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They said yes to one night of shared pleasure.

Now they can’t stop watching each other.

Power. Jealousy. Ecstasy. Pride.

He watches her be taken. She watches him surrender.

And they’ve never loved harder.

~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~
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1

––––

Roy Becker wraps a reply, closes a ticket, and is halfway through a quick note to himself when his coworker Blake fills the doorway and knocks once on the frame. “Lunch. No excuses.”

Roy locks his screen and stands. “You rehearse that?”

“Since about ten,” Blake says as they head down the hall. “If I let you, you’d eat chips at your desk and pretend it counts.”

“It counts.”

“It doesn’t. Come on.”

They walk the block to the corner bar, grab their usual booth when their schedules at the office allow for it, and the server drops two drafts without asking because she knows them by now. Blake rests his forearms on the table and grins. “Alright. Spare me the corporate version. How are you and Elise, for real?”

Roy takes a drink, sets the glass down, and lets his shoulders settle. “We’re good. I sleep through the night when she’s there. That hasn’t happened in… a while.”

Blake lifts his glass. “I can see it. You don’t look like a man waiting for a fire drill anymore. What changed in your head?”

“I stopped walking on eggshells,” Roy says. “I started treating it as something I could count on. When I’m tired, I say so. When I’m all talked out, I say so. If I need a night to reset, I say it. She does the same. If something starts to bother us, we pause and come back to it after food or sleep. It’s not magic. It just works.” He tilts his head and half-smiles. “It’s good.”

The server swings by and Blake orders two burgers and a basket of fries without looking at the menu, then gestures for her to keep the waters coming. When she’s gone, he leans back. “Still seeing her most nights? Or did the pace cool off once the first rush faded?”

“It didn’t cool off. It settled. Either she’s at my place or I’m at hers. We decide early whether we’re going out or staying in. If we go out, we leave before the place gets too crowded. If we stay in, we walk if the wind’s not brutal, then read or watch something, and stop to talk. It’s simple and it works for us.”

Roy keeps the rest in his head. He thinks about the club, about the rules they follow without drama, about the calm that moves through him when she waits for his word and he gives it. The heat of the memory nudges him and then eases. He doesn’t put any of that on the table. That part belongs to them alone.

“Work still okay?” Blake asks. “Or are you letting the tickets pile up while you check your phone every two minutes?”

“My work’s fine. Deadlines met, no missed follow-ups. We don’t talk or text that often, so I don’t blame her for any hours I wasted. And no, I’m not glued to my phone, even when I want to be.”

Blake taps the table with one finger, pleased. “Maturity. Love to see it. What about fights? Not friction—fights. Have you had one yet?”

“We’ve had maybe two tough nights,” Roy says. “We figured it out pretty quickly, though, slowed down, and said the blunt thing without edge. No scorekeeping. We were okay the next day and moved on. Nothing bled into the week.”

“That’s huge,” Blake says. “You used to let stuff get to you.”

“I’m not proud of that,” Roy says. “I’m trying to do it differently.”

The food arrives, hot and tempting. They eat in a silence that doesn’t feel strained. After a few minutes, Blake wipes his mouth and nods toward Roy’s glass. “You still as gone for her as you were in January?”

“I want her all the time,” Roy says with a shy grin. “That hasn’t changed. She’s still the most beautiful woman I’ve ever laid eyes no, It just doesn’t knock me off balance as much anymore. I can deal with it and still live my life. Best of all, I’m not waiting for a disaster.”

“She knows how deep that goes?” Blake asks.

“She knows. I tell her, and I show her. I don’t try to bullshit her to make something easier. I don’t pretend being distant is a strength.”

“Friends?” Blake asks. “Are you mixing circles yet or taking it slow?”

“A little. Some of hers, a couple of mine. I keep it simple. I’m not trying to take over the room. We leave when we said we’d leave. It’s been fine.”

“Family involved yet?” Blake asks. “Your mom? Your sister?”

“My mom knows the basics. My sister knows I’m with someone steady. I’m setting up a dinner so they can meet her. I’m not waiting for a perfect moment. We're just picking a date.”

“Good,” Blake says. “Names and faces help. Labels?”

“We’re together,” Roy says. “I’m not hedging. I’m not leaving a door open. If ‘boyfriend’ sounds small to someone else, I don’t care. The point is the commitment and keeping it.”

Blake smirks. “Look at you, using words like a grown-ass dude.”

“Fuck off,” Roy deadpans.

Blake steals one of Roy’s fries and keeps going. “What do you worry about?”

“Old habits when I’m tired,” Roy says. “Shutting down when I should speak up. Keeping her in the dark by holding back. The solution is the same every time—say it before it gets out of hand, ask her to do the same, and keep things simple.”

Blake points the stolen fry at him. “You guys sound boring. In a good way.”

“I’ll take boring,” Roy says. “Boring, I can handle.” He waits a beat. “I really don’t want to fuck this up, you know? I fell into a really sweet deal and…” He shrugs. Blake nods without saying what they both know. Roy will never find another woman like Elise, not in a million years.

After they finish their food, Blake grabs the check before Roy can. “I don’t remember whose turn it is, so since I dragged you out, I’m paying. You can get it next time. Let’s not wait so long.”

Roy nods and wipes his mouth after he finishes his beer.

Blake downs his as well, then says, “One more question. You happy?”

“Yeah, I am. I’m not saying it’s all rainbows and unicorns, but all in all, it’s great. Better than I could have hoped for, to be honest.”

“That’s it, run yourself down,” Blake smirks. “Don’t blow it, okay? Before Elise, you were almost depressing.”

“That’s fair,” Roy says. “I was depressed. I just couldn’t admit it without…”

“God, please don’t start,” Blake says, sliding out of the booth. “We should catch another Bulls game sometime soon.”

“Sounds good,” Roy says as they stand. “Thanks for the invite to lunch.”

“No problem.”

They walk back with the lunchtime crowd, slow and unbothered. At the elevator, Blake claps his shoulder and peels off toward his end of the floor. Back at his desk, Roy unlocks his screen and reaches for the next ticket. A new badge in his personal inbox pulls his eye. One sender line freezes him.

Nadia.

He clicks before he talks himself out of it. The subject is plain: An invitation. He reads the body twice.

Roy,
It was wonderful meeting you and Elise at the party. Jonah and I both felt an energy from you two that we don’t often see. We’re part of a private circle of couples who like to share, and I think you’d both fit in well. No pressure. If you’re curious, we’d love to talk more—just the four of us, dinner maybe. Let me know.

Nadia

His chest tightens. He lowers the brightness a notch and keeps reading, as if a third pass will change a word. Nothing changes. The words are clear and direct. No games. No drama. Interest, plainly expressed, no minced words, no coy innuendos.

He leans back and rubs his thumb along the edge of the desk. He hears his own breath in the room and tries to slow it. He can ignore the email. He can delete it. He can forward it to Elise with a simple Thoughts? He doesn’t move.

“Nadia,” he says under his breath, testing the name in the quiet. It lands with the weight of a night he has not forgotten.

The screen fades and he lets the memory come flooding back.

They had walked in late, hand in hand. Elise had squeezed his fingers the way she always does when she wants him close without making a scene. The apartment was large and bright. Music at a level that allowed everyone to talk without shouting. Couples and a few singles moved through the kitchen and the long living room. Someone laughed near the window. He remembers the smell of citrus and something warm from the oven.

He remembers the look on Elise’s face when she saw Nadia for the first time.

Nadia stood near a low table with a glass in her hand, talking to two people who kept leaning closer to catch every word. Her little black dress was simple and perfectly fitted. Her dark hair fell over one shoulder. She didn’t scan the room. People found her without effort. Her husband, Jonah, stood a step to her right, calm and steady, greeting guests as they came through the hall. He kept an easy eye on her without hovering.

Elise tugged Roy forward. “Come on,” she said, softly but excitedly. “I want to meet her.”

They reached the small circle and waited for a pause. Nadia turned, took in both of them, and smiled in a way that felt warm rather than staged. “Hi. I’m Nadia. This is Jonah.”

“Elise,” she said, offering her hand. “This is Roy.”

“Welcome,” Jonah said, shaking Roy’s hand. His grip was firm, not performative. “Make yourselves at home. What can I get you to drink?” He took their orders and disappeared into the kitchen.

Nadia looked between them. “You two are new,” she said. “Friends of Maya’s?”

“Work friends,” Elise said. “Sort of. Long story.”

“I like long stories,” Nadia said, then she laughed. “But give me the TL;DR.”

Elise summarized how they came by their invitation while Roy kept his place at her side and answered a few questions when they came his way. He felt included without feeling put on the spot, which wasn’t easy in his experience. He watched Elise talk and relax, and he watched Nadia watch her with a quiet focus that didn’t drift.

When Jonah came back with their drinks, Nadia said, “You two feel very connected.” She didn’t make it a question.

“We try to be,” Roy said. Elise nodded and smiled.

“It shows,” she said, and she touched Elise’s forearm with two fingers, a small, friendly thing that still sent a charge through him he did not expect.

Later, Jonah asked Roy about work and family. Straight questions. No tests. Roy asked about theirs. Jonah kept his answers simple. Married six years. Live nearby, self-employed. Host now and then. Nothing coded, but nothing overt, either.

Elise and Nadia drifted toward the kitchen and came back with plates. Elise’s cheeks held a flush that had nothing to do with wine. She stood a little closer to Roy than usual, and when he glanced at her, she gave him a quick look that said she was fine and he didn’t need to worry about her, not that he ever did. He stayed close anyway.

When they left that night, Elise held his hand all the way to the car. In the elevator, she said, “I liked her.”

“I saw,” he said.

“She liked me, too,” Elise said, quiet and certain.

“She did,” he said, and he meant it.

The memory closes and the office comes back into focus. Roy wakes the screen and reads the email again. The words press on the part of him that wants to protect what they’ve built. The same words pull at the part of him that wants the truth of what they both want, even when that truth shakes him.

He thinks about the club again. About the rules he and Elise set and follow. About the way she waits for his word and the way he gives it. He thinks about the night he didn’t let her cum until he said so, and how she shook when he finally gave his permission. He feels the same quiet power now and the same fear. He doesn’t hate either one.

He opens a reply window and lets the cursor blink. He types Hi Nadia… and deletes it. He isn’t ready to send anything yet. This isn’t a text to fire off between projects. This needs him to be sure and not rush.

He forwards the message to his home account so he won’t miss it tonight. He flags the original. He opens a private note and starts a list.

What do you want? What does she want? Do we want the same thing? Dinner first. Rules on paper. Boundaries in plain words. Aftercare plan. What does yes look like? What does no for now look like?

He stops and reads the questions back. The act of writing them calms him. He closes the note and turns to the next work item. His hands find the keys and move without thought.

Before he responds, he’ll tell Elise there’s something to discuss tonight. Not by text. Not fast. Face to face. He can already see the way she’ll tilt her head, the way her eyes will brighten, the way she’ll check him for unease before she pushes him.

She always pushes him.

Which he loves.
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Elise hears Roy at the door and pauses what she’s doing. She turns the burner to low and wipes her hands. He steps in, closes the door, sets his bag on the chair, and looks at her in that careful way that tells her he’s carrying something that matters. He takes off his shoes and comes to the counter.

“Hi,” she says. “How was your day?”

“Good,” he says. “Busy. I need to talk to you about something.”

She nods once and waits. He reaches for his phone, unlocks it, and slides it across the counter. She reads the subject first, then the message, slow enough to let each line sink in.

An invitation.

Nadia’s name sits on the screen, plain and simple. Dinner, the four of them. No pressure. She reads it again and nods, not to reassure him, but because she wants to feel each word settle in her body before she speaks.

“Nadia,” she says.

“Yeah.”

“Okay,” she says. “Thank you for showing me.”

He leans against the counter. “I didn’t want to send something quick from the office. I wanted to bring it home and talk about it first.”

“You did the right thing,” she says. She hands the phone back and keeps her eyes on him. “How do you feel?”

He takes a breath and exhales. “Interested. Nervous. Excited. A little sick. All at the same time.”

She hears the truth in that. “Same here,” she says. She lets herself smile. “Less sick.”

He huffs a small laugh that seems to help. “Yeah.”

She checks the stove, shuts it off, and moves the pan aside. “Let’s sit.”

They carry their water to the table and sit across from each other. The room is quiet in a good way. No music. No phone notifications. No rush. She sets both hands on the table, palms flat, and holds his eyes.

“I want this,” she says. “I’m excited by the prospect, by that invitation. I won’t pretend I’m not.”

“I know,” he says. “I could see it on your face.”

“I liked her at the party,” she says. “I liked him, too, for different reasons. But I want to see them again. Not in a crowd. I want to see how they are when it’s just us.”

He nods, but he’s tense. She knows that look, the body language, the unease. She keeps her voice even and warm.

“Tell me where your head is at,” she says. “Not just the easy part.”

Roy sighs. “I don’t want to act brave and then fall apart later,” he says. “I don’t want to give you a yes because I’m turned on, and then resent you in a week. I also don’t want to say no because I’m scared and then feel stuck.”

“That’s fair,” she says. “You’re not a ‘yes’ or a ‘no’ yet. That’s understandable and perfectly okay.” She smiles warmly and is pleased when he smiles back.

He looks down at his hands and then back at her. “I started a list. Questions. I want to know what I’m saying yes to if I say yes.”

“You can show me later,” she says. “Right now, I want feelings first.”

He nods. “Okay.”

She picks up her water and takes a sip. She puts the glass down again. “I’m going to ask you something, and I want you to answer without hedging.”

“Ask.”

“Are you attracted to Nadia?”

He meets her eyes. He doesn’t flinch. “Yes.”

“Sexually,” she clarifies, even though she doesn’t need to.

“Yes,” he says. “She’s gorgeous. She’s so sure of herself, but not in an off-putting way. It’s just intimidating. The way she talks is very sensual.”

“Thank you,” she says. “I needed to hear you say it.” She tilts her head. “And for what it’s worth, I agree with you.”

He rubs his thumb against the side of his finger. “Are you jealous that I said it?”

“No,” she says. “I asked. I wanted the truth. I’m not jealous of that truth.”

He nods, slowly. “Are you attracted to her?”

“Yes,” she says. “Very. I felt it that night. I feel it now. I also felt seen by her, and that matters to me. It wasn’t about attention from a room. It was about the way she looked at me and stayed with me. I want more of that. And I want you there when it happens.”

He takes that in. She lets him. She doesn’t rush to smooth it. She lets him watch her face so he can see there’s no trick in it.

“What about Jonah?” he asks.

“I’m open to him,” she says. “I liked how calm he was. I liked that he talked to you as a peer. I felt connected with both of them. I don’t know yet what I want with him. I know what I want with her. I want to kiss her. I want to see if kissing turns into more.”

He swallows and nods. “That’s very direct.”

“I’m trying to keep it simple,” she says. “I don’t want innuendo between us. I want plain words.”

He sits back. “Here’s another plain thing. I’m attracted to her, and that makes me feel small. Not with you. With her. I don’t know how to be around a woman who feels that certain without turning into a guy who’s trying too hard to be interesting.”

“You don’t have to be interesting,” she says. “You just have to be you. You’re a good man, Roy, really good. You listen. You’re genuinely interested in other people. You speak when it matters. That’s enough for any woman.”

“It didn’t used to feel like enough,” he says.

“I know,” she says. “But we’re not living in ‘used to’ anymore.”

He nods, but the doubt is still there. She decides to go right at it.

“Tell me the worst thought,” she says. “The one you don’t want to say out loud.”

He stares at the table for a beat, then meets her eyes again. “That she’ll want you and not me. That I’ll be extra. That I’ll be in the room because I’m attached to you, not because I’m wanted.”

She doesn’t rush past that. She does not tell him it’s crazy or dramatic.

“Thank you for being honest with me,” she says. “That’s the fear. I hear it. And I’m going to say something blunt in return.”

“Okay.”

“If I kiss her, it will be because I want to,” she says. “If I do anything more, it will be because we agreed on it together. If we go to dinner, you’re not extra. I’m not looking for a way out of us. I’m looking for a way deeper into us. This is not a test you can fail by being yourself.”

His mouth lifts a little. “That helps.” He swallows and looks away, then whispers, “I’m not sure I believe it but I’ll try to take you at your word.”

“Good,” she says. “Now I’m going to say something about me that you already know, but I’m going to put it out there anyway. I know I’m attractive. I know what my face and my body do in a room. I’m not ashamed of that. I like it. I use it. I used it with you, and you didn’t run. You stood there and you asked for what you wanted, and you took it. That’s why we’re here.”

He smiles fully at that. “I remember.”

“I want to take advantage of the fact that I’m attractive,” she continues, “with your consent and with your presence. I want to see what happens when I’m wanted by someone you also find attractive. I want to see what happens to you when you watch. I want to see what happens to me when I feel you watching.” She pauses before she looks away. When she looks at him again, she lowers her chin and her voice. “But I want to watch you with her, too. I want to see you with a woman like Nadia.”

He breathes in and out. “Really?”

“Absolutely.”

He nods. He looks down and then up again. “Can I ask you something blunt?”

“Always.”

“Are you intimidated by her?” he asks. “By how she looks, how she moves, how she talks?”

“No,” she says. “I’m honestly not intimidated by her. I’m turned on by her, but that’s not the same thing. I don’t feel smaller next to her. I feel alive.”

He lets that sink in and then nods again, like he’s trying the thought on from a few angles. “I want to get closer to feeling the way you do,” he says. “Not identical. I don’t think that’s possible. Just closer.”

“You will,” she says. “You don’t have to force it. You have to keep telling me the truth before it turns into something else.”

“I can do that,” he says.

She leans forward and lowers her voice a little. “There’s another piece I didn’t say yet. When she touched my arm at the party, even a small touch, my whole body answered. I wanted to pull you closer and keep talking to her at the same time. I wanted both of you. I still do.”

He shifts in his chair. “I felt that from you,” he says. “It didn’t feel like I was being pushed out. It felt like you were pulling me in.”

“That’s right,” she says. “That’s still true.”

He takes another breath, and some of the tension leaves his shoulders. She watches it happen. She loves that she can see the exact moment his body believes what his mind is starting to accept.

“Tell me what you want, and what you don’t want yet,” she says. “Not final. Just the ones you have in this moment.”

“I want to go to dinner,” he says. “I want to sit with them and talk. I want to hear what you want without pretending it doesn’t light me up. I don’t want to move to fast, or pretend I’m fine if I’m not.”

“That works for me,” she says. “I’d say yes is dinner. And to kissing her if it feels right and if you say yes in the moment. I want to tell you the truth, even if my voice shakes. I don’t want to hide anything from you. Or make you endure more than you can endure.”

He nods. “Okay.” He adds, “Thanks.”

She stands, carries the pan back to the stove, and relights the burner. “I need ten minutes on the food,” she says. “You can draft an email to her while I finish. Don’t send it. Just write it.”

He opens his phone and starts typing. She hears the soft taps while she moves around the kitchen. Her mind runs through the night at the party again. Nadia’s voice. Nadia’s focus. Jonah’s quiet attention. She lets herself admit the thing she didn’t say a minute ago. This email is not a complete surprise. She felt the possibility of it in the elevator after they left. She wanted it then. She wants it now. It’s a relief to see it in words.

She plates the food and sets the table. He puts his phone face down and helps her with the glasses. They sit and eat. The food is simple. The quiet is comfortable. They pause for refills and a few small things about work that don’t matter but help reset their heads.

When the plates are mostly empty, she goes back to the point. “What did you write?”

He flips the phone over and reads. “‘Hi, Nadia—thanks for reaching out. We’re open to dinner for the four of us. No pressure on timing. We want to talk through expectations together first, then pick a night. Would next week work?’”

“That’s perfect,” she says. “I like it.”

“I’m still not sending it,” he says. “I want to sit with it tonight and read it again in the morning.”

“Good,” she says. “We’re not rushing into anything.”

He sets the phone aside. “Tell me more about what you want with her,” he says, open and plain.

“I want to kiss her,” she says. “I want to touch her and see how she responds. I want you right there. I want to look at you while I’m with her. If we get to more than kissing, I want to check with you in the moment. I want your yes to be fresh, not assumed.”

He nods. “What about me?”

“If you want someone, I want you to say it,” she says. “I won’t punish you for it. If she’s not interested, that’s not a mark against you. If she is interested and you want it, we’ll decide together.”

He sits with that for a beat, then nods again. “Okay.”

She can feel the excitement building again, steady and strong. She doesn’t try to hide it. She doesn’t want to be careful with him in the wrong way. She wants to be careful in the right way, which means clear words and actions.

He looks at her mouth and then away and back again. “You’re buzzing,” he says, not as a joke, but as a fact.

“I am,” she says. “I won’t apologize for that. I’m excited. You’re here with me. You didn’t shut down. You told me the truth even when it stung. That turns me on.”

He swallows, and his eyes heat. “I can feel that.”

She stands and moves to his side of the table. She takes his hand and pulls him up. “Come to the bedroom,” she says. “I know this might send the wrong message. I don’t want you to think I’m trying to push you past your pace. I’m not. I want you. Right now.”

He doesn’t resist. “I'm okay with that.”

She leads him down the hall. In the bedroom, she turns on the lamp and turns off the overhead light. She faces him and slides her hands under his shirt. “I’m going to make this worth your while,” she says, not because she owes it to him, but because she wants to give him a simple night where his body gets what his head has been working through all day.

He lifts his arms and lets her pull the shirt off. She kisses his chest and his throat, slow and direct. She undoes his belt and his zipper and pushes his pants down. He’s already hard. She wraps her hand around him and watches his eyes. “Relax,” she says. He does. She strokes him in a steady rhythm that he knows she likes. He reaches for her hips. She steps closer and keeps her hand on him and kisses him, open and deep, until he’s making quiet sounds he doesn’t make during the day.

She drops to her knees on the rug. She doesn’t say anything for a moment. She just looks up at him and holds him at the base and takes the head into her mouth. She works him with her tongue and her lips, and her hand together. She sets a pace that matches his breath. When he gets close, he cups the back of her head in a way that is careful, not controlling, and she likes the way he holds her there. She pulls off long enough to say, “Not yet,” and stands.

She turns and steps out of her dress and leaves it where it falls. She takes off her underwear and climbs onto the bed, lies on her back, and opens her legs. “Come here,” she says. He climbs over her and kisses her again. She guides him with her hand and feels the first push of him inside her and exhales. “Yes,” she says, and he answers with a low sound that hits her straight in her center.

He moves in a steady rhythm at first. She wraps her legs around his hips and pulls him deeper. She touches his face. “Look at me,” she says. He does. She holds his eyes and lets him see everything on her face. Want. Pleasure. Trust. No confusion. No games. She tells him what she wants in plain words. “Harder,” she says. “Stay with me. Don’t rush it. I want all of it.”

He gives her exactly that. He keeps the drive of his hips right on the edge of too much and holds there. She feels the heat climb in waves without spikes, all control and focus, the way she likes it with him. She reaches between them and rubs herself and keeps time with his movement until her body starts to shake. “Now,” she says. He drives into her and she lets the orgasm take her without holding back. She hears her own voice and doesn’t care how loud it is.

He stops to let her breathe and then starts again, slower, deeper. She grips his shoulders and pulls his mouth to hers, then to her throat, then to her breast. “Finish inside me,” she says. He groans into her skin and sets a fresh pace that has no doubt in it. She feels him thicken and throb. She tightens around him and holds him as he cums hard, spilling into her, his face buried against her neck. She rubs his back and keeps him close until his breath steadies.

They lie together without talking for a long minute. She keeps one hand on his chest and feels the rise and fall. He kisses her hair and then her mouth again. He rolls to the side but keeps an arm around her waist. She stays right there.

“I know that was a lot,” she says, quiet and clear. “I wanted you. I wanted to show you I’m right here with you, not somewhere else in my head with her or with them. I’m with you. We can want what we want and still keep this steady.”

He nods and brushes her cheek with his thumb. “I didn’t feel pushed,” he says. “I felt chosen.”

“Good,” she says. “You were.”

He smiles, soft and a little dazed. “You’re very sure.”

“I am,” she says. “I’m sure about you. I’m sure about me. I’m sure I want dinner with them. And I’m sure I want you to send that email when you’re ready.”

“I will,” he says. “Tomorrow.”

“Tomorrow works,” she says. “Tonight was for us.”

He pulls the sheet over both of them and tucks her against him. She lets her eyes close for a moment and feels the same steady excitement in her chest she felt when she first saw Nadia across a crowded room. Only now it lives next to the calm that Roy gives her, and it doesn’t pull her away from him. It turns toward him and stays there.

“Thank you for telling me the truth,” she says, eyes still closed.

“Thank you for asking for it,” he says.

She smiles into his shoulder. “We’re going to be okay,” she says. “Better than okay.”

He squeezes her hip. “I believe you.”
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––––

The restaurant sits on the top floor of a glass tower and runs on quiet precision. Staff move with purpose. Tables are spaced in a way that gives every conversation privacy. The host leads them past the bar to a corner banquette with a view that pulls the eye across the city. Roy thanks him and waits for Elise to slide in first. She gives him a small nod that says she’s good. He takes the outside seat.

Nadia and Jonah arrive at the same moment as their server. Hugs, handshakes, and a quick exchange with the wine list. Nadia’s dress is simple and flattering. Her dark hair is smooth and left down. She’s as striking as Elise, which is not a comparison Roy would have expected to make with anyone. He can feel the way the room notices the two women. He keeps his focus on their table.

“Thank you for meeting us,” Jonah says as he sits. His voice is steady and warm.

“We’re glad to be here,” Elise says, and her hand finds Roy’s knee under the table. It rests there like a baseline. He anchors himself to it.

“House still does the tasting menu on Thursdays,” Nadia says, glancing at the small card set at each place. “It’s worth it if you’re up for it. We can ask for a few swaps if anything is a hard no.”

“Works for me,” Elise says. She looks to Roy. “You good with it?”

“I am,” he says. He’s already decided he’ll eat what’s placed in front of him. He wants his attention on the people, not the food.

They order two bottles, one white, one red, and sparkling water for the table. The server disappears with the menus and leaves them with a basket of warm bread and a small dish of salted butter.

“So,” Nadia says, smiling. “How’s your week?”

“Busy,” Roy says. “Good. We’ve both been looking forward to this.”

Elise adds, “We wanted a quiet room. This is perfect.”

Jonah nods. “We come here when we need the volume turned down. Food is consistent. Staff are well-trained. It helps.”

The first bite arrives on small plates that make the server look like a magician. The course is cold and bright. Roy takes it in, tastes, and approves. He’s aware of his posture, his hands, the cadence of his voice. He doesn’t want to perform. He wants to be present.

Elise carries the start of the conversation in a way that keeps everyone in the circle. “I’ve got a boring question,” she says. “How did you two end up in Chicago? The last time we talked, you said you weren’t born here.”

“New York,” Nadia says. “Both of us. We moved six years ago for space and a schedule that didn’t bury us.”

“Same,” Jonah says. “Different reasons, same outcome.”

“What do you do?” Roy asks, not to check a box, but to widen the ground under his feet.

“Small design studio,” Nadia says. “Interiors, a few hospitality projects, some residential. Enough to keep us busy but not wrecked.”

“I consult for owners and managers,” Jonah says. “Operations, hiring, the dull stuff that keeps places from falling apart.”

“It’s not dull,” Nadia says. “He saves people from lighting money on fire.”

Jonah shrugs, unbothered by the praise. “What about you two? We got the basics last time.”

“I work in IT,” Roy says. “Operations. Uptime and process. The dull stuff that keeps places from going dark.”

“Not dull,” Nadia says, echoing herself. “Vital.”

Elise smiles at him in a way that puts a small current in his chest. “He’s good at it. He won’t tell you that, so I will.”

Roy snorts. “I’ll take the credit for the printers that still work.”

“We all thank you,” Jonah says. “Printers ruin morale.”

The table eases. The next course arrives, warm, rich, also delicious. Nadia asks about the neighborhood where Roy and Elise live. Elise tells a short story about a neighbor’s dog that greets everyone and refuses to be trained out of it. Nadia laughs, not to be agreeable but because she’s actually amused. She asks follow-ups. She listens. When she looks at Elise, her attention holds steady. Roy feels a quick rise of heat in his chest and names it without flinching. Jealousy. He lets it be there, but he doesn’t let it overwhelm him.

Elise’s hand squeezes his knee once, firm. He gives her a small look that says he’s alright. The squeeze loosens. She picks up the thread again. “You two host often?”

“Often enough,” Nadia says. “We like feeding people. We like creating a room where everyone can be themselves, hard as that seems sometimes.”

“You did that the night we met,” Elise says. “It was easy to be there.”

“That’s the goal,” Jonah says. “Easy at the door, clear once you’re inside.”

The white wine works its way around the table again. Roy takes a moderate pour and sips judiciously. He wants his head clear. He notes that Nadia drinks slowly. Jonah, too. No one is using alcohol to sand down edges. It matches what he remembers.

“Can I ask something simple?” Nadia says, turning to Roy. “If it’s too forward, tell me.”

“Ask,” he says.

“What made you reply?” she asks. “Not the part about curiosity. The part that crossed the gap between ‘we could’ and ‘we will sit down and talk about it’.”

Roy answers without a long preface. “Two things. I trust her,” he says, nodding at Elise. “And I don’t want to chase a version of myself that never says yes. I’ve done that before. It didn’t work.”

Nadia nods, accepting the answer as given. “Thank you.”

Elise adds, “He wanted to talk before we typed. That felt right.”

“Always a good rule,” Jonah says. “Screens rush people.”

“Do you remember much from the night we met?” Nadia asks Elise.

“I do,” Elise says. “I remember how you focused. I remember feeling seen. I remember how Jonah watched the room without hovering. I felt safe.”

Nadia’s mouth lifts to a warm smile. “That means a lot.”

Roy watches all of this and keeps himself grounded. He takes the measure of his own reactions. Attraction is present and not a problem. Fear touches down and moves on. Interest is the constant. He notices how much work Elise is doing to keep him in the conversation, and he appreciates it. He also notices that he doesn’t need rescuing. He can hold his own.

The red wine arrives with a course that asks for it. Jonah and Roy talk about basketball in a way that neither of them would bother with at a louder table. Quick takes, no chest-thumping, no need to win. Nadia asks Elise about a book on the corner of a side table in a photo Elise posted last week. Elise lights up and gives a fast summary that turns into a back-and-forth about craft and tone. Roy listens. He likes hearing her talk about the things that feed her. He likes that Nadia notices what most people skip.

Dessert menus appear with a soft clatter. Nadia and Elise excuse themselves for the ladies’ room. Elise touches Roy’s shoulder as she stands. It’s nothing dramatic, just a passing signal. He follows them with his eyes until the hallway takes them out of view.

The table holds a quiet beat. Jonah sets his napkin down, then looks at Roy with the same steady focus he had at the party.

“I don’t want to overstep,” Jonah says. “But I’m going to put one thing on the table while we have a minute.”

“Go ahead,” Roy says. His tone is open. He means it.

“I’ve never seen Nadia this excited about a new couple,” Jonah says. “Excited is our word. We don’t use ‘target’ or any of the gross terms people sometimes throw around. We say excited when we think there’s a good fit and good energy. She’s excited about you two.”

Roy absorbs that. The first feeling is pride that has nothing to do with conquest. The second is the ache of old insecurity that pretends it will always be there. He breathes once and stays with the facts.

“I’m glad to hear it,” he says. “I’m also intimidated by her. I can be both.”

“That makes sense,” Jonah says. “Nadia can read a room and still be warm. It throws people. They’re used to heat without care, or care without heat. She brings both.”

Roy nods. He doesn’t disagree. “How often do you go to events?” he asks.

“Not every week,” Jonah says. “We choose based on how we’re doing, not based on what’s on the calendar. There’s one next month that’s well run. The guest list is well-curated, but that’s almost always the case. No cameras, of course. No chaos. If we invite you to that, it’s not a push. It’s an option.”

Roy appreciates the word choice. “I told Elise I don’t want to move fast just to move,” he says. “But I also don’t want to stall out of habit. Dinner was the right first step.”

“I agree,” Jonah says. “And for what it’s worth, you look calm. I’ve seen men try to handle this by acting loud and fearless. It overwhelms them. You’re not doing that.”

“I don’t have that gear,” Roy says. “I’m not interested in pretending I do.”

“Good,” Jonah says. “You don’t need it. You need honesty and pace. Both of you have those.”

Roy decides not to circle his jealousy in front of another man. He lays it down plainly instead. “I’m jealous,” he says. “I felt it twice tonight. It didn’t run the table, but it was there.”

“Of course it was,” Jonah says. “Jealousy is a signal. Not a verdict. Take the signal and check the connection. If the connection is strong, the signal quiets. If it doesn’t, it means something else is wrong.”

Roy sits with that. It helps that Jonah doesn’t offer a slogan. He offers a way to think.

“What do you do when it hits you?” Roy asks.

“I say it to her without blame,” Jonah says. “I tell her what triggered it and what I need in the next ten minutes, not forever. A look. A hand on me. A break. A plan to leave. We keep the requests small and clear. We don’t make them moral. It’s logistics and care.”

Roy nods again. He can work with logistics. He can work with care.

“I’m not worried about Elise chasing novelty,” he says. “That’s not who she is with me. I am worried about being on the margins while two very confident people enjoy each other.”

“I hear that,” Jonah says. “Two thoughts. One, you won’t be on the margins if you say what you need early and often. Two, Nadia’s interest is not a contest with Elise’s love for you. They’re different lanes. If it ever feels blended in a bad way, we stop. That’s the ethic.”

“Thank you,” Roy says. He means it. “I don’t want anyone to carry my insecurities for me. I do want a room that doesn’t ignore them.”

“You’ll get that with us,” Jonah says. “And if you don’t, you call it.”

He says it simply, as a fact. Roy files it where he keeps the things he can count on.

The women return with a small wave to the server that says they’re ready for dessert. Nadia slides back into her seat and glances at both men.

“You two okay?” she asks.

“We are,” Jonah says.

“Good,” she says. She opens the dessert menu and then closes it. “I already know. The chocolate thing.”

Elise grins. “Same.”

Roy points to a citrus sorbet. “I’m going to be boring.”

“That’s not boring,” Nadia says. “That’s honest.”

“Coffee?” the server asks when he arrives.

“Decaf for me,” Elise says.

“Double espresso,” Nadia says.

“Espresso,” Jonah says.

“Black coffee,” Roy says.

Menus collected, the table returns to a looser cadence. Nadia asks Roy about the museum a few blocks from his apartment. He tells her about a small photography exhibit that surprised him in a good way. Elise and Jonah compare local bakeries. Nadia drops a quick story about a contractor who tried to tell her a beam could be both structural and decorative without any extra support, and she caught the mistake before a wall had to be opened. They laugh in the way people do when they recognize a shared reality: details matter.

Desserts arrive. The chocolate is glossy and rich. Elise and Nadia both take neat, slow bites that make the server’s grin widen when he checks back. Roy’s sorbet is clean and sharp. His coffee does what he needs it to do. He feels grounded. He feels the hum of attraction and the pull of fear and the steadiness of trust. All of it can share the same table.

Nadia sets her spoon down and folds her hands. “I want to put one thing out there,” she says, looking at both of them. “We’d like to invite you to an event next month. It’s small, hosted by friends who care about consent and care. There’s no pressure to commit tonight. We won’t vanish if you say not yet.”

Elise looks to Roy. She doesn’t reach for him this time. She gives him space to answer. He appreciates that even more than the squeeze from earlier.

“Thank you,” he says to Nadia, then to Jonah. “We appreciate the invite. We want to talk together before we say yes or no. Tonight was the right first step.”

“That’s a good answer,” Jonah says.

“We’ll send details by text,” Nadia says. “Just logistics. You can ignore them until you’re ready.”

“That helps,” Elise says. “We won’t leave you hanging.”

The check arrives with small cookies that they didn’t order. Jonah reaches for it. Roy reaches at the same time. Jonah wins by a fraction and shakes his head.

“Next time,” Jonah says. “Let me have this one.”

“Thank you,” Roy says. He doesn’t turn it into a tug-of-war. There will be a next time if they want there to be.

They stand. Coats on. A short walk through the quiet lounge and back to the elevators. The four of them share a tight square of mirrors and soft lighting. No one talks. It isn’t tense. It’s just the last stretch of focus after a long meal that asked them to pay attention.

At the door, Nadia hugs Elise for a beat longer than casual, then kisses Roy’s cheek the way European friends do here, clean and soft, not coy. Jonah gives Roy a solid handshake and pulls him into a quick one-arm hug that doesn’t perform anything. They say goodnight without extra words.

Outside, the night air is cool and clear. A valet brings their car. Roy opens the passenger door for Elise and then walks around. Once he’s behind the wheel and they’re rolling down the ramp, Elise turns in her seat and studies his face.

“How are you doing?” she asks, voice low and even.

“I’m alright,” he says. “Jealousy showed up twice. It didn’t take over. I feel good.”

She nods. “You looked good.”

“She’s as beautiful as I remembered,” he says. “More, maybe. That didn’t knock me down.”

“You held your ground,” Elise says. “I saw it.”

“Jonah said he’s never seen her this excited about a new couple,” Roy adds. “He wanted me to have that information while you two were gone.”

Elise’s eyes brighten. “That’s good to hear.”

“It is,” he says. He puts his hand on her thigh and keeps it there. “I told him we need time to talk. He understood.”

“We’ll talk,” she says. “We won’t rush a yes. We won’t rush a no. We don’t owe anybody speed.”

“No, we don’t,” he says. He checks his mirrors, merges, and keeps his tone level. “I want you to kiss her if we get there. I wanted that even while I was jealous. Both things can be true.”

“They can,” she says. “Thank you for saying it out loud.”

They drive without music. The city moves around them in small patterns that don’t intrude. Roy keeps one hand on the wheel and one hand on Elise until a light demands both. She covers his hand with hers when she can. She doesn’t try to talk him into calm or out of desire. She stays with him.

At home, they don’t undress in the hallway or rush to the bedroom. They put their coats away, wash their hands, and stand in the kitchen for a minute with the lights on low. Elise pours water. Roy takes a sip and sets the glass down.

“I want to read whatever they send,” he says. “I also want to write down the things we need to say before we go anywhere.”

“We can do that tomorrow,” she says. “Tonight we can let it sit.”

He nods. “It’s sitting.”

She steps closer and rests her forehead against his for a second. It’s not a performance. It’s contact. He closes his eyes and breathes the same air she’s breathing.

“We did well,” she says.

“We did,” he says back.

They move through the small routines that close a night. Clothes in the hamper. Teeth. Lights. When they slide into bed, Roy pulls Elise in and holds her in a way that isn’t about sex. It’s about the day and the meal and the two people who offered them a doorway and the choice to walk through it or not. Elise tucks her toes under his calf. He laughs under his breath and lets the sound fade.

“Tomorrow,” she says.

“Tomorrow,” he says.

He keeps his eyes open until he feels the jealousy loosen and drift. It doesn’t vanish. It’s quieter. Under it is desire. Under that is trust. He can live with that stack. He can manage it. He will. He lets sleep come when it’s ready and doesn’t try to push it. The last clear thought he has is simple and useful: he’s in this on purpose, and he doesn’t need to act fearless to stay in it.
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Elise dresses with care and purpose. Black dress that fits well. Heels she can stand in for hours. Simple earrings. She keeps her makeup clean and light. She checks her phone. Nadia’s last text has the address, parking details, and a short reminder: doors at eight, introductions first, rooms after. Elise feels awake in a way she can hold. She breathes, smiles at herself in the mirror once, and steps out to the living room.

Roy is buttoning his shirt. He looks good. He looks steady. She crosses to him and fixes a small misaligned button. “Better,” she says.

He nods. “You ready?”

“I am,” she says. “You?”

“I’m ready,” he says. “Nervous and ready.”

“I’ll take that,” she says. She puts a hand on his chest and keeps it there for a beat. “We do this together.”

They take the elevator down and walk to the garage. The drive is short. They do not play music. They do not fill the silence with small talk. They both know what this night can be. Elise watches him check mirrors and signals. He is focused. He is not blank. She takes his free hand at a light. “I’m excited,” she says. “It feels good to say it again.”

“It looks good on you,” he says.

“It feels good too,” she says. “I want you to enjoy this, not just endure it.”

“I know,” he says. “I want that too.”

They pull into a private lot behind a high-end event space that used to be a warehouse. The exterior looks like money and privacy. The attendant checks their names and waves them through. Inside, a short hallway leads to a reception desk. Two staff greet them with calm voices and direct eye contact. There is a small rack for phones. There is a coat check. There is a table with bottles of still and sparkling water. The staff confirm names, hand them discreet badges with first names only, and ask a few quick health and consent questions. Nothing invasive. Straight to the point.

“Welcome,” the woman says. “Nadia and Jonah are in the main room. Introductions run until nine. Rooms open after that. House rules are on the card. If you need anything, ask.”

They step through a set of doors into a large, warm space with soft lighting and music at a level that supports conversation. Elise takes it in without rushing. She sees about twenty couples. Range of ages, styles, and bodies. Most are well-dressed. Everyone seems comfortable. She recognizes three couples from the party where they met Nadia and Jonah. She also sees many new faces. Her body answers this room the way she hoped it would, with heat and alertness and a clean sense of purpose.

Nadia and Jonah move toward them with easy smiles. Nadia wears a plain dress in deep blue and simple heels. Her hair is down. She looks rested and ready. Jonah looks the way he always looks: solid, calm, present.

“You made it,” Nadia says.

“We did,” Elise says. She hugs Nadia. It is brief and direct. She shakes Jonah’s hand, then steps back to let Roy greet them.

“Thank you for inviting us,” Roy says.

“We’re glad you’re here,” Jonah says. “I want to say one thing up front so there’s no confusion. We’re hosting tonight. The club has a firm rule. Hosts don’t participate.”

Elise feels the disappointment hit her chest. It is quick and sharp, but it doesn’t unsettle her. She nods. “Okay. Understood.”

Nadia sees the flicker but doesn’t try to smooth it away. “I know that’s not ideal,” she says. “The upside is we can focus on you. We can introduce you around. We can keep an eye on the room. If anything feels off, we handle it fast.”

“Thank you,” Elise says. “I appreciate the clarity. I’m still happy to be here.”

Roy nods. “Same.”

Nadia gestures to the room. “You’ll see some people you know. You’ll meet new people. Introductions are low pressure. Everyone is here for the same reason. Consent is direct and ongoing. If you need a break, the library is quiet. If you need me, tap my shoulder. I’ll be nearby.”

Elise looks over the room again and spots a couple who had caught her eye the moment they walked in. The woman has natural hair cropped close and a white dress that fits like it was made for her. The man stands with relaxed posture in a charcoal suit. They are talking with another couple but not locked in. Their attention moves around the room. Elise feels a pull toward them. She files it away. She will circle back.

They start the evening with water. Roy likes to have something in his hand. Elise takes a small sip, sets the glass down, and does a slow, deliberate walk around the space with him. They say hello to two couples they recognize from the party. Quick updates. Names exchanged again. No pressure to lock anything in. Elise notices more who interest her. She sees a couple in their forties with bright eyes and a quiet tone. She notices a couple in their late twenties who seem sweet but too green for what she wants tonight. She returns to the couple in the white dress and charcoal suit without making it obvious.

Nadia steps beside them at the right moment. “Want a low-stakes intro?” she asks.

“Yes,” Elise says.

“Come on,” Nadia says. She leads them to the couple Elise has already chosen in her head. “Tasha, Malik, this is Elise and Roy. Friends of ours. First time here.”

Tasha smiles. It is confident and kind. Malik offers his hand to Roy and then to Elise. “Nice to meet you,” he says.

“You too,” Elise says. “Thank you for saying hi.”

“We were going to hunt you down if Nadia didn’t get here first,” Tasha says to Elise, plain and warm. “You stood out at the door. In a good way.”

Elise lets the compliment land without deflection. “Thank you,” she says. “You did too.”

They all move a step to the side to give another couple space at the bar. The four of them form a small circle that feels natural. No one is performing. No one is preening. Elise can work with this.

“How long have you been coming?” Roy asks.

“Two years on and off,” Malik says. “We pick our nights based on how we’re doing. That keeps it good.”

“We like the house rules here,” Tasha says. “Clear consent. Hosts keep it tight. Same-room option is common. Separate-room option is available if all four agree. No phones. No alcohol past a certain point. Everyone stops when someone says stop.”

Elise nods. “That works for us.”

Tasha’s eyes move across Elise’s face and then to Roy’s. “What are you two hoping for tonight?” she asks. “No pressure. Only if you want to say.”

Elise looks to Roy. He meets her eyes. She reads the answer there and then says it. “Same room,” Elise says. “We want to stay together.”

“Same room works for us,” Malik says. “We prefer it.”

Elise adds, “I want to kiss first. I want to see if the energy is real when we’re close.”

Tasha smiles again. “I like that. And I like you.” She looks at Roy. “How are you feeling?”

“Nervous,” Roy says. “Interested. I want to take it slow and easy.”

“Slow and easy is good,” Malik says. He glances toward the hallway that leads to the private rooms. “We’ve got plenty of time. No rush.”

Nadia checks in with a quick touch on Elise’s shoulder and a small nod, then moves on. Jonah stands near the entry, scanning the room while talking to a volunteer. Everything looks stable.

Elise takes a small step closer to Tasha. “Can I say something direct?” she asks.

“Please,” Tasha says.

“I find you very attractive,” Elise says. “I’d like to kiss you. If that feels right to you and to your husband and to Roy, I’d like to see where that leads.”

Tasha’s expression warms. “I’d like that too.”

Malik looks at Roy. “Comfort level?”

Roy swallows and stands a little taller. “I’m okay with that.”

Tasha gives Elise the same small, sober look she might give a friend before a hard conversation. “If we go forward, I want one quick pass on boundaries. Nothing heavy. Just the basics.”

“Agreed,” Elise says. She keeps the rules to what matters for action. “Condoms for penetration. No anal tonight. No slapping. No choking. No pain play. Light restraint is okay if we both say yes in the moment. I want same-room only. I want Roy within reach. If I say stop, that means stop.”

Tasha nods. “Same on our side. Condoms for penetration. No anal. No pain. No marks. Same room. If I say stop, you stop. If Malik says stop, you stop. If Roy says stop, we stop.”

Malik adds, “I’m okay kissing. I’m okay with oral. I’m okay with you and Tasha doing anything you want that follows the rules. I’ll check in with Roy during. If he wants to watch first and join after, that works.”

Roy says, “That’s what I want. I want to watch for a minute and then see what feels right.”

Elise hears her own pulse in her ears. It is not panic. It is readiness. She looks at the clock on the far wall. Rooms open in ten minutes. She lets herself look Tasha over without apology. Tasha does the same. Malik watches both women with quiet ease. Roy is steady at Elise’s side.

“Let’s walk a lap,” Elise says to the four of them. “Not to delay. To help the nervous system do what it needs to do.”

They walk the perimeter once. Small talk that doesn’t try to be more than it is. Where they grew up. What they did today. What they like in a first night. Elise appreciates the way Malik checks in with Tasha with a quick look and a small question. She appreciates the way Tasha shares the space and does not dominate it. She also appreciates the way Tasha looks at her mouth. It is open. It is not a game.

Jonah opens the hallway with a short announcement. “Rooms are ready. If you need anything, find one of us.” Couples begin to move in pairs and fours, unhurried.

Elise looks at Roy. “You good?”

“I’m good,” he says. “I want to do this with them.”

“Me too,” she says. She turns to Tasha and Malik. “Let’s go.”

A volunteer guides them down the hall to a room with a queen bed, a side chair, a small table with water and condoms, and a clean bathroom with towels. There is a small dimmer switch by the door. No cameras. No mirrors beyond the bathroom. It is simple and private. Elise steps inside and feels her focus sharpen. She asks, “Is this okay for everyone?”

“Yes,” Tasha says. “This is good.”

Elise turns to Roy. “Close the door,” she says, voice low but steady.

He closes it and turns the dimmer down a notch. Tasha moves to Elise and stops at a respectful distance. Malik stands close enough to touch Tasha if she reaches for him. Roy stands near Elise’s shoulder.

“May I?” Tasha asks, lifting a hand toward Elise’s cheek.

“Yes,” Elise says.

The first kiss is slow and exploratory. Elise keeps her hands at Tasha’s waist. They take their time. Tasha’s mouth is soft and sure. Elise opens to her, then pulls back to check faces. Tasha smiles. Malik’s eyes are warm. Roy’s mouth is parted. He is breathing hard. Elise puts a hand back and finds his wrist. He laces their fingers.

“I’m okay,” Roy says, reading her question. “You look beautiful.”

“So do you,” she tells him. She kisses Tasha again, deeper. Tasha makes a quiet sound against her mouth that goes straight through Elise. She breaks the kiss and faces Roy. “I’m going to lie down,” she says. “I want you there.”

He nods and moves to sit on the side chair within arm’s reach of the bed. Malik takes the far side of the room to give Roy a clear view and easy space.

Elise steps out of her dress and sets it on the chair back. Tasha unzips her own dress and lets it fall. Elise looks her over from head to toe. “You’re stunning,” she says.

“Thank you,” Tasha says. There is pleasure in her voice, not preening. She climbs onto the bed and kneels. Elise lies back and opens her legs without hurry. She takes Tasha’s wrist and brings it to her thigh. “Touch me,” she says.

Tasha strokes her slowly and watches Elise’s face. Malik moves to the table and opens a condom packet to have one ready. Roy shifts in the chair and adjusts himself. Elise keeps one hand on Tasha and one hand reaching for Roy. He takes her fingers and holds them tight. She likes the anchor of him there.

Tasha bends and kisses her again, then kisses down her throat and over her chest. She asks each time she changes a touch. “Okay?” “Yes.” “Okay?” “Yes.” Elise answers clearly. She keeps her breath steady. She feels Tasha’s mouth on her and lets it build without racing. When she is close, she says so. “I’m close.” Tasha slows and changes the pattern. Elise groans. Tasha looks up and asks, “More?” Elise says, “More,” and moves her hips to meet Tasha’s hand. She comes with a long, open sound. She covers her face for a second, then lowers her hand and laughs a little. “That was good.”

“It was very good,” Tasha says, smiling.

Elise turns her head to Roy. “Come here,” she says. He stands at once and kneels by the bed. She pulls him in for a kiss that is hungry and clean. He tastes like mint and heat. She grips his hair to keep him close, then lets him go. “Your turn,” she says, looking to Tasha, then to Malik. “Is that okay?”

“Yes,” Tasha says, voice even.

“Okay,” Malik says, easy and respectful. He looks to Roy. “Condoms on the table.”

Roy stands and takes a breath. He rolls on a condom with steady hands. He looks to Elise and then to Tasha. “What do you want?” he asks Tasha.

“I want you to take your time,” Tasha says. “Kiss me first.”

He leans over the bed and kisses her. It is soft at first, then more direct. Elise watches Tasha’s hands move over Roy’s shoulders. His back is tense and then it loosens. He looks over once. Elise nods. “You’re good,” she says. “She wants you.”

He nods back and settles between Tasha’s legs when she guides him. He checks again. “Okay?” She says, “Okay.” He pushes in slowly. Tasha lets out a breath. Elise watches his face change. He is focused and present. He moves with care. Elise sits up and strokes Tasha’s hair while Tasha takes Roy’s rhythm and matches it. Elise feels an echo of her own orgasm between her legs. She looks across to Malik.

“Come here,” she says to him. “Kiss me.”

Malik steps close to the edge of the bed. Elise takes him in her hand and strokes him while they kiss. He is warm and responsive but not pushy. He whispers, “Tell me what you like.” She does, in plain words. He follows, precise and calm. She pulls back and says, “I want you in me after they finish. Same room, next to them. Roy will watch me. I want that.”

“Then that’s what we’ll do,” Malik says. He keeps her eyes while she strokes him. Tasha moans. Roy whispers something Elise can’t hear. Elise feels proud of him and turned on by him. Not a performance. Real.

Tasha starts to cum. It is clear from the way her breath breaks and the way her thighs grip Roy. She says, “Yes,” and then “Yes” again. Roy holds steady and stays with her. Elise kisses Tasha’s cheek and Roy’s shoulder in turn. “Good,” she says to both of them. “You’re both good.”

Roy finishes soon after. He closes his eyes, makes a quiet sound, and holds himself deep inside Tasha while he orgasms. He presses his forehead to Tasha’s and breathes. He kisses her once more and then slips out. He ties off the condom and drops it in the small bin. He sits back on the chair and puts a hand to his chest. He looks at Elise like he is grateful and undone and whole.

Elise leans over and cups his face. “You did well,” she says. “How do you feel?”

“Turned on,” he says. “I want to watch you.”

“You will,” she says. She turns to Malik. “Condom.”

He rolls one on and waits for her lead. She lies on her side facing Roy and lifts one leg. Malik slides in slowly from behind. Elise gasps and then settles. She reaches for Roy’s hand again. He gives it to her. Malik finds a smooth rhythm and matches the way she breathes. He checks in. “Good?” She says, “Good.” She keeps her eyes on Roy and tells him what she wants. “Talk to me,” she says. He does. Short words. Real words. He tells her she looks beautiful. He tells her he loves her. He tells her to let go. She does. Her orgasm rises fast this time. She says, “Now,” and Malik groans and cums right after her. He pulls out and takes the condom off in the bathroom. He returns with a warm towel. He hands it to Elise and then to Tasha.

They all take a minute. Water. Breath. Soft laughter. No awkwardness. Elise feels bright and calm. She looks at Roy. He looks back with heat and softness. He puts his head in his hands for a second and then lifts it, smiling at her.

Tasha squeezes Elise’s knee. “You’re wonderful,” she says. “Both of you.”

“You too,” Elise says. “This was excellent.”

They dress without rush. Tasha steps close and kisses Elise again, short and sweet. “If you want to exchange numbers through the hosts, we can. No pressure.”

“I’d like that,” Elise says.

“Same,” Malik says to Roy. “No pressure.”

Roy nods. “I’d like that too.”

They step back into the hallway and walk together to the water table. Nadia appears with the calm timing of a good host. She checks faces, not clothes. “Good?” she asks.

“Good,” Elise says. “Very good.”

Nadia smiles, pleased. “You picked well.”

“Tasha and Malik are great,” Roy says.

“They are,” Nadia says. “Take your time decompression-wise. Sit in the library if you want quiet. Food is replenished. No need to rush out into the night.”

“Thank you,” Elise says. She turns to Tasha and Malik. “We’re going to sit for a minute.”

“Same,” Tasha says. “We’re right there if you need anything.” She points to a small seating area.

Elise and Roy find the library and take a loveseat in the corner. The room is quiet. A few other pairs and fours sit with water and low voices. Elise rests her head on Roy’s shoulder for a moment and feels him settle under her.

“Tell me your headline,” she says, voice low.

“I’m okay,” he says. “I was nervous. That faded. I didn’t feel pushed out. I felt included. Watching you with him was hot. Hearing you talk to me while he was in you was even hotter.”

She smiles. “Good.”

“What’s your headline?” he asks.

“I’m still excited,” she says. “I’m satisfied in my body, and I still want more from the night, but I don’t need more. I liked choosing them. I liked how you handled yourself. I’m proud of you.”

He exhales and laughs once. “Thanks.”

She searches his face. “Any jealousy right now?”

“Less than I expected,” he says. “It came up, but it didn’t stick. You kept reaching for me. That helped. They were respectful. That helped.”

“I knew you’d hold your ground,” she says.

“I wasn’t sure,” he says. “Now I am.”

They sit for a few more minutes. Elise texts Nadia a short note asking her to pass along their contact details to Tasha and Malik, if they want them. Nadia replies that she’ll make the introduction tomorrow; no need to do logistics here.

Elise stands and offers Roy her hand. “Walk with me,” she says. They take a slow lap through the main room. Some couples are still in conversation. Some are heading down the hall. Some are leaving. Elise feels the wave of the evening crest and ease. She feels good. She feels clear. She isn’t wound up in worry. She isn’t lost in fantasy. She is here, next to Roy, and the night did what she hoped it would do.

At the door, Nadia and Jonah say goodbye the way good hosts do. “We’re glad you came,” Nadia says. “Text us tomorrow if you want to talk. No rush.”

“We will,” Elise says. “Thank you.”

“Thank you,” Roy says.

Outside, the air is cool. They walk to the car holding hands. Once inside, Roy starts the engine and doesn’t move yet. He looks at her. “I’m proud of us.”

“Me too,” she says. “You’ll sleep well tonight.”

“I think so,” he says.

She leans over and kisses him. It is unhurried and sure. “Home,” she says.

“Home,” he says, and pulls out onto the street.
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They get home without music and without hurry. Roy hangs their coats, checks the lock, and follows Elise to the kitchen. She fills two glasses and slides one to him. The apartment is quiet and clean. He drinks and lets the water clear the last of the adrenaline from his mouth.

“How’s your head?” Elise asks.

“Full,” he says. “Not chaotic. Just full.”

She leans on the counter. “Mine too.”

They stand like that for a minute and breathe. He watches her face change from event mode to home mode. The shift steadies him. He nods toward the living room. “Couch?”

“Yeah. Couch,” she says.

They sit close. He sets his glass on the table. She tucks her feet under her and faces him. He waits for her to start because he wants her impressions before he offers his.

“I’m pleased,” she says. “I’m satisfied. I’m excited about what we did and about what we might do next. I feel proud of how we handled the night together.”

“Same,” he says. “I’m proud of you. I’m proud of myself. I’m proud of us.”

She smiles. “Good.”

He rests his elbow on the back cushion and takes her in. Her hair is a little messy from the wind and the night. Her skin is still warm. He feels the ache in his legs from standing and walking and holding back and letting go in equal measure.

She lifts her chin. “Can I say something blunt without watering it down?”

“Always,” he says.

“Tasha’s skin looked incredible when she kissed you,” Elise says. “It was sensual. I could not stop staring. The way her mouth moved on yours was beautiful. Her skin in your hands made my head go quiet and hot at the same time. I wanted more the second I saw it.”

Roy holds her eyes. He knows what he wants to say, but he feels the hesitation anyway. He pushes through it. “It was beautiful,” he says. “She’s beautiful.”

“You’re holding back,” Elise says.

“I’m choosing my words carefully,” he says.

She smirks, not cruel, just accurate. “You can say it. Interracial porn is a thing for most men. I won’t treat you like a cliché for admitting you felt a pull from contrast.”

“I felt a pull,” he says. “I liked the contrast. I liked the reality of it, not a category on a website. I liked Tasha for herself. I liked Malik as himself. I liked how you looked with him. I liked how they looked with us. I’m trying to talk about it without sounding crude.”

“You don’t sound crude,” she says. “You sound careful, and I get why, but we live here now, and I want to know how you really feel. I won’t hold anything against you.”

He nods. “Then here it is. Watching your pale skin under Malik’s body did something to me. The contrast hit me in the chest. It was strong. It wasn’t about stereotypes. It was about bodies and desire in a room where everyone had consent. It turned me on. I also loved how my hands looked on Tasha. Her skin is gorgeous. The way she moved against me was intense in a clean way. I keep seeing your eyes when you watched us.”

Her eyes warm. “Thank you.”

“I was worried I would sound like I was reducing anyone,” he says. “That’s not where my head is.”

“I know,” she says. “You were present. You listened. You asked. You stayed with me. It was about the four of us, not a category.”

He exhales. Some of the tension unwinds from his shoulders. “Good.”

She shifts a little closer. “I want more of that visual. I want more of that feeling. I want to see you with a woman whose skin reads very different next to yours. I want you to see me with a man whose skin reads very different next to mine. I want to enjoy the contrast without shame. We can do that if we keep it respectful and personal.”

“We can,” he says. “Tonight proves it.”

She nods and holds the point for a beat. Then she adds, “I loved how you looked when you were inside her. Your face went open and fierce. Not a show. Real. I kept thinking I did the right thing by pulling you into this.”

He rubs his thumb along his knee and lets that land. “I didn’t feel pushed,” he says. “I felt invited. I felt chosen.”

“You were,” she says. “You always are.”

He picks up his glass, drinks, and sets it down again. A different thought edges forward. He doesn’t need to test it. He knows it’s true. “Condoms,” he says. “We need to talk about that.”

She nods once, not surprised. “We do.”

“They did their job,” he says. “I’m glad they were there. I’m also going to be honest and say they weren’t optimal for me. The feeling is duller. The sense of you is duller. The sense of my partner is duller. I want more direct contact. I want to feel you. I want to feel her. I want you to feel me. I want to finish inside the person I’m with when that person is you or someone we both trust. I don’t want to pretend that part doesn’t matter.”

“It matters,” she says. “I agree. I felt the barrier too. I’m used to feeling you and everything that comes with you. It’s not just sensation. It’s meaning. When I think about doing this again, I want a path that gets us to no condoms with someone we trust.”

“I want the same,” he says. “I want it for me and for you.”

A pause opens. He knows the next part is delicate. He doesn’t sidestep it. “Who do you want to try that first?” he asks. “If it ends up not being tonight’s couple.”

She doesn’t hesitate. “Nadia and Jonah,” she says. “If they want it. If they’re open to a private night.”

He feels the old pinch of intimidation, and he feels the new steadiness on top of it. He names both. “I want that,” he says. “I’m still intimidated by her. I’m less worried about what that means for me. I can admit the intimidation and still want to be there. I can also admit that I want to watch you with her without a barrier. I want to reclaim you without a barrier. I want to be in you when you still taste like her. I want to cum in you without a condom after you’ve been with her. I want to mark the night that way. I’m not using fancy language. I want it simple and real.”

Her breath hitches, not in fear. “I want all of that,” she says. “I want her mouth on me. I want to kiss her and then kiss you and not taste latex. I want to take Jonah into me if that’s where we land, and then bring you in right after. I want to feel you claim me with your body and not with a wrapper in the way.”

He holds still and watches how that truth lives in her. It does not turn into chaos. It settles into a plan.

“Then we should ask,” he says. “We should send a message to Nadia and Jonah tomorrow and propose a private night with test results. We should be explicit about no condoms as the goal and what we need to get there.”

“Yes,” she says. “We can say we want to do it with care, not with risk. We can offer our results and our abstinence window. We can ask for theirs. We can suggest a timeline that keeps everyone safe.”

He nods. “We can also talk to Tasha and Malik about a second night with a path to no condoms after testing. I don’t want to treat them as a one-off. I liked them.”

“I liked them too,” she says. “I’m open to both tracks.”

He thinks about the order. “It might be smart to do one at a time,” he says. “Not because we can’t handle more. Because I want our connection to stay clear and strong while we stretch. Nadia and Jonah first, if they’re open. Then Tasha and Malik.”

“I can live with that sequence,” she says. “It fits what I want.”

He rubs his palms on his thighs. “If Nadia says yes, we’ll need to talk about same-room or separate-room. I still want same-room. I want your eyes on me. I want my eyes on you.”

“Same-room,” she says. “That’s what I want too.”

He nods. “Good.”

Elise tilts her head and studies him. “How’s your jealousy now?”

“Low,” he says. “It came up twice tonight. It didn’t take over. It faded when you reached for me and when you said my name, and when you looked at me while he was in you. I think it will show up with Nadia, too. I’m not afraid of it. I’m more interested in making sure I have a way to keep connected while it spikes.”

“You do,” she says. “You can ask for my hand. You can ask for my eyes. You can ask for a pause. You can tell me what you need in the next minute, not the next year.”

“That’s the plan,” he says.

She reaches for his hand now. He gives it. Her fingers are warm. He thinks about the part she said at the event that still sits in his chest. I want to kiss her. I want to see if kissing turns into more. He wants to protect that desire. He wants to watch it unfold without turning into an observer who disappears. He wants to be an anchor and a participant at once.

“I also want to ask you something,” Elise says. “Do you want Nadia for yourself, in a direct way, not only as a thing I do that you watch?”

“Yes,” he says. “I want to kiss her. I want to touch her. I want to feel her attention on me. I’m intimidated, but I want to meet that with truth and not with a performance. I want to take my time and not rush. I want to earn it with presence, not with tricks.”

“That’s the only way to do it,” she says. “She will meet you where you are. She doesn’t need to show. She needs honesty.”

He nods. “I can do that.”

They go quiet for a stretch. The apartment holds them. The day recedes. The night still has charge. Roy feels the edge of arousal return. It hasn’t gone far since the room with Tasha and Malik. It lives under his skin.

Elise watches him register it. “You’re hard again,” she says, a fact, not a taunt.

“I am,” he says.

“Do you want me?” she asks.

“Yes,” he says. “I want to be in you without a condom right now. I want to end this night with nothing between us.”

“Good,” she says. “Take me to the bedroom. I want the same.”

They stand. No rush. No pretense. In the bedroom, he closes the door because he likes the barrier. She pulls her dress over her head and drops it on the chair. He undresses with efficient hands. He moves to her and she moves to him and they meet at the edge of the bed.

“I want straightforward,” she says. “I want you to feel me and I want to feel you. I want to talk about them tomorrow. I want tonight to be ours.”

“Tonight is ours,” he says.

He pushes into her and the first slide back into her body without latex makes him groan. He holds there and breathes. She cups his face and searches him. He nods. “Perfect,” he says. He starts to move, not fast, not slow, just present. She pulls her knees higher and holds him with her legs. She talks to him in short, true sentences. “Right there.” “Stay with me.” “Don’t look away.” He doesn’t. He keeps his eyes on her and lets the night find its own pace through them.

They finish together because they know each other’s bodies and because they are not trying to prove anything. He empties into her and holds inside her while his breath steadies and his chest tightens and loosens in a pattern that tells her exactly where he is. She strokes his back and tells him he did well. He tells her the same. He stays inside until his body insists he move. He slips out and lies next to her, and pulls her over him. She rests her head on his shoulder and touches the lines on his wrist where her fingers pressed earlier.

After a long minute, she speaks again. “Say the plan out loud so it’s real.”

“Tomorrow,” he says, “we text Nadia and Jonah. We thank them for the event. We say we’d like a private night with the four of us. We say our goal is sex without condoms after mutual testing. We propose the full panel, with dates that cover the window period and a repeat if needed. We offer our results. We ask for theirs. We offer an abstinence window before the night. We ask for the same. We suggest same-room. We tell them we’ll move at the pace that keeps all of us steady.”

She nods against his shoulder. “Good. And Tasha and Malik?”

“Tomorrow afternoon,” he says. “We thank them through Nadia. We say we’d love to see them again. We don’t push for no condoms. We start with dinner or a walk and then set the testing conversation if it feels right. One path at a time.”

“One path at a time,” she repeats.

He turns his head and kisses her hairline. The touch is small. The feeling under it is large and settled. “How’s your body?” he asks.

“Soft,” she says. “Used in the right way. Not depleted.”

“How’s your heart?” he asks.

“Clear,” she says. “I wanted this life with you. I still want it. Nights like this make it feel not only possible, but good.”

He smiles into the dark. “Same.”

They get up, use the bathroom, drink more water, and come back to bed. He sets an alarm for a reasonable morning. She checks that the phone is on silent. They turn off the lamp. The room goes dim and then dark.

Before sleep pulls him under, he rolls the last hard thought around and checks its edges. He is aroused by contrast. He is intimidated by Nadia. He is steady with Elise. He is not ashamed of any of it. He is willing to build the testing path and ask for what he wants. He is willing to hear no and stay steady. He is willing to say yes and stay steady. He is in this on purpose.

“Roy,” Elise says into the dark.

“Yeah,” he says.

“I love how honest you were tonight,” she says. “With me. With them. With yourself.”

“Thank you,” he says. “I’m going to keep doing it.”

“Do,” she says. “Sleep.”

He closes his eyes. The apartment is quiet. The bed holds their heat and the clean ache of a night that stretched them in the ways they asked for. He lets his breath slow and stay slow. The last image before sleep is Elise’s face when she watched Tasha kiss him, and when she watched Malik inside her and when she took him into her after. All of those faces are the same face. Present. Wanting. His.
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Elise arrives with Roy a few minutes early. The elevator opens to a short private hallway. Nadia’s door is already cracked. Warm light spills across the entry. Elise hears low music and the quiet sound of plates being set down. She is calm but alert. She knows what she asked for. She knows what she wants. She also knows that she wants both of them and that the order matters to her.

Jonah opens the door the rest of the way. He wears a dark shirt and no shoes. “Hi,” he says, with the same calm she remembers. “Come in.”

Nadia comes around the corner with four glasses of water on a tray. Her dark hair is down. She wears a simple black dress that fits well. Her eyes meet Elise’s first and then Roy’s. “I’m so glad you’re here.”

Elise steps in, sets her coat on the rack, and hugs Nadia. They hold for a short beat that does not pretend to be casual. She thanks Jonah when he takes Roy’s coat. They move together into the living room. There is a low table with small bites, a carafe of water, and a folder that appears to hold papers.

“We printed everything,” Jonah says, setting the folder on the table. “Ours and yours. We can walk through it and then put it away so we don’t have to think about it again tonight.”

“Good,” Roy says. “Thank you.”

They sit, not far apart, not crowding. Elise takes the folder and opens to the top sheet. There are copies of everyone’s test results with dates, labs, and notes. There is a simple one-page timeline that shows the agreed-upon abstinence window. There is a short checklist for aftercare.

Nadia points to the dates. “Panels completed two weeks ago, repeated three days ago. All negative across the board. No new partners since we locked the window. Same for you?”

“Same for us,” Roy says. “Dates match what we sent.”

Elise flips to the back and sees the aftercare notes they discussed in text. Check in by phone tomorrow morning. A walk if needed. Food and water tonight. No major decisions until after sleep. If anyone feels off, say it early. No one is expected to carry another’s feelings alone.

“Thank you,” Elise says, closing the folder. “I wanted this to be straightforward and it is.”

Jonah takes the folder and sets it on the console. “Now we can stop looking at paper and start paying attention to each other.”

They eat a few bites and drink water. No wine. No cocktails. No rush. Nadia asks about their day. Elise answers and then asks about theirs. The conversation is simple and personal but not intrusive. It sets a comfortable tone. Elise feels the pull toward Nadia and toward Jonah. Both pulls are clear and, she thinks, obvious. She also feels the tug to watch Roy with Nadia. That pull is very strong. She knows the order that will help her stay focused.

She sets her glass down. “I’d like to ask for something.”

Nadia’s attention tightens in a good way. “Ask.”

“I want to be with you first,” Elise says. “Just us, to start. I want Roy close. I want him watching. I want to look at him. Then I want to open it up.”

Nadia does not hesitate. “I want that too.”

Jonah looks to Roy. “Comfort level?”

Roy answers right away. “Comfortable and excited. I want to see them together. I want to start slow so I can last, too.”

“Good,” Jonah says. “We’ll keep that in mind.”

Nadia stands and offers her hand to Elise. They walk the short hall to the bedroom. Jonah and Roy follow and stop near the dresser. The room is orderly. Fresh sheets. A low lamp. A carafe of water and stacked towels on a stand. No cameras. No mirrors beyond the closet door. The window shades are down.

Nadia turns to Elise. “Same-room?”

“Yes,” Elise says. She looks at Roy. “Same-room.”

He nods.

Nadia speaks the boundaries they already reviewed by text and earlier at the table, but she keeps them in the room with simple words. “Plain consent. Ask when something changes. No pain play. No marks. Protection only if anyone asks for it in the moment. Stop means stop. Check-ins out loud. If I ask you if you’re okay, answer with a full sentence.”

“Same,” Elise says. “Full words, not just sounds.”

Jonah steps to the side and gives them the bed. He knows when to be still. Roy stands near the footboard where Elise can see him without turning her head too much.

Nadia lifts a hand. “May I?”

“Yes,” Elise says.

Nadia undresses Elise with unhurried hands. Zipper. Straps. Fabric on a chair. She does not pose. She does not make a speech. She stays close and direct. Elise reaches for the hem of Nadia’s dress and waits.

“Please,” Nadia says.

Elise pulls the dress over Nadia’s head. The two of them stand facing each other in their underwear. Elise hears Roy’s breath change behind her. She does not look back yet. She keeps her eyes on Nadia. She steps closer until their skin meets. The first kiss is soft, then firmer. It is careful without being tentative. Nadia makes a low sound when Elise opens to her. Elise answers with her own sound.

Jonah puts a hand on Roy’s shoulder and leaves it there. There is no instruction in it, only presence.

Elise breaks the kiss and whispers, “Bed.”

They lie down side by side and turn toward each other. Hands move to skin without rush. Elise finds the shape of Nadia’s hips and the line of her back. Nadia traces Elise’s ribs and stomach and the curve of her thigh. They kiss again. It deepens with the kind of care that builds pressure without disorder.

Elise glances past Nadia to Roy. He is watching. His eyes are warm and focused. He gives her a small nod that says he is with her. She nods back and returns to Nadia’s mouth.

“Tell me what you want,” Nadia says, voice low and even.

“I want your mouth,” Elise says. “I want to taste you. I want you to taste me. I want to finish together.”

“Yes,” Nadia says. “I want that, too.”

They shift without breaking contact. Elise slides down and kisses a path over Nadia’s stomach and lower. Nadia does the same, matching her movements. They settle into a mirrored shape that gives each of them what they asked for. Elise focuses on touch and breath and response. She keeps her attention on the way Nadia’s body tells her what works. She listens for breath, for small changes, for a hand that tightens on a shoulder, for a murmur that asks for more. Nadia does the same. They check in with words when they need to.

“Good?” Nadia asks.

“Good,” Elise says. “More.”

Elise builds the rhythm she knows will carry both of them. Nadia matches it with care and accuracy. The room narrows to breath and pulse and sound. Elise keeps one hand on Nadia’s hip and one hand braced against the sheet. She hears Roy make a quiet noise he does not know he is making. She smiles against Nadia’s skin and holds her focus.

When she is close she says it. “Close.” Nadia answers with the same word. They adjust the pace and the pressure together. The last stretch is frenzied but aligned. They cum together, breath breaking in the same beat. Elise holds it and lets it move through her. She does not rush to end it. She waits until the wave eases and then lifts her head. Nadia does the same. They look at each other for a long second without speaking. Then they both laugh once, soft and grateful, and they pull each other up for a kiss that tastes like what they did.

Elise turns to Roy. He is flushed and still. His eyes are wet in a way that reads as relief. She reaches for him. “Come here.”

He steps closer to the bed. He kisses Elise first, then Nadia. He is careful and gentle. Jonah watches.

Elise sits up. “I want the next part to be at the same time,” she says. She looks to Jonah and then to Roy. “I want him with me. I want you with her. Same-room.”

Nadia glances to Jonah. He nods once. “Yes.”

They move with the same steady pace. The bed holds Elise and Roy. The chaise at the side holds Nadia and Jonah. There is no confusion about pairs. There is no secrecy. Everything stays in the open.

Jonah leans toward Roy and keeps his voice low and kind. “Take your time. If you feel too close, hold. If you need a break, say it. Let it ride.”

Roy nods. “Understood.”

Elise draws Roy down. “Stay with me,” she says. He does. She watches his face as he settles into her. He holds still for a breath and then starts to move. She meets him with a steady rhythm that helps him regulate. He looks at her eyes and her mouth and her hands. He looks over at Nadia and Jonah once and then back at Elise. She guides him when he needs it with a simple word or a hand at his neck.

Across the room, Jonah kisses Nadia with the calm focus of a man who knows her. He checks in with her, and she answers. They move together in a measured way that keeps pace with the other pair. No one tries to win a race that doesn’t exist.

Roy gets close and stops. He presses his forehead to Elise’s and breathes. He speaks so only she can hear. “I can hold off. I want to hold off.”

“Hold off,” she says. She kisses him and keeps him steady with her hands and her voice. He shifts and finds the line between too much and not enough. He stays there, working the edge without falling over it. He does not chase a climax. He chooses control.

Jonah glances over and sees the shape of Roy’s focus. “Good,” he says, not loud, not performative. “That’s good.”

Minutes pass in that controlled heat. Elise feels the curve of it. She wants to tip him. She also wants to stick to the order they agreed on when they texted last night. She keeps him right where he needs to be. When Nadia gasps and presses her hand to Jonah’s shoulder, Elise looks over and sees her release hit. Elise rides it with her in spirit and squeezes Roy’s hand. He does not let go.

They pause. Water. Breath. No one rushes. Elise cups Roy’s face. “You okay?”

“Yeah, I’m okay,” he says. “I’m very okay.”

Nadia wipes her mouth, drinks, and grins at Elise, open and proud. “You two look good.”

“We are,” Elise says.

Jonah speaks before anyone can drift away. “Switch now?” He looks for agreement, not control.

“Yes,” Elise says. “I want that.”

Roy and Jonah switch places. Nadia moves to the bed with Roy. Elise slides to the chaise with Jonah. Hands reestablish contact. Eyes meet. Consent stays audible.

Elise pulls Jonah close and tells him what she wants. “Deep,” she says. “Unhurried. I want your eyes when I ask for them.” He gives her exactly that. He is steady. He tracks her face and her breath. He matches her pace and holds it. She feels her body answer him in a way that is different from Roy and not in conflict with Roy. She wants the difference. She lets it bring her higher.

On the bed, Nadia straddles Roy and sets an even rhythm. She keeps one hand on his chest and one hand on his shoulder. She watches him without testing him. She adjusts when he needs slower or more. She tells him what she likes in short, clear words. He follows. He keeps himself just away from the edge. He looks to Elise. She is with Jonah and she is looking back at him. Her mouth is soft and determined. He holds his line because she wants him to. Nadia smiles when she sees him choose control and not collapse. She tells him he is doing well. He takes the praise and keeps going.

They change again after a while. This time, it’s the men who take turns with each woman while the other pair watches. It is not about fairness. It is about seeing each connection. Roy returns to Elise and brings her off with his mouth and his hand because he knows how to do that without noise. Jonah brings Nadia off with the same simple skill. They do not try to mirror each other. They do not try to top each other.

The pace dips and rises. Time stretches and then compresses. They drink water. They cool their skin with towels. They reset. They ask for what they want and they receive it. Elise feels the sequence lock into place. The order matters because it keeps each person inside their own consent and their own body. That was the plan. It is working.

Later, when the men have both cum and are soft and breathing hard, they shift to the last thing on Elise’s list. She does not pretend it is not her idea. She does not hide that she wants it. She wants to be taken by Nadia with a harness while Roy watches and holds her hand. She wants to feel the difference between bodies and toys and attention. She wants the men to watch without needing to direct it.

Elise says it out loud so it is not a secret. “I want you to use the harness with me,” she tells Nadia. “I want them to watch. I want Roy’s hand on mine. I want Jonah to stay close to you while you do it. If anyone wants to stop at any point, we stop. If any of us need a break, we pause.”

Nadia’s eyes go hot and steady. “Yes,” she says. “I want that.”

Jonah goes to the drawer where they keep the clean gear. He brings out a simple black harness and a wrapped insert, hands it to Nadia, and stands by while she fastens it. He checks the fit with his eyes and then with his hands when she nods. He is careful and accurate. He asks for consent with a touch and words. She gives it. Roy watches every step. He does not look away.

Nadia looks at Elise and then at Roy. “Stay with her.”

“I will,” Roy says, moving to the head of the bed. He sits where Elise can reach him without stretching. He takes her hand. He does not squeeze hard. He stays loose enough to respond.

Elise lies back and opens her legs. She does not act shy. She does not act tough. She is open about wanting this. Nadia climbs onto the bed and kneels between Elise’s thighs. She waits.

“Tell me when you’re ready,” Nadia says.

“I’m ready,” Elise says. “Slow at first. I’ll tell you when to go deeper.”

Nadia nods and starts. She uses her hands to keep Elise grounded. She speaks as she moves. “How is that?”

“Good,” Elise says. “More.”

Nadia pushes in with even pressure and holds for a breath. She rolls her hips and gives Elise the depth she asked for. Elise presses her feet into the mattress and exhales. Roy strokes her hair and keeps his other hand open for her grip. She grips it. She turns her head and locks eyes with him.

“Stay with me,” she says.

“I’m here,” he says. “You look strong. You look happy.”

“I am,” she says.

Nadia moves with a pace that makes sense. She checks in at each change. She keeps her palm against Elise’s stomach and then moves it to her breast and then to her face. She uses both hands to keep the connection steady. Jonah kneels behind Nadia, wraps an arm around her waist, and kisses her neck and shoulder. He speaks into her ear in a voice Elise cannot hear. She sees the effect. Nadia’s breath climbs. Her pace turns intentional and powerful without losing control.

“Right there,” Elise says. “Stay there.”

Nadia stays. The feeling builds and holds. Elise’s body tightens and releases in waves she can track. She tells Roy where she is. “Almost.” He tells her to take it. “Take it.” She does. The orgasm is hard and loud. She hears herself. She does not care how it sounds. She keeps her eyes on Roy until the end. Nadia holds her through it and does not push past the moment. She kisses Elise after, slowly and grateful. Jonah kisses Nadia’s shoulder again and rests his forehead there. Roy brings Elise water and holds the glass to her mouth. She drinks. She breathes. She smiles.

They ease down together. Nadia takes the harness off and sets it aside. She wipes herself and Elise with a warm towel. The men straighten the sheets and bring the pillows back under heads and knees. The room is quiet and warm. His heart slows. His breath evens out. Elise lies in the middle with Nadia on one side and Roy on the other. Jonah sits at the foot of the bed and rests a hand on Nadia’s ankle.

Elise speaks first because she knows everyone is listening for tone. “That was what I wanted,” she says. “Thank you for trusting me.”

Nadia laughs once under her breath and shakes her head, pleased. “Thank you for asking for it.”

Jonah looks from one face to the next. “Everyone okay?”

“Yes,” Elise says. “Very.”

Roy nods. “I’m good. Better than good.”

Nadia reaches across Elise’s stomach and brushes Roy’s wrist with her fingers. It is a small contact that tells him he is inside the circle, not standing outside it. He looks calmer than he did when they walked in. Elise notes it. She is proud of him.

They move through the small steps that bring the night to a close. Bathroom. Teeth. Water. Clean sheets pulled up. No one rushes anyone out. The talk stays simple. No debrief yet. Just basic care and a promise to check in tomorrow. Jonah sets an alarm on the kitchen counter for a ten-minute timer to remind them to eat something before they crash. Nadia brings out fruit and toast and places it on the bed between them. They eat with the ease of people who have shared something and do not need to fill the air with speeches.

When it is time to go, Elise dresses and stands near the door with Roy while Nadia and Jonah walk them out. Nadia hugs Elise and then Roy, unhurried. Jonah hugs Roy and then Elise. No one says anything grand. They say what they need to.

“Text us when you’re home,” Nadia says.

“We will,” Elise says.

“Breakfast tomorrow if you want,” Jonah says. “No expectation.”

“We’ll see how we feel,” Roy says. “Thank you. For everything.”

The hall is quiet on the way to the elevator. In the car, Roy takes Elise’s hand and kisses the back of it once. His body still carries the night. So does hers. They do not talk much on the drive. At home, they do the simple things. Coats. Shoes. Water. A short shower together without sex. Bed.

Elise lies on her side and faces him. “Tell me the headline,” she says.

He smiles. “You were right to ask for what you asked for.”

“What was your favorite part?” she asks.

“Watching you and Nadia at the beginning,” he says. “Holding off when I was close while she was with Jonah. And the last part.” He swallows. “The harness. Seeing you so clear and taken care of. I didn’t feel pushed out. I felt included, even when I was just watching.”

She nods. “Good.” She runs her fingers across his chest. “Do you need anything right now?”

“No,” he says. “Just sleep and you.”

“You have both,” she says.

They do not pick apart the night. They do not make promises they cannot keep. They fall asleep with the plan to talk in the morning. Elise feels the ache in her thighs and the light burn in her lungs and the steady calm that comes when a desire is met with care. She is not confused. She is not torn. She wanted both of them, and she wanted Roy to see it and to be held inside it. She got what she asked for. She is ready for whatever comes next as long as this feeling stays: clear, honest, and together.
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Roy wakes before the alarm. The room is dim. Elise breathes slowly beside him, one arm thrown across his stomach. He stays still and lets last night line up in his head without forcing it. He sees Nadia’s mouth on Elise. He hears her voice in his ear telling him to wait. He remembers Jonah’s quiet reminder to slow down. He remembers the harness, Elise’s hand squeezing his while she arched and let go. He feels the same tug in his body and the same odd relief that followed.

Elise shifts and opens her eyes. “You up?”

“I am.” He kisses her forehead. “How do you feel?”

“Sore in the good way.” She smiles. “Hungry.”

“Coffee first?” he says.

They move through the kitchen together. He grinds beans. She gets eggs from the fridge and sets a pan on the stove. Neither of them talks just to fill the air. The apartment carries the soft sounds of a slow morning. When the coffee is ready, he pours two mugs and slides one to her. She tastes it and nods.

They sit at the table. Her hair is pulled back. His body is still a little wired, but not in a bad way. He wants to hear her headline before he says anything.

“Okay,” she says. “Here’s mine. Last night was everything I hoped for and a little more. Starting with Nadia was the right call. Watching you keep your pace while she was with you turned me on hard. The last part with the harness was like a gift. I feel grateful and excited.”

He takes that in. “Good. Mine’s close. I liked the order we set. I liked how you checked on me without treating me like I was fragile. I liked holding off when I was close. I liked seeing you cum from her and then from me later at home. I’m proud of how we handled it all.”

She studies him. “Any issues in your head?”

“Not a bad one. A little raw, but not in a way that scares me.” He rubs his thumb along the mug. “I keep replaying your face when you were on her and when you were under her. That image isn’t leaving anytime soon.”

“Same for me,” she says. “Your face when you held back, and the way your voice sounded when I told you to hold. That’s staying.”

They eat. The eggs are simple. Toast, and a few berries in a bowl. He clears the plates while she wipes the counter, then they sit again with fresh coffee. He watches her mood shift a notch. It’s small—her shoulders drop; her eyes go somewhere else. He knows that look now.

“What just happened?” he asks.

She presses her lips together. “I’m thinking about what I want next. Saying it out loud feels loaded.”

“Say it anyway.”

She looks at him and doesn’t look away. “I want a separate-room encounter next.”

The words land. He doesn’t react fast. He waits for the second beat when meaning shows up. “With who?”

“That’s the part I need you to hear before you jump to the usual pairing. I don’t mean me with Jonah in one room and you with Nadia in another.” She takes a breath. “I mean me with Nadia. Alone. Not just for a night. For a weekend.”

He blinks once. Twice. The kitchen shrinks to the space between them. At first, it feels like a punch. Then, underneath the shock, something hot flares in a way he didn’t expect. The image arrives whole: Elise and Nadia in a hotel room, or a quiet house, slow mornings, long afternoons, no schedule except what they make together. Roy isn’t there. He hates that part for a half-second. Then he notices that his body doesn’t hate it. His body lights up.

He doesn’t let any of that spill out of him. He keeps his voice even. “A weekend?”

“Yes.”

“With only Nadia?”

“Yes.”

He nods, buying himself five seconds. He sets his palms flat on the table and feels the wood. “Tell me why.”

“Because last night showed me something I’ve wanted for a long time. Not just a scene. Time. I want hours with her. I want to learn her pace without watching the clock. I want to see what happens when we wake up and start again. I want to be with her long enough to stop thinking about whether we’re doing it right. That takes more than a single evening.”

He swallows. “And Jonah?”

“I like him. I’m open to him with you there. But that’s not what I’m asking for here. This is about her and me.”

He hears the firmness and the care in that. He looks down at his hands and back up at her. “Thank you for saying it straight.”

She leans forward. “What’s happening in your chest right now?”

“A mess,” he says, and that’s true. “I’m stunned. I didn’t see ‘weekend’ coming. I’m jealous in a way that hits fast and then recedes. I’m also turned on, and I can’t explain why that part is as strong as it is. That piece makes me feel off balance. I’m not proud of feeling excited about being left out.”

“You’re not being left out of us,” she says. “You’re being left out of those forty-eight hours by design. That’s different. We agree to it together. We plan it. And then it ends, and I come home to you.”

He nods once. He can feel two truths fighting for space. Both want to be the headline. He doesn’t love that he can’t explain the arousal piece. The not-knowing bothers him.

He tries words anyway. “I think part of what turns me on is that it’s you choosing something that isn’t about me at all, and trusting that I can hold the line at home without needing to monitor you. That makes me feel strong, not weak. It also scares me. I don’t like that I can’t map it out.”

“You don’t have to map it,” she says. “You have to decide if you want to say yes, and if you do, what you need around it.”

He breathes. “I’m open to it.”

Her shoulders soften. “You are?”

“I am. I’m not going to pretend I don’t have a reaction. I do. But I also know myself well enough to see that the reaction isn’t a stop sign. It’s a warning light that says go with care.” He catches himself. “Go with attention,” he corrects, avoiding the word she hates lately. “We’d need guardrails.”

“Name some,” she says.

“Check-ins by text at set times,” he says. “Morning and night. A phone call on the first evening, and one on the second afternoon. Location shared with me the whole time. Not because I don’t trust you. Because if something goes wrong, I want to act fast instead of guessing.”

“Done,” she says. “What else?”

“Boundaries about who it includes,” he says. “Just you and her. No drop-ins. No surprise third.”

“Yes,” she says. “Only her and me.”

“Clear dates,” he goes on. “We pick a Friday to Sunday or whatever, not a floating plan that creeps.”

“Agreed.”

“No new partners for either of us for a week before,” he adds. “We just did full panels with repeat tests. I want the gap to stay clean.” He catches the word too late and switches course. “I want the gap to stay consistent.”

“Yes.”

“Last one for now,” he says. “When you come home, the next day is ours. No plans. No visitors. No chores we can’t move. We talk when we’re ready. We don’t schedule sex to prove anything. We let it be what it is.”

She nods. “That’s smart. I want that too.”

He sits back. Some tension leaves his neck. He didn’t know if those requests would sound petty. They don’t. She took them in without flinching.

She reaches across the table and puts her hand over his. “Tell me the part you aren’t saying.”

He almost laughs. “Which one?”

“The part that worries you.”

He thinks about lying. He doesn’t. “It’s the thought of a whole weekend where you don’t reach for me even once because you’re so wrapped up in her. That should make me angry. Instead, it puts heat in my stomach. I don’t know what to do with that, so I’m not going to dress it up. It’s there.”

She squeezes his fingers. “Thank you. That doesn’t make you weak. It makes you honest. There’s a word for being turned on by your partner’s pleasure, even when you’re not in the room. You don’t have to claim a label. You just have to know it’s not broken.”

He nods, unconvinced and also relieved. “If I tell you I’m okay with this, I am. If I tell you I’m not, I’m not. Today I’m okay with it. That could change. I want permission to change my mind before we lock dates.”

“You have it,” she says. “You always have it. I’m not asking you to suffer to prove anything.”

He looks at her mouth and then away. “What do you want it to look like?”

“A place outside the city,” she says. “Hotel or a small house. Two nights. We arrive on a Friday afternoon. Phones are on but quiet. We check in with you at the times we set. We don’t send photos unless you ask. We don’t perform for anyone. We sleep when we crash. We eat when we remember. I come home Sunday by dinner.”

He imagines the drive away and the drive back. He imagines her voice on the phone from a quiet deck somewhere. He imagines not asking for details he doesn’t actually want. He imagines the door opening Sunday night and her walking in with her hair a mess and her eyes lit up. His stomach flips. He won’t say that part out loud either.

“What do you need from me while I’m gone?” she asks.

“A plan for me,” he says. “If I sit here and stew, I’ll spiral. I’ll set aside two days with things that keep me moving. Gym. An outing of some kind with a friend. A movie at the theater so I’m not in the apartment. A call with my sister. Food that isn’t takeout eaten over the sink.”

She smiles. “Good.”

“I also don’t want to hide this from Nadia and Jonah,” he says. “I don’t want it to feel sneaky. We ask them, together, if she wants this and if he’s comfortable with it. If he’s not, it’s over. If she’s not, it’s over. If they are, we plan.”

“That’s non-negotiable,” she says. “I was going to say the same.”

“Do you want me to reach out, or do you?” he asks.

“I’ll write the first draft,” she says. “Then we edit together. I want her to know it’s my ask, not yours.”

He nods. “Okay.”

They sit with it. The morning moves past the window. He starts to feel less stunned and more focused. The arousal still hums under his ribs. He can’t rationalize it. Maybe he doesn’t need to.

“What about separate-room in the usual sense?” he asks. “Me in one room with someone, you in another with someone, same time, same house.”

“I’m open to trying that on a shorter timeline,” she says. “Not the same weekend as Nadia. That would scramble me. But after, yes. With care.”

He smiles at the word choice and decides not to tease her about her current list of banned terms. “With attention,” he echoes.

She laughs quietly. “With attention.”

He stands to refresh their coffee and brings the pot to the table. “Last night, when I held off, I thought I’d explode,” he says, pouring. “There was a second when I wanted to ignore the plan and cum because it would have been easy. Jonah’s voice in my ear made me stop. Yours did too.”

“You did the harder thing and it paid off,” she says. “That tells me you can do this, too.”

“Maybe that’s also why I’m turned on by the weekend,” he says, surprising himself as the idea clicks into place. “It’s a bigger version of the same control. Me choosing not to be there because that choice gives you something you want. Not me being pushed out. Me stepping aside on purpose.”

She leans back, thinking it through with him. “That sounds right.”

“It helps to name it,” he says.

She nods. “It helps me too.”

They clear the table and rinse the plates. He dries. She sets them in the cabinet. He takes her hand at the sink and rests their knuckles against the edge. “One more thing. If I hit a wall while you’re gone, I’ll say it. I won’t try to power through. I’ll ask you to step away for ten minutes and call me.”

“I’ll do it,” she says. “If you call and I’m in the middle of something, I’ll still step away.”

“I won’t abuse it,” he says.

“I know.”

They move to the couch. He pulls up a note on his phone and starts a list. She watches his thumbs move and smiles.

“Draft the message to Nadia,” she says.

He hesitates. “You said you wanted to write it.”

“I do,” she says. “But I want to see how you’d say it.”

He types:

Nadia,

Last night meant a lot to both of us. Thank you for how you and Jonah took care with us. We want to ask something a little different from our usual pace, and we want to ask it in daylight, on purpose. Elise would like to plan a weekend with you—just the two of you—if you and Jonah are comfortable with that. If this isn’t right for either of you, that’s okay. If it is, we can talk about dates, check-ins, and any boundaries you need. I’ll be home and reachable. We’ll only move forward if everyone’s a yes.

Roy

He passes her the phone. She reads it twice. “This is good. I’ll send mine from my phone and attach our message thread so it’s not a cold ask.”

He nods. “No rush.”

She opens a new text to herself and pastes what he wrote so she can work on it later. Then she leans into him and tucks her feet under his thigh. “How’s your jealousy now?”

“Quieter than it was an hour ago,” he says. “Not gone. Manageable.”

“You want me to dial this back?” she asks. “Say we stick to same-room only for a while?”

He looks her in the eyes. “No. I don’t want to pull back because I’m scared. I want to move because it’s what you want and because I can handle it. If I can’t, I’ll say so before we book anything.”

“Then we’re aligned,” she says.

He traces a small circle on her knee with one finger. “What do you need from me today?”

“Help me write the message. A walk later. No sex this afternoon,” she says with a wry smile. “I’m tapped out in a good way.”

“I can live with that,” he says. “The walk, yes. The rest, yes. Tonight we eat easy food and watch something dumb.”

“Done.”

They spend the next hour on chores that don’t ask much of their brains. Laundry. A quick sweep. He takes out the trash. When he comes back, she’s on the couch with her phone in her lap and the blank message window open. She looks up.

“Ready?”

“Yeah,” he says, and sits.

She types, reading as she goes so he can follow.

Nadia,

I woke up thinking about last night and about you. Thank you for the way you moved with me and for how you and Jonah held space for Roy. I want to ask you something directly, and if the answer is no, I want you to say no without worrying about us.

I’d like to plan a weekend with you. Just us. Two nights, out of town or in the city—whatever feels right. Roy and I talked through check-ins and boundaries. We’d want you and Jonah to do the same. If you’re open, we can plan together. If not, I’m still grateful for last night and for you.

Elise

She stops and looks at him. “Anything you’d change?”

“I like it,” he says. “It sounds like you.”

“I’ll send it later,” she says, and closes the window without saving. “I don’t want to jump the gun. I want to take the walk first and see if anything in my body says no.”

“That’s smart.”

They lace up their shoes and go outside. The air is cool. The sidewalks aren’t crowded. They walk in step and don’t say much for a few blocks. Roy thinks about what the weekend could do to him. He thinks about getting turned on by the idea of being removed from the center. It still makes no sense. He doesn’t push it away.

Elise nudges him with her shoulder. “Penny for it?”

“I keep waiting for the shame to flood me,” he says. “It isn’t. That surprises me.”

She nods. “Maybe because this isn’t about humiliation. It’s about choice. You’re not being cut out. You’re stepping aside. Big difference.”

He exhales. “Yeah. That helps.”

They loop the park and head back. On the stairs, he stops and pulls her in. “I love you.”

“I love you,” she says back.

Inside, they kick off their shoes. She grabs water. He checks his phone out of habit and puts it face down again. He doesn’t want to sit by the screen.

“Send it,” he says.

She raises an eyebrow. “You sure?”

“I am.”

She opens the draft, reads it once more, and hits send. The message whooshes off. They stare at the phone for a moment, then both laugh.

“We’re not going to sit here and stare,” she says.

“No,” he agrees. “We’re going to make lunch and watch something dumb.”

They do. Midway through the second episode, her phone buzzes. They look at each other. She flips it over. It’s Nadia.

Elise reads silently and smiles at the first line, then the second, then the third. She passes it to him.

Elise,

Thank you for trusting me with this ask. I’m honored. Yes, I’m open. Jonah’s here with me. He’s reading over my shoulder and nodding. Let’s talk details tonight on a call. We’ll make sure we cover check-ins, timing, and anything else you need. If at any point this doesn’t feel right for Roy or for you, we stop. We care about all four of us.

With affection,

Nadia

Heat rushes through him. He hands the phone back. “Okay.”

“Okay,” she echoes, a little breathless.

He leans back against the cushions. The two feelings—the jolt of jealousy and the pulse of desire—both register. He can name them. He can live with them. He doesn’t pretend the second one isn’t there, but he also doesn’t try to turn it into a kink lecture he’s not ready to give. His silence about that part sits heavy for a second, then lighter.

“You’re quiet,” she says.

“I’m thinking about the call tonight,” he says. “I’ll make a list so I don’t forget what matters. I’m also… I’m also dealing with the fact that I’m more turned on than I want to admit.”

She nods once. “You don’t have to explain it. You can if you want to, later. You’re allowed to feel it and not have a theory.”

“Good,” he says, grateful.

“Are you okay with me telling Nadia that you’re okay with the weekend?” she asks.

“Yes,” he says. “Tell her I’m a yes. Tell her I’ll be home, reachable, and not trying to control it. Tell her I’ll call if I need a pause, not a veto.”

“I will.”

He turns the TV back on. The show fills the room without demanding attention. He rests his hand on her thigh and doesn’t move it. After a while, he speaks again.

“One more rule for me,” he says. “No sex with other people for me while you’re gone. Not to punish myself. To keep my head straight. I’ll go to the gym, see Blake, and maybe a movie. That’s it.”

She covers his hand with hers. “Thank you.”

“And when you come home,” he adds, “I don’t want a blow-by-blow unless you want to tell me. I want the headline from you first. Details later or never. Your choice.”

“That’s what I want too,” she says. “Headline first. Details if they serve us.”

He nods. The plan feels like a plan. The tension in his chest thins out. The heat in his stomach stays. He lets both ride.

That night, they get on a four-way call with Nadia and Jonah. They talk dates and pick one a month out. They set the check-ins. They agree on no surprise visitors and no photos unless requested. Jonah thanks Roy for how he’s framing it, and Roy hears that he means it. Nadia asks Elise if she wants a hotel or a house. Elise says hotel. Nadia offers three neighborhoods. Elise picks one. No one rushes. No one performs.

After the call ends, Roy stares at the ceiling for a long minute. Elise is next to him, phone face down. He rolls to his side and faces her.

“I’m okay,” he says. “I’m also wired.”

“Same,” she says. “Come here.”

They kiss without pushing it toward sex. They breathe together. After a while, he pulls back.

“You know the thing that still bugs me?” he asks.

“What?”

“That I can’t explain why being cut out turns me on,” he says. “I want reasons. I don’t have them. It’s not about humiliation. It’s not about punishment. It’s not about wanting less from you. It’s something else. I don’t know what to call it.”

“You don’t have to name it today,” she says. “If you want to dig later, we can. We can also let the body lead and see where the mind catches up.”

He nods, relieved. “I’ll take that.”

She flips off the lamp. “Sleep soon?”

“Yeah,” he says.

He lies there in the dark and listens to her breathing even out. He runs through the weekend plan one more time, step by step, like a checklist at work. He sees himself cooking eggs on Saturday morning alone, meeting Blake for a matinee or a Bulls game, walking home slowly, texting her goodnight. He sees her key in the door on Sunday and the way she’ll look at him first. That last image hits him hard. He doesn’t push it away.

He closes his eyes and lets the day end where it started: with honesty and a plan neither of them had on the board last month. He’s surprised, uneasy, and aroused. He’s also in.

All in.


8

––––

Elise zips her weekender and sets it by the door. She checks her phone one last time. Texts with Roy sit at the top of the thread.

Leaving in five. I’ll ping you when I get Nadia.

I love you. Drive safely. Location sharing looks good.

I love you too. I’ll call when we reach the cottage.

She kisses Roy slowly in the doorway, hands on his neck, eyes open. “I’ll call when we park.”

“I’ll be here,” he says. “Gym later. Movie tonight. I’m okay.”

She studies him. “If you’re not okay later, you call me.”

“I will.”

She heads down to the car and pulls into the street. The city is relatively quiet at this hour. She merges, takes the familiar turn toward Nadia’s building, and rests her hand on the phone mount so the map doesn’t rattle. The elevator ride up is quick. Nadia opens the door before Elise can knock.

“Hi,” Nadia says, warm and bright without fuss. A small roller bag waits by her ankle. “You look happy.”

“I am,” Elise says. She steps in for a hug that is close and unforced. Nadia smells like soap and skin. No perfume. “Ready?”

“Ready,” Nadia says. She grabs the handle. “He says hello.” She nods toward the hall, meaning Jonah. “He’ll meet Roy for coffee tomorrow.”

“Good,” Elise says. They wheel the bag to the elevator and ride down without a crowd. In the garage, Elise pops the trunk. Nadia stows the bag and slips into the passenger seat.

Seatbelts click. Elise pulls out. The ramp opens to the street. The city falls away in small pieces. They ride with the windows cracked and no music. The first twenty minutes pass with simple talk: traffic, a bakery Nadia loves by the expressway, a podcast Elise heard yesterday and forgot to finish. The conversation eases her into the weekend without ceremony.

“Let’s touch the plan once,” Elise says as the skyline fades. “So we don’t have to circle it.”

“Good,” Nadia says.

“Two nights. Check-ins with Roy at noon and ten. One call tonight after dinner, one tomorrow afternoon. Location sharing on. No photos unless asked. Door locked. No drop-ins. Food on the way in, so we don’t have to go back out if we don’t want to.”

“Yes to all of it,” Nadia says. “Boundaries?”

“Same as last time,” Elise says. “Ask when something changes. ‘Stop’ stops everything. If my voice shakes, that’s information, not a challenge. Condom talk doesn’t apply to us tonight, but if either of us wants barriers for toys, we say it.”

“Agreed,” Nadia says. “One more from me. If either of us gets tangled up in feelings that need air, we stop what we’re doing and talk.”

“Yes,” Elise says. “No pushing through.”

They ride in companionable quiet for a few miles. Then Nadia turns her head.

“What did Roy say when you left?”

“That he loves me. That he’s okay. That he’ll call if he isn’t.” Elise exhales. “He looked steady. He also looked turned on by the fact that he wasn’t coming.”

“That makes sense,” Nadia says, calm and matter-of-fact. “You two are choosing it. Choice is hot.”

Elise feels heat rise under her skin. “It is.”

They exit the highway and follow smaller roads past trees and low stone walls. The lake peeks through birch trunks, then disappears behind a bend. When they pull into the gravel driveway, Elise slows. The cottage sits close to the water, cedar-sided, wide porch, two steps up, and no neighbors crowding it. It isn’t fancy. It’s rustic and just perfect.

“This looks good,” Nadia says, hand on the dash.

“Better than the photos,” Elise says. She parks, kills the engine, and listens. Water on the shore. A bird. Nothing else.

They carry their bags inside. The place smells like wood and fresh sheets. Open room: small sofa, a chair, a table for two, a compact kitchen with good knives, and a clean cutting board. A bedroom to the left with a proper bed and cotton duvet. A bathroom to the right with thick towels and unscented soap. A sliding door opens to a short path down to the dock. Elise sets her bag by the dresser and runs her hand along the window frame.

“I’m happy,” she says.

“Me too,” Nadia says. “Let’s shop once and be done with errands.”

They drive five minutes to a small market and pick up eggs, fruit, greens, pasta, garlic, olive oil, butter, chicken thighs, yogurt, coffee, a half-loaf, and a bar of dark chocolate. Elise adds seltzer and a cheap bottle of pinot for cooking and maybe one glass. Back at the cottage, she puts things away while Nadia opens the sliding door to let the lake air in.

“Call him?” Nadia asks.

Elise dials. “We’re here,” she says when Roy answers. “It’s quiet. The place is great.”

“I’m glad,” he says. “Send a photo of the dock if you want. No people.”

She snaps the dock and the water, sends it, and stays on the line while the image sends. “We’re going to make lunch and then walk.”

“I’ll be at the gym in an hour,” he says. “I’m good. Have fun.”

“I love you,” she says.

“I love you,” he says, and the call ends.

They set their phones face down on the counter. Nadia slices strawberries while Elise rinses greens. They talk about nothing heavy: a client who wants too many fixtures in a small bathroom, a woman at the market who insisted the line was longer than it was, a lint roller that actually works. The small talk is more than small. It builds a floor for what’s coming without chewing it to bits.

They eat at the table with their knees touching. Yogurt with fruit and honey. A handful of nuts. A glass of seltzer. When they’re done, they look at each other and do not pretend this is only about food.

“Bedroom?” Nadia asks, voice low.

“Bedroom,” Elise says.

They undress without a show. Nadia steps in and kisses Elise with no hurry. There is no audience to manage, no secondary pair to track, no time pressure. It makes Elise’s stomach flip in a way she likes. She breaks the kiss only to breathe and take Nadia’s face in her hands.

“I want a slow first round,” she says. “I want to learn you again with more time.”

“Yes,” Nadia says.

They move to the bed. Nadia lies back. Elise kneels beside her and studies her in the daylight: the lines around her mouth when she smiles, the small scar near her left hip, the way her chest rises when she waits for contact. Elise strokes the inside of her thigh with the back of her fingers and watches Nadia’s eyes. Nadia doesn’t perform. She responds. Elise bends and puts her mouth on her, gentle at first, then firmer when she hears the low sound she knows means more. She anchors a hand on Nadia’s stomach, keeps the rhythm steady, and listens. Nadia’s breath shortens. Her legs tense. Her hand slides into Elise’s hair and rests there, not pulling, just present.

“Right there,” Nadia says. “Don’t change it.”

Elise stays with it. Pressure, pace, angle. Heat builds quickly and then settles into something deeper. Nadia whispers, “I’m close,” and Elise answers with a hum that turns the whisper into a gasp. When Nadia cums, it moves through her in waves that don’t need translation. Elise keeps going until the tremor eases, then eases up and kisses the inside of Nadia’s thigh, then her mouth.

“My turn,” Nadia says when she can speak again, eyes bright.

Elise lies back. Nadia takes her time. Fingers, mouth, breath. She asks short questions and gets short answers. Elise feels it gathering and pushing. She spreads her legs wider and says, “More,” and Nadia gives it. The edge comes up fast. Elise groans and then cums hard, hips lifting, voice rough. Nadia’s hand on her hip keeps her from losing the thread. Elise breathes and blinks away the blur.

They lie on their sides facing each other, legs tangled, foreheads almost touching. No one rushes to talk. The room smells like sweat and salt and open windows.

“How’s your head?” Nadia asks, softly.

“Quiet,” Elise says. “In a good way. I want to do that again, only different.”

“We have all kinds of time,” Nadia says.

They nap, wake, shower, and dress in soft clothes. A walk down to the dock turns into sitting with their feet in the water, then into a long talk that starts light and gets real without turning heavy.

They trade history in pieces. Where they grew up. The first person they kissed. The first person who made them cum. A time in college when they wanted a girl and had no words for it. The jobs that burned them out. The thing a parent said that still annoys them. The friend who saw them and never backed away.

Elise doesn’t edit the part about wanting women. “I’ve always had this in me,” she says. “I turned the volume down for a long time because I didn’t see a path that wasn’t a mess.”

“You’re not a mess,” Nadia says.

“I feel far from it,” Elise says, and she means it.

Late afternoon edges toward dinner. They decide to cook instead of going out. Nadia takes the chicken; Elise handles salad and bread. The kitchen gets warm. They open the pinot and split a small glass, not because they need courage, but because it tastes good with garlic and butter. They listen to a low playlist while the thighs finish in the oven. Elise puts her phone on the counter at 9:58 and calls Roy at ten on the dot.

“We ate,” she tells him. “We walked. We slept. We’re good.”

“I watched a bad movie with Blake,” Roy says. “I’m good too.”

She can hear it in his voice. Tired, but not raw. Holding his ground. “I’ll text a photo of the dock in the morning.”

“I’d like that,” he says. “Sleep well. I love you.”

“I love you,” she says, and hangs up.

They sit at the table in tank tops and loose shorts, bare feet on cool wood. They talk about the shape of tomorrow without putting it on a schedule: slow morning, coffee and eggs, maybe a late lunch at the small place in town that Nadia remembers, a swim if the sun cooperates, sex when they want it, not when a timer says move.

They do dishes by hand. Nadia dries. Elise rinses. They stand close. The last plate goes on the rack. Nadia sets the towel down and takes Elise’s face in both hands. “Come to bed.”

They do. This time is louder, rougher at points, and more direct in the way they take. Elise straddles Nadia’s thigh and grinds until her legs shake. Nadia flips Elise to her stomach and kisses down her back before pulling a toy from her bag, holding it up so Elise can nod, and using it with patient, firm strokes that push Elise to cum again and then again. Elise returns the favor with her hand and mouth until Nadia’s voice breaks and her body jerks. They fall asleep a little past midnight, naked, windows cracked, covers half on.

Morning starts slowly. Elise wakes to Nadia’s hand on her hip and the sound of the lake. They kiss without speaking and rub against each other until Elise’s breath stutters and Nadia’s eyes squeeze tight, and both of them cum softly. They laugh like kids who got away with something and then make coffee.

They eat eggs and greens, toast with jam. They sit on the porch steps and let the sun land on their legs. Elise texts Roy a photo of her coffee mug and the water with no faces.

Looks perfect. Gym, then errands. Call you at noon. I love you.

I love you. Noon.

They dress in shorts and take the path around the cove. They point out a turtle on a log. They pass a couple with a dog who sniffs their palms and moves on. They talk about work because it’s part of their lives, and then drop it because it isn’t why they’re here. On a small footbridge, Nadia stops and rests her hands on the rail.

“I like you,” she says. “I liked you the first night. I like you more now.”

Elise looks at her and doesn’t pretend it’s a surprise. “I like you, too. A lot.”

“Good,” Nadia says. She kisses Elise once and starts walking again.

Noon call with Roy is short. “We walked. We saw a turtle. We’re going into town for lunch.”

“I bought groceries and did laundry,” Roy says. He sounds amused at himself. “I’ll see a matinee at three.”

“Thank you for the update,” Elise says. “I want to know what you’re doing.”

“Same,” he says. “I love you.”

“I love you,” she says, and they hang up.

Lunch is salad and a burger split between them, a side of fries, iced tea. Nadia tells a quick story about a contractor who called her “sweetheart” twice and lost the job. Elise grins at the punchline. They leave a generous tip and drive back with the windows down.

Afternoon turns to sex again because they can and because the urge builds while they wash lettuce for dinner. Nadia leans Elise against the counter and slides a hand into her shorts. Elise gasps and nods and lets it happen, then pulls Nadia to the bedroom and returns the favor on her knees, tongue slow, fingers firm, until Nadia pushes onto her hand and cums with a sharp breath that makes Elise’s thighs clench. They fall onto the bed and rest, skin damp, hair a mess, grinning.

At dusk, they dress and pick the small place Nadia mentioned for dinner. Candlelight, worn wood, staff who know when to leave a table alone. They split a bottle of sparkling water and a plate of roasted vegetables, then share a bowl of pasta. They talk about where they learned to cook the meals they default to when life is busy. Elise describes a weeknight routine with Roy that’s ordinary on paper and everything in practice: a quick walk, a simple dinner, hands on each other on the couch, sleep.

Nadia tilts her head. “You love him.”

“I do,” Elise says. “He’s good to me. I’m good to him.”

“Does this feel in conflict with that?” Nadia asks, not as a test, but as a genuine question.

“No,” Elise says, and she hears how sure she sounds. “It feels connected. I want more of you. I still want him.”

Nadia’s mouth turns up at the corners. “That’s how it lands for me, too.”

They pay and stroll the empty main street, then drive back to the cottage. Nadia lights two candles on the dresser. Elise closes the blinds. They kiss against the wall by the bed, slow and deep, hands on hips, thighs brushing. Nadia unzips Elise’s dress and helps it slide to the floor. Elise does the same for Nadia, then takes the harness from Nadia’s bag and holds it up.

“Yes?” Elise asks.

“Yes,” Nadia says. “Let me.”

Nadia straps in with practice that doesn’t feel mechanical. She checks fit, tightens one strap, and looks at Elise. “Tell me what you want.”

“I want to be on my back first,” Elise says. “Then I want to be on top. I want to kiss you while you fuck me. I want you to tell me what to do.”

Nadia nods. “Get on the bed,” she says, tone low and firm. “Open for me.”

Elise lies back and spreads her legs. Nadia kneels between them, fingers first, slow and slick. When Elise moans and grabs for her wrist, Nadia pushes the toy in, steady. Elise arches and exhales, eyes on Nadia’s face. Nadia sets a pace that ramps up and stays on point. Elise wraps her legs around Nadia’s waist and pulls her in. The angle hits right. Nadia leans in to kiss her and says in her ear, “Take it,” and Elise does. The release rolls through her fast and hard. She grips Nadia’s back and cums again when the pressure builds a second time. Nadia doesn’t lose her rhythm. She watches Elise come apart and smiles, not cruel, just pleased.

“On top,” Nadia says when Elise’s breath evens. She flips them with easy strength and guides Elise down. Elise slides onto the toy and sits, both hands on Nadia’s chest for balance. She moves the way her body wants to move, hips forward and back, then circles, then a rough grind that makes both of them groan. Nadia puts her hands on Elise’s waist and helps her set the pace. “Look at me,” she says, and Elise does. The heat spikes. Elise curses and cums again, thighs shaking, jaw tight. She collapses forward and laughs breathlessly against Nadia’s throat.

They roll to their sides and kiss without hurry. Sweat cools on their skin. Nadia wipes them both with a warm cloth. No words for a minute. Just breath and the small sounds two people make when they’ve had what they wanted.

Later, when they can talk, Elise rests on her back and stares at the ceiling.

“I’m infatuated with you,” she says, plain.

Nadia turns onto her elbow. “Same,” she says, just as plain. “Completely.”

Elise’s eyes sting for a second and then settle. “I want more weekends,” she says. “Not constant. Not every month. Some. Enough.”

“We can do that,” Nadia says. “I want them too.”

“Will Jonah mind?” Elise asks, and she means it as a practical thing, not a test of loyalty.

Nadia’s expression doesn’t change. “I don’t need his agreement,” she says. “I tell him what I’m doing and when I’m doing it. He can say how he feels. I still decide. That’s our arrangement. He gave that to me, and I took it. It works.”

Elise blinks. “You don’t mean you don’t care what he thinks.”

“I care deeply,” Nadia says. “I also lead. I set our pace. I choose our partners. I choose whether he joins or not. If he draws a hard line, we talk. He rarely does. It’s not a secret kink. It’s our structure.”

Elise lets the words land without rushing past them. She thinks about Roy at their table, asking for what he needs and waiting for her nod. She thinks about how often she sets the tone without naming it. She thinks about how calm she feels when she takes the wheel, and he relaxes into it. The picture sharpens in her head in a way it never has: not just a night here and there where she directs, but a life where she leads more days than not. Not as a game. As a choice.

Nadia watches her face. “What did that do to you?”

“It opened something,” Elise says. “I don’t know what it is yet.”

“Good,” Nadia says, and there’s no push in it. “You can sit with it.”

Elise nods and rolls onto her side to face her. “I want to keep this with you and keep him. I also want to look hard at how I’m with him. I think I want more say. Not a dictator. A leader. I think he wants that too, even when his voice shakes.”

“I think you’re right,” Nadia says.

They sleep, wake, make love again in the early morning with slow hands and no talking. Elise cums with a whisper, and Nadia bites her lip and rides it out with her. Coffee, eggs, toast. A last walk to the dock. They pack and wipe the counters and check that the windows are latched. Nadia leaves a note for the owner and a tip on the table. They load the car and stand by the open trunk for a beat.

“I don’t want this to end,” Elise says.

“It doesn’t have to,” Nadia says. “It pauses.”

Elise kisses her once, long and quiet, then closes the trunk.

The drive back is easy. They stop for gas and peanut M&M’s. They share without comment. In the city, Nadia squeezes Elise’s knee. “Text me tonight?”

“Yes,” Elise says. “We’ll plan the next one after we all breathe.”

They ride the elevator up for Nadia’s bag. Jonah opens the door and pulls Nadia in for a hug that is more than polite and less than hungry. He looks at Elise and smiles. “Thank you for taking care of her.”

“She took care of me, too,” Elise says.

He nods. “Good.”

Back in the car, Elise sits for a minute before turning the key. Her phone buzzes.

Home? – Roy

Dropping Nadia. Ten minutes. Then home. I love you.

I love you.

She drives the last few blocks on muscle memory. The sun dips behind a building. Traffic thins. She parks, grabs her bag, and takes the stairs two at a time. Roy opens the door before she can knock. He gathers her in with his arms and breathes into her hair. She holds him hard and doesn’t let go for a long count.

“How are you?” he asks.

“I’m good,” she says. “Hungry. Tired. Wired in a nice way.” She steps back and looks at him. “You?”

“Gym, movie, dinner with Blake. I missed you. I’m okay.”

They move into the kitchen. Water. A piece of toast. A handful of berries. No rush to debrief. She touches his wrist. He touches her waist. Each small contact lands.

“Headline?” he asks.

“I’m infatuated with her,” Elise says. “Completely. And I want more weekends.”

He takes that in and nods once. “Okay.”

“There’s more,” she says. She thinks of Nadia’s face in the candlelight. She thinks of the sentence that’s still moving through her. She looks at Roy and decides not to save it for later. “Nadia leads at home. Not just in bed. She decides. Jonah chooses her leadership. He doesn’t make her get buy-in. He has feelings, and he shares them. He doesn’t run the show.”

Roy doesn’t flinch. He looks at her mouth, then at her eyes. “Is that what you want with me?”

“I think I want more of it,” she says. “Not every hour. Not a script. More than we have now. I want to see what happens if I set more of our pace on purpose.”

He breathes in and out. “Okay.”

“That’s not a demand,” she says. “It’s a want. I’ll say more when I can say it well. Right now, I need a shower and your arms, and sleep. Tomorrow we talk.”

He steps closer, puts his palm on her cheek, and nods. “Tomorrow.”

She leans into his touch and feels the weekend settle in her body without fading. She isn’t confused about what she wants. She isn’t scared of what it might do to them. She isn’t interested in tiptoeing around it. She’s interested in living it.

They shower, eat a simple bowl of pasta, and climb into bed. Roy turns off the lamp. In the dark, Elise threads her fingers through his and squeezes once.

“Girls’ weekends,” she says.

“Girls’ weekends,” he repeats.

“And you and me,” she adds.

“And you and me,” he says back.

She closes her eyes and sees the lake, the cottage, Nadia’s mouth, Roy’s face, and the line between them that doesn’t break when it stretches. She smiles into the pillow and lets sleep take her, already writing the next conversation in her head.
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