


  He reached over to the bedside table and rummaged around in the drawer until he found the vibrator. When he turned it on, it gave a dead click.


  Dammit.


  “Do you have any spare batteries for this thing?”


  She froze, thinking. “No,” she finally said in a tiny, disappointed voice.


  “Okay, here’s a real rule,” he said. “You keep fresh batteries in your vibrator at all times.”


  She sounded like she was trying not to laugh. “Yes, Sir.”


  He tossed the dead toy onto the bed and reached around her hip, finding her clit with his fingers. “The old-fashioned way it is.” Her laughter turned to sexy moans as he got her fired up again.


  That’s a natural twenty dex roll for me.


  As she quickly rose up to another orgasm, her pussy clenching around his cock, he smiled.


  I’ll have to ask Eliza and Rusty if there’s a Dom modifier bonus in there somewhere.


  If he could mix DnD thoughts with his domination skills, maybe there was hope for him yet.


  He started fucking her harder, faster, once he knew she’d finished her orgasm and quickly added his load of cum to her pussy. Then he crawled up onto the bed and pulled her into his arms to snuggle.


  “Can you handle riding in the slow lane with me while I figure out what I’m doing?” he asked.


  She snuggled against him, her face pressed to his chest. “Yes, Sir,” she whispered. “I don’t care the speed we’re going, as long as we’re going together.”


  He nuzzled the top of her head, inhaling her scent. “Tony mentioned something that night at the club about sadistic reflexology,” he said. “How I could press on points on your feet and not do any harm at all. I could try that, if you’d like me to.”


  “Oh, shit,” she muttered. That was followed immediately by a nervous giggle.


  “Is that a red?”


  She outright laughed. “Um, no, Sir. That wasn’t a red.”


  “You can say red if you want.”


  She looked up to meet his gaze, a seductive smile on her face. “I know I can. I don’t want to.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Oh, yes, Jenny already knew about sadistic reflexology. Shayla had demonstrated it for them one night at book club after they’d read about it in a scene in a book. None of them had believed it was possible, or could be as painful as portrayed.


  Until she’d shown them.


  It was funny how some of the more unbelievably mundane scenes in books were actually the most realistic. And hottest.


  And she liked it that way. She wanted to read about women like herself, who were middle-aged and a few pounds overweight and their husbands, who were also middle-aged and a few pounds overweight. Couples stumbling their way through all this. People dealing with dodging children or even parents and siblings.


  And the thought of her husband maybe tying her up and doing that to her?


  It made her even wetter. No, she didn’t want to be beaten any harder than with his bare hand, or maybe very light smacks with a paddle. Or hell, even a nice suede flogger, which didn’t hurt at all, from what Tony and Shayla showed them.


  “Thank you,” she softly said.


  “For what?”


  “For not giving up. For forgiving me for being a brat.”


  He held her more tightly. “Sweetheart, I love you. And as long as what we do doesn’t derail our marriage, we’ll work our way through it.”


  She closed her eyes and let out a relieved breath. This would be okay. They’d both get what they needed, and grow closer as a couple.


  She knew it.


  It wasn’t just some random roll of the dice, it was a surety she felt to the depths of her soul. They’d worked too hard as a couple for too many years not to succeed.


  And she didn’t care if her husband didn’t live up to some fantasy uber-Dom image she read about in books. He wanted to try to be her Dom.


  And that was more than Domly enough for her.


  Chapter Twenty-One


  


  Two weeks later, Jenny was back in heaven again. They’d put the meltdown behind them and took it slow and steady. Sometimes it frustrated her a little, but then Shayla reminded her that it was in Mike’s hands now.


  That was what Jenny had wanted all along.


  That was what she got.


  Tony and Shayla invited them to a private party at their house the next Saturday night, and Mike agreed they could go. The afternoon of, she made a casserole to take with them and then headed into the bedroom to start getting ready.


  She found Mike standing in the closet, but staring at her clothes with a confounded look on his face.


  “What’s wrong?” she asked.


  “We really need to go clothes shopping for you.”


  “Today?”


  He smiled as he reached for something. “No, not today. No time. But had I thought this through a little better, we would have.” He pulled out a sundress that was only in her closet because she’d forgotten to give it to Goodwill. It still fit her, but was a little tight across the bust. He held it out toward her.


  “What?”


  He shook the hanger. “Take it. That’s what you’re wearing tonight.”


  She’d started to protest and immediately clamped down on it before the words left her mouth. This was part of submission. If she safeworded for something like this, he might get a little spooked and back off.


  And she definitely did not want him to do that. She took it from him. “Yes, Sir.”


  “No bra or panties,” he added as he stepped past her.


  She found herself snapping her mouth shut on that one, too.


  Clutching the dress to her, she turned to watch him as he headed into the bathroom to get his shower.


  Hell, her pussy felt soaked already. She’d have a damn wet spot on her dress at this rate.


  She laid the sundress on the bed and went to fish out sandals that would go with it. The invitation had specified the dress code was casual cook-out, or kinky fetish, if you wanted, but either was acceptable.


  She didn’t know if Shayla had included that little clarification for her benefit since she didn’t own any kinky clothes, but she appreciated it.


  This was the first private party they’d been to and while she wasn’t exactly nervous, she felt a little apprehensive. She didn’t know many of the people on the guest list, which Shayla told her was the point. She and Tony wanted them to start making more friends in the kinky community who were more their “speed.” People they might be able to more easily relate to. A few heavier players, but several who didn’t do much, if any, impact play.


  I hope Mike doesn’t regret agreeing we could go.


  


  * * * *


  


  Tony had assured Mike the day before that the party would be their speed. They had a couple of friends who were rope riggers who would also be there and more than willing to help teach Mike some basics, if he was interested.


  He thought he might just be interested.


  The more he’d researched BDSM, the more he found himself drawn to the beautiful artistry of shibari. He wasn’t sure he’d ever want to do suspensions, but the thought of tying Jenny up and then using a Hitachi vibrator on her made him hard, and wouldn’t harm her.


  So there were two of his three personal benchmarks met right there.


  The third, of course, being that she was okay with it. And he suspected she’d be fine with it, considering some of the hints she’d dropped about it when he showed her pictures of gorgeous ropework.


  He also appreciated the fact that she’d agreed to wear the dress he’d picked. He knew damn well why she hadn’t worn it in a while. Maybe she didn’t remember, but he did, the time about six months earlier when she’d tried it on before an event, then immediately pulled it off again because she thought it was too tight across her boobs.


  At the time, he’d felt a little pang of sadness that she hadn’t worn it anyway. He loved how tight it was across her boobs. It had looked sexy as hell.


  Okay, so maybe I did have a secret interest in this all along and just never knew it.


  Once he’d stopped trying to overthink and rationalize things and actually listened to the lessons Tony and others tried to impart to him, it had started being fun.


  Which, as Tony and Shayla and others had insisted, was one of the three hard and fast “rules” of BDSM.


  Boy, howdy, were they having fun. They hadn’t scrumped this much since they were dating in college.


  He loved it.


  When they finished their showers and got ready, he made Jenny lift the hem of her dress and show him her freshly shaved pussy.


  He grinned, sliding a finger between her labia and lightly stroking her clit. “Don’t worry. I put a towel on the seat of my car.”


  She snorted. “You probably should have grabbed a waterproof pad.”


  He grinned. “Thank you.”


  “For what?”


  “For wearing the dress. I know you were going to get rid of it, but I think it looks sexy on you. And it’s not like we’re going to run into anyone you work with there.”


  She snorted again. “Nope. Just your boss.”


  He slid his finger into her pussy. Yep, she was already soaking wet.


  He had a little surprise for her that he hadn’t told her about yet. He’d made a stop on his way home one night that week, by an adult store, and picked up a Hitachi and a blindfold. He had them stashed in a duffel bag in the back of his SUV, along with a towel, robe, T-shirt, and shorts for her.


  No panties.


  She didn’t know it yet, but when they got home, he was going to fly a new rule past her. No panties while at home, unless she didn’t feel good or was cold.


  And the thought of springing that little surprise on her had him hard.


  Tony had told him he’d loan him rope to use. Mike would play things by ear and see if he couldn’t ease Jenny into a forced orgasm scene of their own in Tony’s playroom.


  


  * * * *


  


  Jenny’s apprehension faded as Shayla and Tony introduced them around to the other partygoers. Some were older than them, but most were close to their own age.


  As they made the rounds, she was a little surprised to find themselves discussing Mikey’s Eagle Scout achievement quite a bit. Several of the attendees also had Eagle Scouts, or were Eagle Scouts themselves.


  As the evening wore on and people started scening, both in the playroom and on play furniture set up in the living and dining rooms, Mike crooked a finger at her to call her over to where he was talking to someone whose name she couldn’t remember right off the top of her head.


  “Honey, Rob said he’d be happy to teach me some basic rope ties. You feeling up for it?”


  She nervously licked her lips. “Just you actually touching me, though?”


  “Of course.”


  This was what she’d wanted. And several other women, and one man, were already in various stages of nakedness around the house.


  What the hell, why not? “Yes, Sir,” she said. “I’d like that.”


  He grinned. “Wait right here.”


  “Yes, Sir.” She watched him dash out of the house to where they’d parked, then hurry back with a black duffel bag in his hand. “Is that your old gym bag?” she asked.


  He grinned. “It was.”


  “Was?”


  “Now it’s our toybag.”


  When he unzipped it, she thought she might come right there. He pulled out the Hitachi, towel, and blindfold. “Strip, sweetheart.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Jenny kicked off her sandals, reached down, and pulled her dress off over her head.


  Mike stood there, stunned, honestly not believing what he’d just seen. Part of him had felt the deeply entrenched surety that she’d balk, safeword, or otherwise blow him off.


  Now his gorgeous wife stood before him with all her perfect curves, fully naked. He knew every mole, every stretch mark, every precious scar on her body.


  And he was the only man who got to enjoy her.


  His cock thickened, painfully hard and straining for freedom against his jeans. He had to swallow before he could speak. “Put the towel down on the floor in the corner.”


  He’d originally planned to take her into the playroom, but there were already several people playing there. At least in the corner she’d be shielded a little bit from the rest of the partygoers.


  She laid the towel down on the floor.


  “Sit on the towel, facing the corner, but not all the way in the corner.”


  She smiled and did it, looking up at him for confirmation.


  He leaned in, grabbed a firm fistful of her hair, and pulled her head back as he kissed her.


  “You are getting fucked so hard later,” he whispered in her ear.


  “Why not just have me give you a blowjob right here, Sir?”


  Holy…fuck! If she kept talking like that, he’d come in his jeans and make the point irrelevant.


  “Not a bad idea, sweetheart.”


  He slipped the blindfold over her eyes and then listened while Rob told him what to do with the rope, how to wrap it to accentuate her breasts, how to bind her arms crossed in front of her so as not to stress her shoulders.


  Mike kept checking in with her throughout the process. “How you doing, sweetheart?”


  “Supergreen,” she’d say in a sweet little singsong voice that sounded a tad on the subspacey side.


  Between her legs, on the towel, a wet spot was growing larger.


  Note to self, bring at least two towels next time.


  When he had the chest harness finished and her arms were securely bound to her, Mike sat behind her with her cradled against his chest. “Guess what happens now?” he asked her.


  She laid her head back against his shoulder. “Whatever Sir wants to happen.”


  He held the head of the Hitachi up to her lips. “Kiss it.”


  She pursed her lips and kissed it.


  Then he switched it on and pressed it between her legs.


  She let out a squeal, her back arching against his. He wrapped his free arm around her and started playing with her nipples. “You can take it,” he said. “This doesn’t hurt.”


  Her long, low moan rumbled through him. He nipped the side of her neck as her hips involuntarily started flexing, humping the vibrator as she rolled through one orgasm after another.


  She was…gone. He didn’t know where, but it looked very similar to wherever it was Shayla had gone that evening when Tony had demonstrated forced orgasm torture on her.


  He liked that he could take her there.


  


  * * * *


  


  Jenny couldn’t believe this was happening, and prayed Mike didn’t have a sudden freak-out and stop.


  She didn’t care what he did, as long as he didn’t let anyone else touch her. She’d let him do anything to her in the privacy of Tony and Shayla’s home. They were safe there, amongst people who probably thought they were quite tame compared to others.


  And damn, why the hell hadn’t they bought a Hitachi before now?


  Holy fuck!


  Her brain sank even farther into that blissful realm she’d been finding lately when Mike took over in the bedroom. Hard and deep, and she suspected it was subspace.


  With the rope binding her, squeezing her breasts between the coils, Mike’s strong arm around her and holding her in place, she could do nothing but ride every wave of pleasure that passed through her.


  “Such a good girl you are for me,” he whispered in her ear.


  That did it. A deeper, even more powerful climax roared through her, taking her breath away. It scared her a little with its intensity, but she rode that fine edge between wanting him to stop and never wanting it to end.


  When at one point she tried to close her legs, he said, “Keep them open for me. Be my good girl.”


  She whimpered, but complied. Hell, if he’d keep saying that, she’d do anything for him.


  She wished she could convey that feeling to him, implant it directly into his brain, show him how good it felt, how much she wanted it.


  How she needed it. Craved it.


  


  * * * *


  


  Behind Mike, the room and other partygoers faded away from his conscious. His whole focus lay there in his arms, deliciously squirming against him.


  His beautiful, gorgeous goddess. His reason for being.


  This wasn’t harming her. This wasn’t even hurting her. She was obviously enjoying it. From the way his cock strained in his jeans, he knew he was enjoying it.


  It was damn sure a hell of a lot of fun.


  He wished he could show her through his eyes how beautiful she looked to him right now. That he got it. That he’d never breach her trust, or take it for granted. That if she was happy to settle for this as the limit of his domination of her, he’d gladly do it. Maybe even push his own comfort zone a little more.


  He suspected as he got more involved learning ropework that it would keep both of them plenty busy. Too busy to worry about other activities.


  This was something he could gladly pass on to his son.


  Well, not this, but the overall idea. That if he met someone he loved with all his heart and soul, he might have to be willing to push some uncomfortable boundaries to make them happy.


  And he might just find a new happiness for himself in the process.


  He nipped the side of her neck again. “So beautiful,” he whispered in her ear. “I am luckiest man in the world to own you.”


  Another moan rippled through her, and he wondered if it had been triggered by his words. She’d brought up collaring ceremonies a few times but nothing in great detail.


  But in that moment, he had an idea and knew exactly what he wanted to do. And he could make it happen the next weekend.


  After about ten minutes, he turned off the vibrator. She collapsed in his arms, panting, her skin covered by a fine sheen of sweat.


  He wrapped both arms around her. “How was that?”


  She nodded.


  He removed the blindfold and stared into her green eyes, cradling her cheek with his hand. “Talk to me.”


  She nodded a little harder. “Thank you, Sir,” she whispered.


  “Oh, you’re so cute. You think you’re done.”


  She laughed. “Just one more?”


  “Sort of.”


  He reached over and grabbed her robe, draping it over her before helping her stand. He quickly gathered their things and led her to the guest bathroom, locking them in. There, still bound, he bent her over the counter, freed his cock from his jeans, and slammed home into her pussy.


  Their gazes met in the mirror. “This one’s for me, sweetheart.”


  She smiled. “Yes, Sir.”


  He fucked her hard and fast, knowing she likely wouldn’t get over but not caring at that point. He knew he’d satisfied her already. After taking one final thrust and emptying his balls inside her, he stood there for a moment, stroking her back, rope and all.


  “Don’t you dare get rid of that dress,” he said. “That is an order.”


  She giggled. “Yes, Sir.”


  Chapter Twenty-Two


  


  Next Saturday, they met everyone at Sigalo’s for dinner. Mike had gone shopping with Jenny that week and found a slinky little black dress he loved on her.


  And made her buy a size smaller than she would have.


  It looked perfect on her, her nipples standing out against the fabric since he’d forbidden her to wear a bra with it.


  And it was just street legal enough that she wouldn’t draw too much attention wearing it without a bra.


  Or without panties.


  He’d had a difficult time not letting the cat out of the bag all week. He’d solicited Tony and Shayla for advice on where to get what he wanted, and they would shortly help him carry out his plan at the club. All through dinner, all he could think about was his plans.


  When they arrived at the club, Mike grabbed their toybag and walked around the passenger side to open her car door for her.


  That was a new rule. When they were going to a fetish event, she did not open her own car door. She waited for him to do it.


  Maybe at some point in the future they might have more protocols, but for now, she seemed happy enough with the few they did have.


  And that was all he cared about.


  After they took care of their entry fee and walked through the inner door, he squeezed her hand. “I have a little surprise for you.”


  “What?”


  He led her over to the far corner, where their close band of friends were gathered around a bench. Shayla and Tony, Loren and Ross, Tilly, Landry, and Cris, Rob and Laura, and a couple of others.


  “What’s going on?” she asked.


  Mike pointed at the ground and snapped his fingers. Without hesitation, she sank to her knees.


  Okay, that is really hot.


  He guessed that since she’d so readily taken to the cue meant she was okay with it. She’d never safeworded for it.


  Hell, she hadn’t safeworded for anything yet.


  He never wanted to make her safeword.


  He pulled a box out of his pocket, one he’d hidden from her. A jeweler’s box.


  Now if she shot him down at this point, he’d feel really stupid. He hoped he’d guessed right.


  He opened it, showing her the stainless steel ankle bracelet inside and its small, matching tag with his initial engraved on it. It wasn’t an expensive piece of jewelry, but he’d wanted something that would hold up. She couldn’t wear a lot of jewelry at work, and he didn’t want her to have to explain a new one to Mikey, who would likely notice.


  She had several ankle bracelets she wore, rotating through them. This would simply be one more.


  One with a tag with his initials.


  “We had a big wedding twenty-five years ago,” he said. “If you want me to be your Owner, then I guess that means I should get to pick how I want to do this. Right?”


  She nodded, hard and fast, already looking close to tears.


  Happy ones, he hoped.


  “Okay then. So, if you want me to really be your Owner or your Dominant, or whatever you want me to be, then I’m going to call the shots. You’ll wear this as your day collar. We’ll look around until I find a play collar I like, but you can wear this all the time, even in the shower. You can wear it at work, too, right?”


  She nodded again, her eyes looking a little too bright. Like tears were imminent.


  “But you have to ask me right now if you can wear it, and you have to promise me that if you ever have a problem with what we’re doing, you will immediately tell me so we can change it. Our marriage comes first. Nothing else matters. But if this makes you happy, and you’re having fun, then I have no problem with it.”


  “But are you happy and having fun?”


  He smiled, grabbed her hand, and placed it over the front of the hard bulge in his jeans. “What do you think?”


  


  * * * *


  


  Jenny thought she wished the club allowed sex so she could suck her husband off right there. “Yes, Sir. I want to wear it, and I promise I’ll talk to you if I ever have a problem or need to change what we’re doing.”


  He removed the ankle bracelet from the box and handed the box off to Tony. “Then consider yourself collared—”


  “Ooh! Cuffed and collared!” someone called out from just outside their tightly knit circle.


  Tilly instantly looked enraged, even though several others who’d heard the man, including Tony and Shayla, were laughing.


  “Gilo!” Tilly yelled. “You goddamned little fucker! Isn’t anything sacred to you?” She tore off across the space after him as he darted out of her reach.


  Shayla giggled. “Sorry. Gilo’s a SAM.”


  “A what?” Jenny asked.


  “Smart-assed masochist,” Tony said. “He likes getting Tilly pissed off at him because then she’ll beat the snot out of him. He’s also a bratty attention whore, and now it’s sort of a running gag around here that if he shows up at a collaring, he’s going to say something to egg her into going after him.”


  “He’s a running gag, all right,” Cris said. “He needs a damn gag. Actually, he needs a damn owner. Hey, she looks really pissed. I think she’s going to seriously pound him this time.”


  “Consider yourself officially members of the family, so to speak,” Tony joked. “You’ve received the Gilo treatment.”


  Landry frowned. “Eh, Cris, go rescue the idiot from our sweet, sadistic lady, will you please? I don’t want to have to come up with bail money on a Saturday night.”


  “Yes, Sir.” Cris set off after them.


  Jenny couldn’t hold back her laughter any longer. She looked up into Mike’s face, glad to see he found the events amusing, too.


  “Where was I?” he asked.


  “You said I should consider myself collared, Sir,” she helpfully offered.


  “Oh, yeah.” He had her stand up and he knelt to attach the bracelet to her right ankle. Then he straightened and kissed her. “Now get your beautiful ass naked,” he said. “I have a Hitachi that’s eager to see some use, and a couple of lonely coils of rope.”


  “Yes, Sir.”


  She stripped, patiently waiting while he got his things ready. From across the room, she heard Tilly yelling at Cris as he bodily dragged her away from Gilo, who was now writhing on the floor. Cris finally lifted her off her feet and carried her back to them.


  “He all right?” Landry asked.


  “Yeah. He’s fine. She just kicked him in the balls a couple of times.”


  Jenny glanced at Tilly’s wicked stiletto heels. She must have made a face, because Landry laughed. “Don’t worry, he enjoys CBT. Tilly probably made his whole night for him. She lets him get to her and it gives him exactly the kind of attention he wants.”


  “Why the hell won’t you let me beat him up?” Tilly angrily demanded. “He obviously wants it.”


  “Ah, remember, love,” Landry said. “A masochist screams, ‘Beat me!’ and a sadist quietly says, ‘No.’”


  Jenny laughed again as Tilly scrunched up her face. “You and your damned logic. Cris, put me down.”


  “Only if you promise not to go after Gilo again,” Landry admonished.


  She huffed. “Fine.”


  Cris set her down on her feet after giving her a kiss that, to Jenny’s eye, seemed to quiet her friend a little and pulled at least some of her attention from where a moaning Gilo was still curled in a fetal position on the floor.


  Mike spread a towel out on the bench for Jenny and patted it. “Up you go.”


  Her mind immediately focused on him. The others unobtrusively drifted back a little, giving them space but also blocking people from getting too close as Mike quickly bound her to the bench under Tony’s watchful eye. She knew Mike had a brand-new pair of paramedic scissors tucked in the back pocket of his jeans.


  As his hands stroked her and the rope bound her, she felt her mind drifting to that beautifully serene place she now knew was subspace.


  Once she was immobilized, she heard the click and hum of the vibrator. Mike firmly planted one hand in the small of her back, and with the other pressed the vibrator between her legs.


  It was just as hot as it had been at Tony and Shayla’s. Maybe even more so, because Mike had forbidden her from coming the past three days, while he had her give him a blow job every night before bed, leaving her hot and horny and probably the closest she’d been to safewording yet.


  The explosion rocketed through her, heat swelling and bubbling like molten lava from her clit to her fingertips and back again. She arched against the ropes, glad they were holding her so she couldn’t fall off the bench.


  Or get away.


  She loved that he’d taken so readily to this form of domination. And yes, Shayla had been absolutely right when she’d said one night at their book club that anyone who didn’t think forced orgasm torture was torture had obviously never been through it.


  Obviously.


  


  * * * *


  


  Mike had nervously watched the exchange between Tilly and the guy, but when no one else appeared concerned about it, he decided he didn’t need to worry either.


  He had feared Jenny might get spooked by it, but she seemed as amused as everyone else.


  And now she was tied to the bench and writhing her way through a series of orgasms.


  Yeah, this. He loved this. He normally wouldn’t think about denying her pleasure, and had only been half joking when he’d told her the first night that he wasn’t going to allow her to come.


  Then she’d given him such a sweet, pitiful, boo-boo lip that he’d instantly felt a little streak of playful evil sprout within him.


  And thus had begun her short-lived stint with orgasm denial.


  Tony, Rob, and others had warned him that once they got started in this, Mike might just discover an inner sadist he never knew he had. He was okay with that, as long as that inner sadist never wanted to derive its satisfaction from making Jenny unhappy.


  If it hadn’t been for twenty-five years of gauging her moods, he wouldn’t have risked denying her orgasms to start with. But when he’d made the comment again while she was sucking on him, she’d let out a soft moan around his cock that told him maybe he was on to something.


  And again the next night.


  And again.


  And now, here she was beautifully coming for him.


  When he finally freed her twenty minutes later, she wore a sweetly glazed look that made him want to take her home right that second and fuck her brains out.


  Instead, he helped her get dressed, got their stuff picked up and the bench wiped down, and led her over to one of the couches to snuggle until she came down from her subspace high.


  As they sat there, they watched Gilo, who had dragged himself to a corner far from Tilly. The man slowly sat up and looked around before awkwardly climbing to his feet and quietly limping out through the door to the lobby.


  Shayla walked over and gave them a silent wave from a few feet away. Jenny motioned her over and sat up to hug her.


  “Thank you,” he heard her say to Shayla. “Thank you guys for taking us under your wing.”


  “Hey, glad we could help out.”


  A few hours later, after watching their friends play, they said their own good-byes and headed home.


  Jenny laced her fingers through his, a sweet smile on her face visible in the dim lights from the dashboard. “Thank you, Sir,” she said.


  “It was my pleasure.”


  She laughed. “I think that’s actually coming next, when we get home, isn’t it?”


  “True.”


  In fact, he bent her over the couch as soon as they closed and locked the front door behind them. It didn’t take him long to fuck her hard and fast and finish inside her.


  “DNA on the couch…check,” she joked.


  They grabbed a quick shower and collapsed in bed. “Thanks for being patient with me,” he said.


  “I think I’m actually glad it happened this way.”


  “Really? Why?”


  She snuggled closer to him. “If you’d given in and tried to do a bunch of wild and crazy stuff, we both might have been miserable at it and too afraid to tell the other. I’m glad we had to put the brakes on. I’m having fun, I’m getting what I need, and I hope you’re having fun and getting what you need, too.”


  “I am.”


  What he needed, the only thing he needed, was to make her happy.


  “Love you, baby,” he whispered.


  She nuzzled her face into the crook of his neck. “Love you, too, Sir.”


  Chapter Twenty-Three


  


  The gaming gang met at Mike’s house that Thursday. Jenny was there because her book club had moved to Wednesday night to accommodate another member’s schedule. Her kids had started karate, and their class was on Thursday nights.


  Jenny stood at the sink, rinsing dishes and smiling to herself as she loaded the dishwasher.


  She felt a slight draft of cool air rush up under her sundress and brush against her wet, bare pussy, a contrast to the warm feel of the silver ankle bracelet she now wore as her dressier day collar.


  Mike walked into the kitchen with an empty glass and stepped up behind her, then pushed her into the kitchen counter. His hard cock fit nicely along the seam of her ass.


  He leaned in. “How you doing, m’lady?”


  “Good, kind Sir.”


  “Hands on the counter.”


  She complied, her heart racing. The others couldn’t see into the kitchen from the dining room. He reached up under her dress and pressed a finger between her ass cheeks, hitting the base of the butt plug she wore there.


  “Who’s my good girl?” he whispered in her ear.


  Her fingers curled around the edge of the counter to keep herself from melting to her knees. “Me, Sir.”


  “Who’s wearing her butt plug like a good girl?”


  “Me, Sir.”


  “Who’s going to get her ass fucked while bent over the couch, her dress up around her waist, as soon as my friends walk out the door?”


  Her pussy clenched, the feeling of the butt plug in her ass making her even hornier. “Me, Sir. I hope.”


  He nipped her earlobe. “That’s right. And, guess what?”


  “What, Sir?”


  “I’ve volunteered for us to have game night here every night for the next couple of months. I expect you to be dressed pretty much like this every time. Shaved pussy, butt plug stuffing that sweet ass of yours, and I will fuck that sweet ass after they leave. Would you like that?”


  Okay, now it was a good thing he was standing there holding her up or she absolutely would melt into a puddle on the floor. “Yes, Sir.”


  “Oh, and you need to thank Shayla.”


  “Why, Sir?”


  He kissed the back of her neck. “Because she sent me the link to a remote-controlled, vibrating egg. I ordered it today, overnight shipping. It’ll be here tomorrow and we’ll start playing with it, too. You’ll be wearing that in your pussy every Thursday night, in addition to the butt plug. And I’ll be playing with the controller all. Night. Long. I want you to see me get my dice bag out and have your pussy absolutely start dripping.”


  She whimpered. “Yes, Sir.”


  He kissed her, straightened her skirt, then washed his hands. “Oh,” he said in a slightly louder voice, a grin on his face. “Make sure you go into the bathroom and get ready just before we’re done.”


  She felt her face heat, but another wave of need swept through her. “Yes, Sir.”


  She knew what that meant. Get the butt plug out and washed, make sure her ass was well lubed, and have a condom ready for him to use to fuck her ass.


  She wanted to toss everyone out the door but knew that would be rude.


  Finally, they wrapped around ten. No sooner had the door closed on Eliza and Rusty than Mike locked it and walked over to her, grabbing her by the hair and marching her into the living room where he bent her over the back of the couch.


  “Where is it?”


  She handed the condom to him, having palmed it a few minutes earlier.


  “Good girl.”


  He lifted her skirt, draping it over her back. Her nipples rubbed against the fabric of the sundress as he grabbed her ass cheeks and squeezed, hard. “Sweetheart, have I ever told you how much I love your ass?”


  “Yes, Sir.” She didn’t want to giggle, but the needy sound in his voice almost made her do just that.


  She heard him rip the condom pouch open. Then he was pressing the head of his cock against her rim, slowly thrusting until he was buried all the way to the hilt. “What do we say?”


  Her clit throbbed. “Please fuck my ass, Sir.”


  “Such a good girl.” He slowly started thrusting. “Good girls get rewards.”


  He stopped moving for a second. She heard a click, then a hum, and then he slid the vibrator into her sopping wet pussy and held it there. He must have had it in his pocket or something, but she didn’t realize he’d grabbed it.


  “You know what happens now.” He reached around with his other hand and found her clit.


  She exploded, her ass and pussy clamping down on the real and fake cocks buried inside her body.


  “That’s it,” he said. “Let me hear you. Nice and loud.” He started thrusting, shoving her against the couch with every stroke.


  It felt like she’d never been more alive, doing this, with him.


  Life couldn’t get more perfect than this moment.


  Okay, maybe anal is going to replace giving him blow jobs as my most favorite thing.


  She didn’t know how long he fucked her, or how long she kept coming, only that when he finally exploded and filled the condom, she felt thoroughly wrung out and ready to collapse in bed.


  First he pulled out, but left the vibrator in and running. “Skills test,” he teased. “Make it to the bathroom without dropping that. We’ll take a shower and go to bed.”


  She had two more smaller orgasms from having to keep her thighs tightly clenched around the vibrator and taking little steps to make it into the bathroom without dropping it. That’s where he took mercy on her and pulled it out and shut it off.


  “Such a good girl.” The playfully evil smile on his face melted her heart.


  “Thank you, Sir.”


  In the shower, he held her close, his voice slipping back into what she thought of as “Mike mode.”


  “You will tell me if I push too hard or far, right? You won’t let me run our marriage off the rails?”


  She looked up at him. “Only if you promise not to stop doing something, anything, about this unless I ask you to stop first.”


  “Deal.”


  But if he thought she’d safeword for sex, he had another thing coming.


  She was in heaven, and no way in hell would she give that up.


  Not for anything.


  As she lay next to him and listened to him falling asleep beside her, she realized how lucky she was, to have everything they did, a great kid, and now a new lease on their relationship.


  Guess I rolled those dice right.


  


  


  THE END
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