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CHAPTER ONE




The truck creaked to a stop on the gravel shoulder, tires cracking through the frost-hardened stones. Kelly leaned forward in the passenger seat, arms crossed tight over her chest. She hadn’t spoken in the last half hour. Her tongue felt like paper, her jaw stiff from clenching through the last gas station breakfast sandwich and the three-hour drive through empty, bone-dry fields. When she saw the house, her stomach dropped.

It was smaller than the pictures. And worse. The white paint was peeling in ragged sheets, the shutters hung like uneven eyebrows over dirt-caked windows, and the porch sagged just enough to give it a half-melted appearance. The wind howled low through the trees behind it. It didn’t look abandoned, exactly—it looked like the kind of place someone went to abandon things.

Jeff shifted the truck into park and killed the engine. “Well,” he said, clapping the steering wheel once, “that’s it.”

Kelly didn’t move. Her eyes stayed locked on the house, trying to find some charm in it. A detail. A reason to believe.

“It looks haunted,” she said finally.

“That’s just personality,” Jeff said with a weak grin.

She didn’t laugh. She reached down for her phone, checked the nonexistent service bars, then shoved it into her hoodie pocket. The silence in the truck felt heavier now, like the dust in the air had gotten inside them both.

They got out together, each slamming their door with more force than they needed. The back of the truck was a chaotic mess: their lives reduced to garbage bags, thrift store furniture, a mattress rolled in duct tape, boxes scrawled with her rushed Sharpie handwriting: KITCHEN – fragile, BATHROOM – towels + meds, DO NOT OPEN – JEFF’S SHIT.

Kelly started up the porch steps. The third creaked under her boot and bowed more than it should have. She stopped, looked back at him over her shoulder.

“It’s gonna fall.”

Jeff shrugged, hauling down the tailgate. “We’ll fix it.”

The key jammed in the front door and required a few hard jiggles before turning. The door opened with a loud, unwilling groan. Inside, the air was cold—not crisp, not clean—just damp and still, like the house had been holding its breath for years and finally exhaled stale rot in their faces.

Kelly stepped inside, nose wrinkling. The floorboards shifted under her weight. She could smell old wood, mildew, and the sour tinge of mouse piss. There was a rusted wall heater in the hallway that looked like it hadn’t worked since the Clinton administration. The wallpaper was a pale floral print, yellowed and curling at every edge.

“Jesus,” she muttered.

Jeff was behind her with the first box. “It’s just a little age.”

Kelly turned slowly to face him. “It smells like a basement had sex with a funeral home.”

He set the box down near the stairs. “Don’t kink shame the architecture.”

She wanted to laugh, and hated herself a little for wanting to. But instead she stepped into the living room and looked around. The couch they’d shipped ahead sat in the wrong spot, shoved too close to a dusty window. The coffee table was propped on two stacked books to stay level. The plastic on the windows had air bubbles and was stained in patches from sun exposure.

This wasn’t what they’d talked about. Not really.

“This is what a fresh start looks like?” she said.

Jeff kicked the door shut behind him. “It’s the start of a fresh start.”

“Cute,” she muttered, brushing a dead fly off the windowsill with two fingers.

They got to work. It didn’t feel like teamwork. It felt like synchronized resentment.

He started with the tools, pulling his socket set and cordless drill from the back of the truck, mumbling to himself about floor vents and loose joists. She took a broom and started sweeping corners of the living room, sucking cobwebs off the ceiling fan blades and cursing every strand that clung to her hoodie sleeves.

After two hours, the place didn’t look better. Just a little less abandoned.

She made coffee from a gas station tin, the kind that smelled like scorched rubber and tasted like melted pennies. The faucet squealed when she turned it on, and the water came out cloudy at first, clearing after she let it run. She didn’t trust it but drank the coffee anyway.

“Do you want sugar?” she asked, not looking at him.

Jeff was halfway under the kitchen sink. “We got any?”

“No.”

“Then I guess I don’t.”

She brought him a cup and set it down on the counter. He bumped his head as he slid out and took it with a nod.

“Thanks.”

“You’re welcome.”

They stood there in the kitchen, backs against opposite counters. The light from the window was soft, but it didn’t make the cracked linoleum look better. It just made it easier to see how dirty it really was.

“Did you know the ceiling leaks?” she asked, pointing to the brown stain overhead.

Jeff looked up. “It’ll be fine.”

“Why does everything you say sound like a gamble lately?”

He didn’t answer that. Just sipped the coffee and winced.

“Tastes like it was filtered through a sock,” he muttered.

“I didn’t say it was good coffee.”

“I didn’t say it was your fault.”

Another silence. She turned and opened a drawer near the fridge, then immediately recoiled.

“There’s a mouse turd in here.”

“Just one?” Jeff asked, deadpan.

“That I can see.”

She slammed it shut and pulled her sleeves over her hands like gloves.

They cleaned until late afternoon, and then gave up. Neither said it, but they both knew when the wall had been hit. The mattress was rolled out in what would be their bedroom, sheets pulled from a trash bag. She brought in a cheap lamp and a thrifted blanket that still smelled like someone else’s detergent.

Kelly sat cross-legged on the mattress. Jeff joined her with two water bottles and dropped down beside her. His back cracked as he stretched out.

“My kingdom for Advil,” he muttered.

She nodded. Her thighs ached. Her shoulders felt like stone. She looked at the bare walls, imagined a painting there. Something bright. Or maybe not. Maybe this house didn’t deserve color yet.

“I’m sorry,” Jeff said.

She turned her head slowly. “For what?”

“I don’t know. Everything.”

She stared at him. Not angry. Not cold. Just tired. “You can’t apologize for everything and expect it to fix anything.”

“I don’t,” he said. “I’m just trying.”

Her voice cracked a little. “I am too.”

That hung there between them. The first honest thing they’d said in hours.

Jeff leaned back, resting his head against the wall. The paint was peeling here too, and he didn’t seem to care. Kelly stayed upright, her arms wrapped around her legs. She looked out the window. The sky was pink now, sun sliding behind the trees. She didn’t know if it was beautiful or just empty.

“I don’t want to fight,” she said.

“Me neither.”

“We’re always just trying not to fight. That’s not the same as being okay.”

He didn’t argue.

The wind outside picked up, rattling one of the plastic-covered windows. It flapped softly, like a loose breath trying to get in.

Inside, neither of them spoke. There were too many things that might break if they did.

[image: ]


The construction site was fifteen minutes outside town, tucked behind a half-paved access road and a stack of leaning steel panels. It wasn’t much—just a half-built ranch-style house framed in rough pine, with half the crew running on caffeine and dip spit—but Jeff didn’t care. It was work. And lately, any kind of routine felt like oxygen.

The foreman was an older guy named Hank, mostly bark, not much bite. He introduced Jeff to the rest of the crew in a tone that didn’t invite follow-up questions. Jeff nodded, shook hands, and got to work hauling lumber and double-checking measurement cuts. It wasn’t glamorous. His lower back ached by lunchtime and his shoulders felt like cinder blocks. Still, it felt better than the quiet that waited for him at home.

After a few hours, he started falling into rhythm. He worked beside a guy named Cody, wiry and fast-talking, and another guy named Mike who had a full sleeve of prison tattoos and laughed at everything in a way that made Jeff uneasy.

“So you and the wife just moved out here?” Cody asked, wiping his forehead with his sleeve.

“Yeah,” Jeff said, hammering a brace into place. “Needed a reset. Somewhere quiet.”

Mike snorted. “Quiet, sure. Just don’t let your girl get bored or the locals’ll keep her warm.”

Jeff forced a laugh.

“Nah, it’s not bad out here,” Cody added. “You get used to the nothing. We hit the bar some nights after work. Shitty beer, decent pool. It helps.”

Jeff nodded. “Might check it out.”

Cody tossed him a water bottle. “You should. Bring the wife. Shake off the cabin fever.”

He tucked the thought away and kept working.

Later, during a break, Jeff sat on a stack of drywall and watched the sun go down behind a ridge of trees. His fingers were already raw from the hammer. A splinter in his palm throbbed every time he moved.

He didn’t mind the pain.

What he minded was the way Kelly had looked at the house when they pulled up. The way she flinched from the smell. The way she avoided touching him like his skin was a static charge.

He wanted to fix things. Not just the porch. Not just the plumbing. Them.

Somewhere between the studs and sawdust, he started to believe maybe it wasn’t too late.


CHAPTER TWO




The house was quieter after Jeff left for work.

Kelly sat at the kitchen table, the chipped green mug cupped between both hands, legs pulled up into the chair like she needed to make herself smaller. The coffee was bitter and lukewarm, but it gave her something to hold. The silence had weight. The kind that pressed into her shoulders and made the rooms feel bigger than they were.

Sunlight pushed through the dingy window, painting long streaks across the dusty floorboards. She tracked one with her eyes and imagined where a rug might go, what kind of lamp would make the room feel less like a holding cell.

Her phone sat on the table next to the mug, screen blank. No messages. No missed calls. She hadn’t heard from anyone back home in days.

After finishing her coffee, she wandered room to room, trying to organize what little they’d managed to bring. Half the boxes still weren’t unpacked. Some were shoved into corners behind furniture that didn’t belong there. She opened one marked KITCHEN – Fragile and found a tangled mess of utensils, plates wrapped in her old t-shirts, and one chipped bowl she’d meant to throw out months ago.

She placed a few items into drawers, wiped down the counters, then moved to the living room and tried to clean the windows. The plastic wrap on the inside was stained and bubbled from years of sun damage. She peeled one of them back, hoping to replace it, but the corner ripped off in her hand.

"Great," she muttered.

Upstairs wasn’t better. Their mattress still sat on the floor with a single wrinkled sheet draped over it, no frame, no headboard. She fluffed the pillows just to have something to do, then stepped back and stared at the space around her.

It didn’t feel like theirs. It didn’t feel like anything yet.

By the time the front door creaked open again, her back ached and her hands smelled like lemon cleaner and mildew. She looked up from the couch, startled that the sun had already started to dip outside.

Jeff stepped in, wiping his boots on the mat. He looked more tired than usual, shirt sticking to his chest, fingers dirty with sawdust.

“Hey,” he said, setting down his tool belt with a thud.

“Hey,” she replied, tucking her legs up on the cushion.

He walked into the kitchen and poured himself a glass of water from the sink. “I think that heater’s possessed,” he called out. “It rattles like it’s trying to climb out of the wall.”

Kelly smirked faintly. “Maybe it’s trying to escape.”

Jeff leaned against the doorway, water glass in hand. “This construction gig is no joke. Between that and the repairs on this house, I don’t know which will kill me faster.”

“Yeah?” She stretched her arms over her head. “How’d it go? You’ve not told me much about it.”

“Not bad. Local crew. House framing job on the east side. Guys are alright. Couple of them are regulars, been in the area for years. One guy named Cody talks non-stop like he’s on speed. Another, Mike, looks like a bouncer but laughs like a cartoon villain. I’m still figuring them out.”

She nodded, running her fingers through her hair to smooth it down. “Glad you found something.”

“Me too.” He hesitated. “They mentioned a bar nearby. Just a little place they hit up after shifts. Pool tables, cheap beer, that kind of thing.”

She didn’t say anything.

He cleared his throat. “I thought maybe we could check it out. Tonight. Just us. Get out of here for a little while.”

Kelly turned her head, slowly taking in the dim light, the boxes still stacked in the corners, the peeling paint around the hallway. Her whole body felt sore, not from scrubbing or lifting, but from existing inside this house for ten straight hours.

“Yeah,” she said. “I’d go.”

Jeff looked relieved. “Really?”

“I’m tired of staring at these walls. I need something that doesn’t smell like mold and broken dreams.”

He gave a half-smile and walked back toward the stairs. “I’ll rinse off. You gonna get dressed up?”

She tilted her head. “You want me to?”

“I mean… if you want to.”

She stood, brushing dust off the back of her jeans. “So I can sit on a cracked barstool while some drunk guy in a hunting jacket stares at my ass?”

Jeff swallowed visibly. “I wouldn’t complain.”

Kelly smirked and walked past him toward the stairs. “I’ll see what I’ve got.”

Upstairs, the air was cooler. She opened the old suitcase at the foot of the bed and started flipping through her clothes. Most of it was practical—hoodies, leggings, oversized tees. Stuff she’d packed when she thought they were building something stable, not living out of laundry baskets.

But tucked underneath it all was a black denim skirt and a slinky dark tank with thin straps. She hadn’t worn either since… well. Since things had started falling apart.

She pulled them out and tossed them on the bed.

The eyeliner came next. The strokes were slower than they used to be, but her hands remembered the shape. Winged tips, sharp and clean. A little lip gloss. She brushed her hair, ran her hands down the sides of the tank to smooth it over her ribs, then stared at herself in the mirror.

Not perfect. But close enough to the girl she used to be.

The parking lot was more gravel than pavement, lit by one sad yellow floodlight that buzzed like it was losing a fight with a swarm of bugs. The sign over the door read “Carter’s Tap” in half-lit neon. A few trucks were parked off-center. One had a rifle rack in the back window. Another had its tailgate held shut with a bungee cord and hope.

Jeff shifted the truck into park and cut the engine. “Ready?”

Kelly adjusted her skirt, then tugged the hem of her tank top lower. “As I’ll ever be.”

Inside, the bar smelled like beer-soaked wood and fryer grease. It was dim and warm and crowded enough to feel alive without being shoulder-to-shoulder. A classic rock track played low in the background. Pool balls cracked somewhere in the back. The air carried the sharp tang of spilled whiskey, cigarette breath, and something fried.

Jeff nodded toward an open table near the far wall. “Wanna sit first?”

“Let’s get a drink,” Kelly said.

They slid up to the bar. The bartender was a middle-aged woman with blunt bangs and a weathered tank top that read SHOTS FIRST, QUESTIONS LATER. She poured their drinks without small talk—beer for Jeff, vodka cranberry for Kelly—and handed them over with a nod.

Kelly took a long sip. The drink was strong. Too strong. She welcomed it.

A cheer rose up behind them—someone sank a shot at one of the pool tables. Jeff turned just as a man leaned down to line up another shot. Tall, broad across the shoulders, tattoos peeking beneath the sleeves of a tight gray shirt.

“Caleb,” Jeff muttered under his breath.

Kelly raised an eyebrow. “You know him?”

Jeff nodded once. “He’s on the site. One of the leads.”

She looked again. Caleb straightened, racked the balls, and turned toward the bar for a sip of beer. His eyes scanned the room lazily—and then landed on her.

He was bigger up close than he looked across the room—built like the kind of guy who knew exactly what his size did to people. His shirt clung to broad shoulders and thick biceps, veins visible even in the low light. Tattoos inked down both arms, black and bold, creeping below his sleeves and disappearing under his collar. One on his left forearm looked like a skull—another, a rusted compass wrapped in barbed wire.

He took a slow drink, and when he lowered the glass, his eyes were still on Kelly.

Her breath caught—barely—but Jeff saw it. The way her posture changed. How her fingers brushed the rim of her glass, slow and idle, like she wasn’t thinking about it. She looked away, then looked back.

Caleb didn’t smile. He didn’t wink. He just watched her like he already knew what her skin would taste like. There was no pretending in his eyes. No playing it cool. Just hunger—barely masked.

Jeff felt something hot and sour rise in his throat. Not jealousy, not yet. But close.

Kelly didn’t smile, but her lips twitched. She turned back to her drink and tucked a piece of hair behind her ear.

Jeff saw all of it.

Caleb walked over after a few more minutes, casual, like he had nothing better to do. He leaned one elbow on the bar next to Jeff and tipped his beer slightly toward them.

“Didn’t expect to see you here,” he said, voice low and smooth.

Jeff shrugged. “First week in town. Figured we’d check it out.”

Caleb’s eyes slid to Kelly and stayed there. “This your wife?”

Kelly met his gaze, chin up. “Kelly.”

He nodded. “Caleb. Construction crew. I work with this guy.”

“Yeah?” she said. “Should I feel sorry for you?”

Caleb grinned. “He pulls his weight.”

Jeff took a sip of his beer and watched Caleb watching her. It wasn’t subtle. It wasn’t disrespectful, either. It was direct. Confident. The way a man looks at something he wants but hasn’t decided how to ask for yet.

“You play?” Caleb asked, gesturing toward the pool tables.

Jeff raised an eyebrow. “It’s been a while.”

“Good,” Caleb said. “I hate losing.”

Kelly glanced at Jeff. He shrugged. “You down?”

She drained the rest of her drink and stood. “Sure.”

They played doubles—Caleb and Kelly against Jeff and a guy from the bar whose name he didn’t catch and wouldn’t remember. The game was mostly banter, a few clinks and scratches, and a lot of quiet watching. Caleb leaned in close when he coached Kelly on shots. His hand brushed her lower back once. Jeff saw her spine stiffen and then relax.

She bent over the table to line up a shot, skirt lifting slightly, and Caleb didn’t hide the way he looked.

Jeff looked too.

And when she sank the eight ball, smiling wide and flushed from vodka and victory, Caleb leaned in and murmured, “Told you you’d be dangerous.”

Kelly laughed, breathless. Jeff felt his throat tighten.

She was beautiful right now. Loose. Alive. Lit up from the inside in a way he hadn’t seen in a long time.

And he wasn’t the one lighting her up.

They didn’t play another game.

Caleb disappeared toward the bar, and Kelly stood with the empty glass still in her hand, eyes tracking the spot where he’d been. Jeff watched her watching. She wasn’t smiling anymore, but something about her face had softened—like she’d remembered a part of herself she hadn’t touched in years.

Jeff paid the tab in silence. She didn’t speak until they hit the parking lot.

“Cold out here,” she said, arms crossed.

He unlocked the truck. The locks popped like gunfire in the quiet. She climbed in without looking at him.

Halfway down the road, headlights carving through rows of crooked trees, Kelly spoke again—softly.

“He looked at me like he knew me.”

Jeff didn’t answer.

“Not like you know me,” she added quickly, as if to fix it. “Not... not the real stuff. But like he saw the part of me I don’t even think about anymore.”

Jeff gripped the wheel tighter. His throat felt dry.

“I saw you watching,” she said.

He flicked his eyes toward her. “Yeah.”

“You didn’t look mad.”

“I wasn’t.”

She turned to the window, her breath fogging a small patch of glass. “I didn’t do anything wrong.”

“No.”

“But I could’ve.”

That hung there.

He didn’t want to say the next thing. But he needed to.

“You liked how it felt.”

She didn’t speak. Didn’t deny it. Just shifted in her seat like something was crawling up her spine.

“I felt it too,” Jeff added. “Like... the air changed. The way you laughed with him. The way you stood.”

“I wasn’t trying to⁠—”

“I know,” he cut in.

A pause.

“I don’t know what it means,” she said finally.

Jeff exhaled slow through his nose. “It means we’re not as dead as we thought.”

Kelly flinched a little at that. Like hearing the word made it real.

They pulled into the long gravel drive. The farmhouse sat in shadow, the porch light flickering, just barely holding on. Jeff killed the engine. Neither of them moved.

“I feel like I cheated,” she said suddenly. “And I didn’t even touch him.”

Jeff turned in his seat. “I feel like I watched you cheat. And I liked it.”

That broke something in her expression. She looked at him—hard—and then looked away, ashamed of how much she understood.

They went inside in silence. Kelly didn’t brush his hand on the stairs. Jeff didn’t try.

In the bedroom, she peeled off her skirt in the dark and pulled on one of his old T-shirts without a word. He watched her back while she climbed into bed, her body curling small under the thrifted blanket. He stripped down to his boxers and lay beside her, but didn’t reach out.

The silence between them wasn’t the same as before. It wasn’t cold anymore. It was thick. Charged.

She was awake. So was he. Their bodies buzzed inches apart. Neither touched.

They lay there—aroused, aching, afraid.


CHAPTER THREE




The house felt colder in the morning.

Jeff stood in the kitchen with both hands wrapped around a steaming mug, staring out the window like there was something worth looking at. There wasn’t. Just the same frostbitten yard, same sagging porch, same pale stretch of sky threatening snow. The heater had kicked on sometime around five, rattling like a ghost in the wall before settling into a low, uneven hum.

He hadn’t slept. Not really. He’d heard every toss, every sigh from her side of the mattress. She hadn’t reached for him. He hadn’t tried. His cock had been hard for what felt like hours—taunting him, punishing him.

He wasn’t sure if it was from watching her flirt or from how guilty she looked afterward.

Upstairs, the creak of floorboards told him she was awake.

She didn’t come down right away.

When she did, her hair was damp from the shower and pulled back into a loose knot. She wore one of his shirts again—washed-out gray, sleeves rolled up past her elbows. No makeup. No jewelry. Not a trace of the woman from last night.

“Morning,” she said.

“Hey.”

She moved past him to grab a cup. He stepped aside. Their bodies didn’t touch, but it was close. Too close for what they weren’t saying.

The coffee poured slow and loud, the kind of silence that makes small things sound like thunder.

Jeff cleared his throat. “You sleep okay?”

Kelly stared into her mug. “Not really.”

He nodded, lips pressing into a thin line. “Me either.”

Another pause.

“I keep thinking about it,” she said. Her voice was low, but not weak. “The bar. Him.”

Jeff didn’t answer. He didn’t need to. His silence was a yes.

“I didn’t mean to let it go that far,” she added quickly. “I wasn’t planning anything. It just... happened.”

“I know.”

“I didn’t touch him.”

“I know that too.”

Kelly turned toward him, mug clutched between both hands. Her eyes were red around the edges, not from tears, but from holding them back.

“You think I wanted him?”

Jeff looked at her for a long time.

“Yeah,” he said. “I think part of you did.”

Her jaw tensed. “And what... you’re okay with that?”

He hesitated. The words were there, behind his teeth, but they didn’t want to come out. Not the right way.

“I don’t know what I’m okay with,” he admitted. “But when I saw the way he looked at you… and the way you lit up... I haven’t seen that in you in so long.”

She looked away.

“I missed it,” he said. “I missed you.”

“You think watching some guy stare at me like he wanted to fuck me is the answer to that?”

“I think,” Jeff said slowly, “that if someone wanting you wakes you up again… maybe it’s worth talking about.”

She blinked. Once. Twice. Her mouth opened, then closed again.

“You want me to cheat on you?” she asked finally.

“No.”

Kelly stared at him like he’d just torn a hole in the wall.

He repeated it, slower. “No. I don’t want you to cheat.”

“Then what the fuck are we talking about?”

Jeff rubbed his fingers over the back of his neck, eyes dropping to the floor. “I want you to feel wanted. And not just by me.”

Silence.

“And I want to see it,” he added, almost under his breath.

She didn’t respond.

She walked back toward the living room and dropped onto the couch with her coffee, legs curled under her. She didn’t look at him when he followed and stood in the doorway, just a few feet away but not close enough to reach.

“Do you have any idea what you’re saying?” she asked.

“I didn’t, last night. I think I’m starting to.”

“Jesus, Jeff.”

“I’m not saying you should do anything. I’m just saying... it didn’t feel like the worst thing. Watching. Feeling that. Knowing someone else saw what I see.”

She swallowed hard.

“I don’t want this to be another thing we bury,” he said. “I’m fucking tired of silence.”

She looked up at him. Her voice cracked when she said it.

“So am I.”

The next time they spoke about it, it was dark again.

Jeff sat on the edge of the bed, shirtless, bent over his knees with his hands clasped. He hadn’t turned the lamp on. He didn’t need to see the room. He needed to hear her. Behind him, Kelly moved quietly—shifting the blanket, pulling her hair into a loose tie, tugging an old shirt down over her hips like modesty mattered in the dark.

It didn’t. Not now. Not after what they’d said.

Still, neither had touched the other.

Her voice came from behind him, soft and raw. “You’ve thought about this before?”

He looked down at his hands. “Yeah.”

“For how long?”

“Months.”

The silence stretched between them again.

Kelly pulled her knees up under the blanket. “And you never said anything.”

“You barely looked at me,” he said. “I didn’t think I had the right.”

Her breath hitched.

He turned now, slowly, resting his arm on the mattress as he faced her. “I didn’t know how to tell you I wanted something that scared the shit out of me.”

She blinked at him, barely visible in the faint light from the hallway. “You wanted to see me... with someone else?”

“I wanted to see you come back to life,” he said. “And yeah. That idea—it’s been in my head. The way you used to be. Before everything got so fucking heavy. Before we forgot how to touch each other.”

Kelly looked down at her lap, picking at the edge of the blanket.

“I hated how you looked at him last night,” Jeff said. “But I also couldn’t stop watching it.”

Her head snapped up.

“You hated it?”

“Yeah,” he said. “Because I wanted to be enough. But watching you react to him... it did something to me. Like something cracked open.”

She shook her head. “It sounds fucked up.”

“It is.”

He gave a bitter laugh.

“But it’s honest,” he added. “More honest than we’ve been in a long time.”

Kelly sat still for a moment, then pulled the blanket tighter around herself like she needed armor.

“I felt it too,” she whispered.

Jeff froze.

She kept going, voice low. “Not just the way he looked at me. Or how he talked. I mean... I felt the part of me that wanted to be seen. Wanted to be touched. Wanted to know if I could still make someone want me like that.”

She paused, like she was bracing for the weight of her own words.

“I’ve been numb for so long, Jeff.”

He moved onto the mattress, closer, but still not touching.

She met his eyes. “And it scared me. How fast it came back. That feeling.”

He nodded. “It scared me too.”

She looked away. “I don’t know what this means.”

“It doesn’t have to mean anything yet,” he said. “We don’t have to do anything. But if it’s in both of our heads now… maybe we stop pretending it’s not.”

Kelly rubbed her eyes with the heel of her palm. “What if it breaks us?”

Jeff reached out finally, hand resting gently on her ankle through the blanket. “We were already breaking.”

She flinched at that. But she didn’t pull away.

“What if I can’t stop thinking about it now?” she asked, barely louder than a breath.

“Then we don’t stop talking about it,” he said. “Not this time.”

Kelly looked down at his hand on her leg. Then up at him.

She didn’t say yes.

But she didn’t say no.


CHAPTER FOUR




Kelly hadn’t meant to search for it.

She was lying in bed in one of Jeff’s old T-shirts, her knees drawn up, the glow of her phone screen lighting her face in the dark. She’d scrolled past recipes, ignored emails, flipped through videos of people organizing their perfect kitchens and vacuuming already clean floors. She clicked on a cat video. Watched a minute. Swiped away.

Her finger hovered.

She didn’t even remember typing the search.

Just that the word was already there—hotwife—half-finished in the bar before she realized what she was doing. The browser auto-filled it like it had been waiting. Like the phone knew. Like some ghost version of her had already gone down this path.

She hesitated, thumb twitching above the screen. Then she tapped the first link.

The video started instantly—no build-up, no teasing. A woman, slim and flushed and riding someone who wasn’t her husband. Camera shaky, breathless. A man’s voice off screen, coaxing her, telling her to take it deeper, harder.

Kelly swallowed.

She tilted the volume low—not silent, just enough to hear the woman’s moans through the sheets of static.

The woman’s eyes rolled back. Her hair was a mess. She looked ruined. Worshipped.

Kelly felt it hit low in her stomach.

She shifted under the blanket, her thighs rubbing together. Her body knew before her brain allowed it. There was no logic here. Just sensation.

She watched for another few seconds, then slipped her hand between her legs.

Her panties were already damp.

The moment her fingers brushed over the fabric, she sucked in a sharp breath. It wasn’t slow. It wasn’t even careful. She rubbed quick, like her body was chasing something she wasn’t supposed to catch.

She kept watching.

The woman in the video begged for it. Moaned like it was breaking her. And the man behind the camera? He let her. Told her she was beautiful like this. Told her to take what she needed.

Kelly’s fingers moved faster. She slid the waistband down, just enough to press harder. Her back arched off the mattress. Her breath stuttered.

The orgasm slammed into her fast, without grace—without build-up or romance. Just a brutal, seizing wave that made her legs clamp tight and her hips jerk once, twice, before she froze.

Eyes wide.

Mouth open.

Breathing like she’d been running.

She dropped the phone on the pillow next to her and stared at the ceiling, chest rising and falling.

The guilt came fast.

Like nausea.

Like gravity.

She yanked the blanket up over her chest like someone might walk in. Her skin felt too hot, too bare. Her hand still tingled, slick with what she wasn’t ready to admit.

She reached for the phone and shut it off with shaking fingers. Not just the browser—everything. Locked the screen. Turned it face down.

She rolled onto her side and pulled the covers tight.

Her heartbeat wouldn’t slow.

Jeff stood in the kitchen, staring at the cracked linoleum like it had insulted him.

He couldn’t stop replaying it. That moment in bed when she rolled away. When the screen lit her face just long enough for him to see what she was watching. Not cat videos. Not cooking reels.

Porn.

And not just any porn. That kind. The kind she’d probably never even dared search before.

He hadn’t said anything then. But it was still in his throat. Still burning behind his eyes.

It wasn’t the porn that shook him.

It was how fast she’d shut herself down afterward. Like her body had betrayed her—and she was punishing herself for feeling it.

Jeff set his coffee down harder than he meant to. The mug rattled against the counter.

He needed to say something. Now. Before it calcified again into silence.

She was curled up on the couch, legs under a blanket, flipping channels without watching anything. Her skin looked pale. Not sick. Just... washed out. Like she’d been running emotional laps in her head all day and hadn’t found an exit.

He leaned against the wall. His chest felt tight. “I saw what you were watching.”

She didn’t flinch. Didn’t turn.

“I know,” she said after a beat.

“You didn’t want me to?”

Still no eye contact. “It wasn’t for you.”

That landed harder than she probably meant it to.

Jeff folded his arms across his chest. “What was it for, then?”

Her fingers stilled on the remote. “I don’t know.”

“Bullshit.”

Now she turned. Her eyes looked glassy, like she hadn’t cried—but might. “Fine. I wanted to see how it felt. Just watching. That was it.”

He stepped closer. “And did it feel good?”

She looked away.

“You got off fast,” he said. “Didn’t even try to drag it out.”

Her cheeks flushed. “Fuck off.”

“No,” he said, voice low. “Not this time.”

She stared at him. There was no mask now. No defensiveness. Just tired honesty.

“I watched it because I can’t stop thinking about it,” she said. “That night at the bar. The way he looked at me. The way you looked at me watching him.”

Jeff’s pulse kicked hard.

“I felt… wanted,” she said. “Not appreciated. Not supported. Wanted. Like if he had pulled me into the back room, I would’ve let him. And I hate that.”

His mouth went dry. “You didn’t do anything wrong.”

“No,” she said, sitting up now. “But I thought it. I felt it. I came thinking about it.”

There it was. Sharp as a knife. Dragged out into the open.

Jeff felt it like a punch straight to the gut—and then lower.

He stepped in front of her, hands at his sides. His knuckles twitched.

“Is that the first time you’ve watched that kind of thing?”

Kelly nodded slowly. “I didn’t even know what to search for. I just typed what I felt.”

“And you came fast?”

She hesitated.

“Tell me,” he said.

“Yeah,” she whispered. “I barely touched myself.”

Jeff reached up, rubbing the back of his neck like he was trying to scrub the image out of his brain—but he didn’t want it gone. Not really.

“I’ve thought about it too,” he said, voice rough. “What it would be like. To see it. To see you… with someone else.”

Kelly’s jaw tensed. “So this is your fantasy?”

“I didn’t ask for it. It just… showed up. And then I couldn’t stop.”

He sat beside her, not touching, but close enough to feel the heat off her skin.

“I kept telling myself it was fucked up,” he said. “That I’d ruin us if I ever said it out loud. But I’ve been dying for months, Kelly. Dying to feel something real again. And the only time I felt it was when I saw you looking at him like that.”

She didn’t speak.

He turned toward her. “You looked alive.”

Her eyes watered then. No tears yet—but they were close.

“I don’t want to hurt you,” she said.

“You didn’t.”

“But I could.”

“I want to give you permission,” he said. “Not to fuck him. Not yet. But to feel this. To explore it.”

Her voice cracked. “And what if it wrecks us?”

Jeff looked straight at her.

“We’re already cracked.”

She breathed through her nose, shallow and fast. Her thighs clenched under the blanket. Jeff saw it.

“Say it,” he said.

“Say what?”

“Say what you’re thinking right now.”

Her lip trembled.

“I want to be touched like that,” she whispered. “I want to see what it feels like. To be taken by someone who doesn’t know me. Who doesn’t care about my baggage or my broken edges.”

She looked down at her hands.

“And I want you to watch.”

The air between them turned electric. Her breath came in soft, rapid bursts. Jeff’s cock was rock hard under his jeans, throbbing against the zipper. He didn’t reach for her. He couldn’t.

Because this wasn’t foreplay.

This was confession.

She rubbed her arms like she was cold, even though she was sweating.

“You’re shaking,” he said.

“I know.”

“Because you’re scared?”

“No,” she whispered. “Because I don’t think I can stop.”

Jeff leaned forward, resting his elbows on his knees again, trying to catch his breath.

“You don’t have to stop,” he said. “You just have to keep talking to me.”

Kelly nodded slowly.

She didn’t touch him. He didn’t kiss her.

They just sat there, buzzing with tension, drenched in everything they weren’t doing yet.

And for the first time in months, the silence between them didn’t feel dead.

It felt alive.

Kelly was still shaking.

Jeff watched her, heart jackhammering in his chest, cock aching like it hadn’t been touched in weeks—which, honestly, wasn’t far off. Her breathing was ragged, skin flushed, lips parted like she’d just run a mile barefoot.

He reached out, slow, one hand sliding behind her neck.

She didn’t pull away.

“Come here,” he whispered.

When their mouths met, it wasn’t gentle. It wasn’t sweet. It was collision. Teeth clashing. Lips crushed. A kiss made out of frustration and filth and every ugly, beautiful thing they hadn’t said in months.

Kelly moaned into his mouth, and her legs split instinctively, knees falling apart as she straddled his lap. The blanket dropped to the floor. Her hips rolled against him, grinding down on the thick, aching bulge in his jeans.

“Oh fuck,” she gasped. “You’re hard already?”

“You think I wasn’t hard watching you talk about him?” he growled.

His hands yanked the shirt up over her ribs—his shirt, the one she’d worn to bed like armor—and bunched it under her arms. No bra. Her nipples were already stiff, begging. He sucked one into his mouth without warning, biting down just enough to make her yelp.

“Jesus—Jeff⁠—”

“You gonna tell me what you were thinking about when you came last night?” he asked, voice muffled against her skin.

She shuddered, hips grinding harder. “I imagined him pinning me down. Saying you told him to.”

“Fuck.”

Jeff stood with her still clinging to him and carried her toward the kitchen counter. He spun her, bent her forward, hands flat on the laminate. She arched back, hair falling in her face as he yanked her panties down and ran his hand between her legs.

“Dripping,” he said. “Already fucking soaked for me.”

“For him,” she hissed, voice shaking. “But you’re the one who gets to use it.”

“Goddamn right.”

His fingers slid inside her, two at once, knuckles deep. She gasped, thighs shaking.

“You like pretending it’s him?” he asked, voice low and brutal in her ear. “While you fuck your husband?”

“Yes,” she groaned. “I want to be your dirty little whore.”

He pulled out, wiped his fingers across her inner thigh, and unzipped his jeans. The sound alone made her whimper.

He didn’t tease.

He shoved inside her in one long, brutal thrust, filling her completely, hips slamming into her ass hard enough to make the counter creak. She cried out—high and sharp—head dropping to the side.

“Oh my God⁠—”

“That’s right,” he panted. “Take it. Take all of it.”

His hands gripped her hips, pulling her back to meet every thrust. The wet sounds of skin on skin echoed through the kitchen. She was moaning louder now, no effort to hide it. One hand reached down to rub herself furiously.

“Faster,” she gasped. “Harder. Please.”

Jeff snapped his hips against her, slapping wet and obscene. “You want to be ruined?”

“Yes—fuck me like you hate me.”

“I don’t hate you.”

“Then fuck me like you own me.”

That broke him.

He grunted, deeper now, his cock pounding into her, cockhead dragging along her slick walls as she tightened around him. He grabbed her hair, yanked her head back.

“Say it.”

“I’m yours,” she whimpered.

“Say it again.”

“I’m yours. Even when I want them. Especially when I want them.”

He growled into her neck, biting just below her ear.

Her thighs started to shake. Her body trembled against the counter.

“I’m gonna—oh God—Jeff—I’m coming⁠—”

Her orgasm ripped through her like a whip crack, her whole body jerking, pussy clenching around his cock so hard he nearly lost it. He grunted, jaw locked, thrusting through it as she collapsed forward, limp and twitching.

He lasted seconds longer.

Then he slammed into her one last time, fingers digging into her hips as he poured every inch of himself deep inside her, groaning into the back of her shoulder, hips twitching with every pulse.

When he finally pulled back, they were both panting, sweat-slick, legs weak.

Kelly turned her head just enough to look at him. Her cheeks were flushed. Her lips swollen.

“You still want to talk about rules?”

Jeff wiped his mouth with the back of his hand, still breathless. “Not tonight.”

She smirked, exhausted.

Neither said I love you.

They didn’t have to.


CHAPTER FIVE




The wind cut through the frame like a blade.

Jeff pulled his collar up tighter and adjusted his grip on the nail gun. The bones in his fingers ached from the cold—an ache that sank deeper every time he curled them. The sun hadn’t crested fully yet, and the morning light came in sideways through the skeletal walls of the house-in-progress. Planks of pine creaked under his boots. The whole frame still smelled fresh—wood, sweat, and cigarette smoke. No insulation. No heat. Just a half-born house and a crew of men swearing under their breath.

“Hey—watch the stud spacing,” someone barked from across the site. “You’re gonna fuck your drywall hang.”

Jeff turned. Caleb stood near the back wall, clipboard in one hand, coffee in the other. He wore a thermal shirt under his work vest, sleeves shoved up past his elbows. His arms were corded with muscle, tattooed all the way to the wrists. One of the pieces looked like a compass wrapped in barbed wire. Another—just below the cuff—was script in thick, black letters. Jeff didn’t catch the words.

What he did catch was the way Caleb moved—calm, deliberate. Like he owned the ground under his boots.

Caleb gave him a nod and walked over.

“Framing’s not bad,” he said, gesturing to Jeff’s wall. “Little tight on the inside corner, but she’ll pass.”

Jeff wiped his palms on his jeans. “Been a minute since I’ve done residential.”

“You pick it up fast.” Caleb sipped his coffee, watching the other guys hammer. “That your wife you were with at the bar?”

Jeff didn’t blink. “Yeah.”

Caleb nodded like he already knew. “She looked good.”

The air between them shifted.

Jeff looked at him carefully. Not defensive. Just… measuring.

“She’s got that look,” Caleb added. “Like she doesn’t know how hot she is.”

Jeff exhaled slowly through his nose. “She’s been through a lot.”

“We all have,” Caleb said, unfazed. “But some people carry it better. She carried it like someone trying to forget it.”

Jeff didn’t answer.

Caleb smirked, not cruel—just direct. “You don’t hear women laugh like that around here much. Not like she laughed with me.”

Jeff’s jaw flexed.

Caleb noticed. Didn’t push.

“I meant it as a compliment,” he added. “Didn’t mean to cross a line.”

Jeff shook his head. “You didn’t.”

There was a pause. Just long enough to feel it.

“You ever wonder what that kind of woman looks like when she stops pretending?” Caleb asked, eyes still on the crew. “Like when the lights are off and she’s not worried about how she’s supposed to act?”

Jeff’s pulse ticked up. He turned slowly.

“What are you asking me?”

Caleb met his gaze now, dead-on. “Nothing you haven’t already thought about.”

The wind picked up again. A loose tarp flapped like thunder on the far end of the site.

Jeff took a breath.

“You’re good at reading people,” he said.

“I build shit for a living,” Caleb replied. “You get good at seeing where the cracks are.”

Another long silence.

“You didn’t come over just to shoot the shit,” Jeff said.

Caleb shrugged. “Maybe I wanted to see if you’d flinch.”

Jeff smirked, dry. “And?”

“You didn’t.”

A beat.

“That her usual type?” Caleb asked. “Guys like me?”

Jeff ran his tongue over his teeth. “She doesn’t have a type anymore.”

Caleb nodded. Sipped his coffee. Then looked back at the skeleton of the house like nothing had happened.

But Jeff saw it.

That fire.

That spark behind Caleb’s eyes that said he knew exactly what game was starting—and he was already warmed up for it.

“Fuck, man. If she were mine, she’d never make it outta the house dressed like that.”

Jeff’s hands wouldn’t stop twitching.

He stood near the open frame of what would be the future kitchen, pretending to double-check a beam alignment, but his eyes kept tracking Caleb. Watching the way the guy leaned into conversations, the way others gave him space without realizing they were doing it. He didn’t command attention—he just took it.

And Jeff could still hear his voice from earlier.

She looked good.

The words echoed in his skull like a nail gun misfiring.

He didn’t know if he wanted to hit the guy or shake his hand.

He could feel it in his chest—that ache. Not quite anger. Not just jealousy. Something more layered. Deeper. More dangerous.

A flash hit his brain so fast it made him flinch:

Kelly. Bent backward across a table. Caleb’s hands locked around her hips. Her mouth open. Eyes rolled back. Riding him. Fucking him like she forgot Jeff ever existed.

Jeff’s cock pulsed instantly. His stomach flipped.

He swallowed hard, tasted metal.

“Jesus,” he muttered under his breath.

He straightened up, turned—and there was Caleb, leaning against a support beam, watching him like he’d been waiting.

Jeff walked over.

“I want to ask you something,” he said, keeping his voice low.

Caleb tilted his head. “Alright.”

Jeff shoved his hands into his jacket pockets. His heart was slamming against his ribs like it was trying to punch its way out.

“Back at the bar,” he said. “The way you looked at her. That wasn’t casual.”

“No,” Caleb said. “It wasn’t.”

Jeff nodded slowly. “You want her?”

Caleb didn’t flinch. “Yeah.”

Simple. Flat. True.

Jeff’s cock ached again.

He looked down at the dirt, then back up. His voice came out harder than he meant it to.

“What if I let you?”

The words hung there like a blade between them.

Caleb didn’t blink. “What the fuck does that mean?”

“It means,” Jeff said, stepping closer, “what if I said I wanted you to?”

Now Caleb did pause. Just long enough for the air to thicken.

“You serious?”

Jeff’s jaw clenched. “Dead serious.”

Caleb looked at him like he was searching for a tell. Like he expected Jeff to crack a joke, shake it off.

But there was nothing on Jeff’s face but that storm. That fuck me I can’t believe I’m saying this energy.

“You ever done something like that before?” Caleb asked.

“No.”

“Then why me?”

Jeff’s eyes narrowed. “Because you saw her. The way I did. And you didn’t look away.”

That earned the smallest smile from Caleb.

“Lot of guys wouldn’t say shit like that out loud,” he said. “Let alone offer it.”

Jeff laughed once, bitter and low. “Yeah. I’m not most guys.”

Caleb stepped closer now, the distance between them a hell of a lot smaller than it should’ve been.

“And what about her?” he asked. “Does she know what you’re thinking?”

“Does it matter?” Jeff asked.

“You think she’d say yes?”

“I think,” Jeff said, heart pounding, “she already wants to.”

Another silence.

This one tight.

Caleb let the smile fade. He didn’t look smug. He didn’t look cocky.

He looked ready.

“I don’t fuck around,” he said. “I’m not gonna pretend it doesn’t mean something.”

Jeff stared back, jaw tight. “I’m not asking you to pretend.”

Caleb nodded once, slow.

“Then I guess,” he said, “we’ll be in touch.”

He turned and walked off, slow and easy, like nothing had just happened.

Jeff stood there, blood roaring in his ears, cock thick and angry against his zipper, heart racing like he’d just walked away from a fight he wanted to lose.

And still—under all of it—he wanted it.

He wanted everything.


CHAPTER SIX




The wind slammed against the side of the house hard enough to rattle the windowpanes.

The farmhouse groaned like it had bones, the kind of deep, aching creak that echoed through the walls and under the floorboards. Outside, the branches scraped across the siding in soft, frantic bursts like claws on drywall. Every so often, the porch light flickered, then steadied again—just bright enough to stretch a thin glow across the floor of the living room.

Kelly sat on the worn rug, legs tucked under her, the hem of her sweater bunched in her lap. She cradled a glass of red wine between both hands like it was the only thing keeping her grounded. Her bare feet were cold against the hardwood, even through the throw blanket draped over her knees.

The wine wasn’t expensive. It tasted like the inside of a dusty bottle, tannins too sharp, finish too flat. But it was warm. And after the last few days, that counted for something.

Jeff sat opposite her, his back against the wall, a second glass in his hand. He’d turned off the overhead light and switched on the old lamp beside the couch instead. It gave the room a soft, dim glow—enough to see each other, not enough to hide behind anything.

Neither had said much since dinner.

Kelly stared at the swirling red in her glass. Her fingers trembled slightly, just enough to make the liquid ripple.

This is real.

This isn’t some fucked-up dream I’ll forget tomorrow.

I’m actually sitting here with my husband, and we’re about to talk about me… maybe fucking someone else.

She licked her lips, then bit the bottom one.

Jeff cleared his throat. His voice was low, thick. “You warm enough?”

“Yeah,” she said. “Just my feet. This floor never gets warm.”

He nodded. Sipped his wine. His eyes flicked to her legs and back up again.

She caught it.

Good.

He should be looking at me like that.

“I keep thinking,” Jeff said after a moment, “about how it started. That night. At the bar.”

Kelly looked up. Her heart kicked in her chest.

“Me too,” she said. “It felt like we hit some switch we didn’t know was there.”

He nodded slowly. “I can’t stop thinking about it.”

Kelly took another drink. “I don’t think I’ve ever wanted something and hated myself for wanting it at the same time.”

She felt the words hang between them, and part of her wanted to take them back. But Jeff didn’t look hurt.

He looked relieved.

“Thank you for saying that,” he said.

She blinked. “Why?”

“Because I’ve been feeling like a fucking deviant for weeks.”

Kelly exhaled hard, almost laughed. “Jesus. I thought I was going crazy.”

“No,” Jeff said. “Just broken in the same places I am.”

He set his glass down on the floor, and for a moment, he didn’t look at her. Just stared at his own hands.

“I talked to him,” he said.

The blood drained from her face.

“Caleb?” she asked, already knowing.

“Yeah.”

“When?”

“Couple days ago. On site.”

“What did you say?”

Jeff looked up at her now.

“I asked if he wanted you.”

Her stomach twisted so hard she had to put the wine down.

“And?”

Jeff’s voice didn’t waver. “He said yes.”

Silence.

Long. Dense.

She swallowed. Her throat felt like sandpaper.

“What else?” she asked, afraid of the answer.

“I asked him,” Jeff said, “what if I let him?”

Her breath caught.

Her thighs pressed tighter under the blanket. She didn’t move. Didn’t speak.

“And?” she whispered.

“He didn’t say yes,” Jeff said. “But he didn’t say no.”

Kelly pressed a hand to her chest like it might keep her heart from beating out of it.

“You really want this?” she asked. “Like actually?”

Jeff’s face was unreadable for a second.

Then he leaned forward, elbows on his knees, voice dropping.

“I want to feel alive again, Kelly. I want to watch you come back to life. And if that means watching another man light that fire in you, then yeah. I fucking want that.”

Her body flushed hot. Her mouth felt dry.

“I don’t even know how to be that person anymore,” she said.

“You were her at the bar,” he said. “You were her when you came in bed thinking about him. You were her when you told me the truth.”

Kelly looked at him, really looked, and saw the man who used to make her weak with one stare—the man who used to grab her hair and fuck her over the kitchen table just for fun. And she saw something else now, something almost worse than desire.

Permission.

She reached for the wine again, took a long sip, and let it sit on her tongue before swallowing.

“I don’t know if I can go through with it,” she said.

“You don’t have to.”

“But I want to.”

Jeff nodded. “That’s enough.”

She closed her eyes.

“I’m scared.”

“Me too,” he said.

They sat in that shared fear, the low hum of wind outside pressing at the edges of the walls, like the whole house was listening.

“Okay,” she said finally, voice thin. “So what now?”

Jeff picked up his phone and held it out, screen glowing.

“I text him. We invite him over. Just to talk.”

She looked at the phone like it might bite her.

“Tomorrow night?”

He nodded. “Only if you want to.”

Kelly stared at the screen. Her pulse thudded in her ears.

Then, slowly, she nodded.

“Okay.”

Jeff typed.

The message was simple:

Tomorrow night. Our place. Just to talk.

He hit send.

They didn’t touch each other after that.

But the air between them was so thick with heat, it felt like foreplay.

The phone screen dimmed to black the second Jeff sent the message.

Kelly stared at the glow that lingered in the room, like something radioactive had just been released. The silence felt different now. Tighter. Charged. Like the air had been pulled too thin.

She reached for her wine again, but her hands were trembling. She gripped the stem hard enough that the glass tilted.

“Still want it?” Jeff asked quietly.

“I said yes.”

He watched her over the rim of his glass. “That’s not what I asked.”

She didn’t answer.

The walls creaked. A gust of wind screamed under the eaves outside, making the old wood shiver. Somewhere upstairs, something shifted—probably a draft, but it sounded like footsteps. Everything felt louder now.

Kelly’s skin was buzzing.

She tucked her legs tighter beneath her, knees pulled into her chest, sweater sleeves curled around her fists. Her thighs pressed together beneath the blanket, a low ache pulsing between them. It wasn’t arousal. Not fully. Not yet.

It was anticipation.

She was turned on and terrified.

“What if he says yes?” she asked, staring at the screen even though it was off now.

Jeff’s jaw worked. “Then we talk.”

“Just talk.”

He nodded. “That’s all it is.”

She shook her head. “It’s not.”

He didn’t argue.

She hated him for that. And loved him for it.

They moved to the kitchen after that, both too wired to sleep. Jeff poured the last of the wine, dark and heavy into two mismatched glasses. The overhead light flickered once before settling. Kelly leaned against the counter while he sat on a stool, spinning the glass in his hand.

Her foot tapped against the linoleum like it couldn’t stand still.

“You think he knows what this means?” she asked.

“I think Caleb’s not stupid.”

“No,” she said. “But he’s not… careful. He doesn’t feel like someone who holds back.”

Jeff nodded, eyes heavy. “That’s why I picked him.”

She blinked. “You picked him?”

“You responded to him,” Jeff said. “But yeah. I saw it first. The way he looked at you. The way you laughed around him. Like it was the first time your lungs had worked in a year.”

Kelly went quiet. The wind groaned again, windows rattling.

“I don’t want this to break us,” she said.

Jeff stood and walked to her, slow, measured steps across the cold floor. He stopped inches from her, close enough to feel the heat from her skin.

“Then don’t let it.”

His hand brushed her hip, and for a second, she leaned into him, breathing in his scent—wood, sweat, the sharp bite of red wine on his breath.

She tilted her head up to look at him. “Do you want to touch me right now?”

Jeff swallowed. “Yes.”

“Then why don’t you?”

He hesitated.

“Because if I do,” he said, voice thick, “I’ll fuck you until we forget why we’re doing this. And we can’t forget now.”

Her knees buckled just a little. She braced herself against the counter, heart racing.

“God,” she whispered. “This is sick.”

“No,” Jeff said, stepping back. “This is us telling the truth.”

They stayed up another hour, watching the phone, not saying much. Every time the screen lit up with a notification, Kelly’s stomach dropped and her thighs clenched. It was never him. Just junk. A spam call. A weather alert.

At 12:47am, the message came.

Caleb:

Looking forward to it.

Kelly sat frozen. Jeff read it out loud, voice unreadable.

She didn’t know if she wanted to cry, laugh, or throw up.

“Say something,” Jeff said.

She met his eyes. “I don’t know if I can breathe.”

He reached out, took her hand. She let him.

“You don’t have to be anyone but you,” he said.

“I don’t know who that is anymore.”

“Then we figure it out,” he said, squeezing her fingers. “One step at a time.”

She stared at the screen again.

Tomorrow.

Their house.

Caleb.

“Okay,” she said, breathless.

She didn’t sleep that night.

Neither did Jeff.


CHAPTER SEVEN




The house still looked like shit.

Kelly stood in the living room, hands on her hips, staring down a stain on the carpet like she could scrub it away with sheer hatred. She’d already Febreze’d the couch twice, wiped down the windows with a vinegar spray, and rearranged the sad little thrift store bookshelf so the least-warped paperbacks were facing out. It didn’t matter. Nothing could change the fact that this house looked like it had been forgotten.

But maybe—just maybe—it didn’t have to smell like it.

She lit a candle. Cinnamon something. Strong enough to fight the mildew ghost that lived in the floorboards.

From the kitchen, she heard Jeff shifting around. He hadn’t said much since they’d woken up. Just kept watching her like she might change her mind and bolt.

She tossed the dish rag onto the counter and turned toward the mirror propped on the wall by the stairs. Her reflection looked back, wild-eyed and flushed.

This was actually happening.

Caleb would be here in less than an hour.

The man she’d flirted with. Fantasized about. Fucking came thinking about.

And Jeff had invited him.

She swallowed hard and stared at herself. Her heart was already pounding.

She hadn’t chosen an outfit yet.

Not because she didn’t know what to wear—but because she knew too well what she wanted to look like.

Like bait.

Upstairs, she dug through the last bag of clothes she hadn’t unpacked. Not the jeans. Not the soft sweaters. Not the practical flats.

She found the black top—thin, sleeveless, cut low in front with a subtle drape that hinted at cleavage without screaming for it. She’d worn it once, back when she still gave a fuck about turning heads.

She paired it with a soft, high-slit midi skirt—dark green, satiny, the kind of thing that whispered when she walked. Not slutty. Not innocent.

She didn’t wear a bra.

Panties, yes—but only the black lace ones that hugged her hips like a promise.

She slipped on delicate gold hoops. A thin chain necklace with a charm she didn’t even remember buying.

She stared at herself in the mirror. Her nipples showed faintly through the top. Her legs looked longer than they had in weeks. She felt like a woman again. Not a wife. Not a roommate.

A woman.

Behind her, she saw Jeff standing in the doorway.

His mouth was slightly open. His eyes were dark.

She didn’t say anything.

She just met his gaze in the mirror—and slowly smoothed her hands down the front of her skirt, pausing just above her thighs.

“I thought this was just to talk,” he said.

“It is,” she said, voice soft but pointed. “I talk better when I feel like myself.”

Jeff’s eyes dropped to the slope of her chest, then back up.

“Is this really you?”

Kelly turned slowly, letting him take her in.

“It’s a part of me,” she said. “You wanted her back.”

“I didn’t know she’d come back wearing that.”

She raised an eyebrow. “Jealous?”

“Yeah.”

He didn’t hide it.

Good.

She stepped closer, brushing past him in the doorway, trailing her perfume behind her like a spark.

Downstairs, she adjusted the pillows on the couch—again. Lit a second candle. Ran a hand through her hair and forced herself to breathe.

“Wine or beer?” she asked.

Jeff looked up from where he stood near the kitchen, opening a bottle of beer for himself.

“Beer. He’s a beer guy.”

She nodded, heart hammering.

Her hands trembled slightly as she set out three glasses on the table, even though they probably wouldn’t use them. It just felt right. Like a setup. Like a scene being staged.

She sat on the couch and crossed her legs.

Jeff stayed standing.

The room ticked by second by second, the wind pressing against the windows again. Like the house knew something was coming.

When the knock finally came, Kelly flinched.

Jeff didn’t.

He walked to the door, calm, cool, like he was just welcoming a neighbor over to borrow a tool.

He opened it.

“Hey,” Caleb said, stepping inside with a nod.

He looked good. Too good.

Dark jeans, boots with the scuffs of real work, a charcoal button-up rolled at the sleeves, tattoos peeking out like they belonged there. His hair was still damp from a recent shower. He smelled like something clean and heavy—leather, soap, and man.

“Thanks for coming,” Jeff said.

“No problem,” Caleb replied, glancing around. “Place has character.”

“That’s a nice way to say it’s a wreck,” Kelly said from the couch.

Caleb’s eyes cut to her—and stopped.

Jeff saw it.

That micro-pause.

That half-second of taking her in—the top, the legs, the curve of her body.

“You clean up nice,” Caleb said, a slow smile forming.

Kelly’s mouth twitched. “This is me pretending this place deserves effort.”

“It does,” he said, and the way he said it made Jeff’s stomach twist.

Jeff walked to the fridge, grabbed a cold bottle, popped the cap with a little too much force, and handed it to Caleb.

He took it with a nod. “Appreciate it.”

Kelly sat there, her throat dry, every inch of her body buzzing.

They were here.

Together.

And the room felt small. Too warm. Too quiet.

Nobody had even sat down yet.

They hadn’t been talking long, but the room already felt too small.

Caleb leaned back in the old armchair like he’d been born in it—sprawled wide, beer bottle balanced loose between two fingers, one boot resting casually on the edge of the rug. He looked relaxed. But his eyes?

His eyes hadn’t moved from Kelly in ten fucking minutes.

Not fully.

They flicked to Jeff when he spoke. Nodded when appropriate. Smiled when the tone called for it. But they always drifted back to her. Slowly. Lazily. Like she was the only thing worth watching in the room.

Kelly noticed.

Jeff knew she noticed—because every time she caught Caleb’s stare, her body responded like it wanted to be watched. Her knees tucked tighter. Her shoulders pulled back. Her lips parted. And when she wasn’t speaking, her teeth caught the corner of her lower lip and held it there like she didn’t even realize she was doing it.

She fucking realized.

Jeff sat on the edge of the couch, one arm across the backrest, posture casual—but his jaw was tight, locked so hard it ached.

His cock was hard enough to hurt.

It pressed against the seam of his jeans, hot and heavy, like his own body was mocking him for what he’d set into motion.

He wanted to stand up, drag her into the bedroom and remind her whose name she moaned when she came.

He wanted to shove Caleb out the door and say mine, mine, mine.

He wanted to watch Caleb take her.

It was all of that. All at once. And it was fucking unbearable.

“So how long you two been married?” Caleb asked, breaking the lull.

Jeff blinked, slow. “Nine years.”

Caleb nodded. “Long haul.”

“Some days feel longer than others,” Kelly said, her voice calm, but there was something under it. A flicker. A crackle. Her fingers played with the rim of her wine glass like it had secrets.

Caleb watched the motion. His eyes didn’t leave her hand.

Jeff saw the way his gaze slid down her wrist, over her arm, then dipped—just briefly—to the neckline of her top. The way it curved soft and low over the swell of her breasts.

Caleb didn’t hide it.

Not anymore.

“You from around here?” Kelly asked, and Jeff hated the way her voice dipped lower when she said it. Not flirty. Just warm. Open.

“Nope,” Caleb said. “Was down in North Carolina a few years. Couple jobs. Got tired of the heat. Figured I’d try small town shit for a while. Less noise.”

Jeff watched the way Caleb’s hand rested on his thigh. Loose. Casual.

Big.

He pictured those hands on her hips.

Kelly shifted slightly, one leg sliding over the other, and Jeff saw the way Caleb’s eyes tracked the motion.

“You always work construction?” she asked.

Caleb’s mouth curled. “Always did something with my hands.”

And just like that, the air shifted.

The room shrank.

Jeff’s throat was dry. His pulse was in his teeth.

Kelly swallowed.

“You like it?” she asked.

“I like building things,” Caleb said. “I like knowing how they work. Where the weight sits. How much force it takes to break something open.”

Silence.

Kelly looked down at her lap. Bit her lip again.

Jeff’s cock throbbed.

His voice came out sharp. “You good at demo?”

Caleb looked at him now. Dead-on.

“The best.”

The two men held each other’s gaze.

Something wordless passed between them. Not a challenge. Not exactly.

Permission. Or a test of it.

Kelly leaned forward to set her glass on the table, and her top shifted with the movement. More skin. A teasing glance of cleavage.

Caleb didn’t look away.

Neither did Jeff.

She straightened slowly, her cheeks flushed, lips damp. “I’m warm,” she said. “Too warm.”

Jeff’s throat locked. “Want me to open a window?”

“No,” Caleb said, still watching her. “It’s just getting good in here.”

Jeff’s heart slammed once, loud.

Kelly turned her head and met Caleb’s eyes full-on now.

She didn’t flinch. Didn’t blush.

She held his gaze like a fucking weapon.

Jeff had to stand. He went to the kitchen, opened the fridge just for the cold air.

His cock ached. His hands shook.

He heard them behind him—still talking, voices low and quiet now.

He didn’t know what they were saying.

But he knew how it felt.

Like she was already halfway gone.

And like he wanted to see the rest.


CHAPTER EIGHT




The folding card table wobbled every time someone shifted their weight.

It sat crooked in the center of the living room, its legs uneven, one of them shimmed with a coaster. The soft hum of the old heater cut through the silence between clinks of glass. Three mismatched chairs surrounded it—two from the kitchen, one pilfered from the upstairs office. The lighting was dim, just the lamp in the corner casting a warm golden glow, shadows pooling around them like they were being hidden on purpose.

A bottle of cheap whiskey sat in the middle, sweating onto a paper towel.

Three glasses. All half-full.

Kelly sat between them, cross-legged, bare thighs pressed against the vinyl seat of a metal chair. Her green skirt had ridden up just enough to show the start of her inner thigh. The same slinky black top stretched across her chest, no bra beneath, and every time she leaned forward to laugh or take a sip, Jeff caught the faint outline of her nipples pressing against the fabric.

Caleb sat across from her, relaxed, one arm slung across the back of his chair, the other holding his drink loose in his hand. He hadn’t stopped smiling for twenty minutes.

Jeff was nursing his second glass of whiskey, jaw tight. The taste was all fire and bite—he could barely feel it past the heat already crawling up his throat.

The room buzzed, like the air had been rubbed raw with static.

They’d been bullshitting, playing lazy rounds of “Never Have I Ever,” swapping dumb stories about worst jobs, high school fights, blackout hangovers. But Jeff could feel the shift coming. He felt it like you feel a storm rolling in—slow pressure, the kind that makes your skin itch before the thunder hits.

Caleb leaned forward, eyes on Kelly, and said it so casually it might’ve been a joke.

“Let’s make things interesting.”

Jeff’s cock twitched instantly.

Kelly froze. Just for a second. Her heart thudded against her ribs.

“What do you mean?” she asked, voice steady, but her fingers curled tighter around her glass.

Caleb’s grin widened. “Just a little game. Strip poker. Only no poker.”

Kelly raised an eyebrow. “So… just strip.”

“One item at a time,” Caleb said. “We take turns. Dares or drinks. You don’t wanna do it, you drink instead.”

Jeff felt his stomach twist. His mouth went dry.

But he didn’t say no.

He couldn’t.

Because the second Caleb said it, something lit up in Kelly’s eyes. Not fear. Not shock.

Curiosity.

Hunger.

And Jeff wanted to see what she'd do with it.

Kelly looked at him. Really looked. Waiting.

Jeff nodded. Barely.

Her lips curled just a little.

“Alright,” she said, setting her glass down. “Who starts?”

Caleb didn’t hesitate.

“You.”

She laughed—nervous, sharp. “Of course.”

He leaned back, slow. “Take something off.”

Jeff’s hand tightened around his drink. His throat was tight. His cock ached.

Kelly stood slowly, the hem of her skirt brushing her knees. The room was quiet. Just the heater ticking, and the low creak of floorboards under her bare feet. Her eyes flicked to Jeff once—sharp, asking.

He nodded again, more sure this time.

She reached down.

Fingers hooked the edge of her shirt.

She pulled it up.

Slow.

No teasing. No showboating.

Just skin.

The black top rose inch by inch, ribs showing, the soft swell of her bare breasts catching the low light. Her nipples were hard—tight little points that darkened as the fabric slid over them.

She dropped the shirt on the chair behind her.

She stood there in nothing but that skirt and her lace panties.

Caleb exhaled.

Low. Audible.

Then he licked his bottom lip, slow, like he didn’t even mean to.

His free hand dropped into his lap—just for a second—and adjusted the front of his jeans. His fingers grazed the zipper.

Jeff fucking saw it.

It was tiny. Subtle. Probably unconscious.

But Caleb was getting hard.

Jeff’s cock jumped again, heat crawling up his chest.

He couldn’t breathe.

Kelly sat back down like nothing had happened. Like she wasn’t half-naked between two men who were both on the verge of losing their composure.

Caleb raised his glass in a lazy toast. “Your turn, Jeff.”

Jeff couldn’t speak at first.

He took a drink instead.

Then another.

The whiskey didn’t help.

He was so fucking hard it hurt.

He glanced at Kelly.

She was watching Caleb.

She wasn’t biting her lip this time.

She was smiling.

The air in the room had thickened like syrup.

It clung to the back of Jeff’s neck, hot and damp, even though the house itself was drafty as hell. He could still hear the wind clawing at the windows, moaning around the plastic-wrapped panes like it wanted in. The heater in the hall rattled occasionally, spitting out dry air in desperate, uneven bursts—but it couldn’t explain the heat in his skin, the flush in his cheeks, the sweat starting to collect behind his knees and at the small of his back.

He wasn’t warm because of the house.

He was warm because Kelly was sitting across from him with her shirt off, her nipples hard, her skin glowing in that golden lamplight like she’d been carved out of sin. Because Caleb was across from her, watching her without blinking, his jaw tense, one hand still resting too close to the bulge in his jeans like it didn’t belong to him.

The bottle of whiskey between them was nearly gone now, and no one had poured another round.

No one needed to.

The game had fallen quiet.

No dares. No turns. Just silence stretching long and taut like a frayed wire pulled to its limit.

Kelly shifted in her chair, uncrossed and recrossed her legs, and Jeff could see the muscles in her thighs flex. She wasn’t doing it on purpose. Or maybe she was. Either way, it worked. His cock hadn’t softened in the last fifteen minutes, and now it pulsed against his jeans like it wanted out.

Caleb leaned forward just slightly, elbows on the edge of the table, and looked at her with that same calm, coiled intensity he’d had at the bar.

But this time, there was no pretending.

His voice came low, almost conversational, like they were still talking about whiskey or small-town bars or job sites with uneven floor joists.

“Do you like being watched?”

Kelly’s breath caught. Just barely. But Jeff saw it.

The pause before she answered was long enough to make Jeff’s stomach twist. Not in disgust. Not even in fear.

In heat.

In panic-arousal.

Because he didn’t know what she would say.

He didn’t know if she was going to lie.

She didn’t.

“Yes,” she said, soft but clear. Her voice cracked on the edge of it, like it had been hiding in her throat all night, waiting for someone else to drag it out of her.

Caleb’s eyes darkened. His lips parted just slightly, and Jeff watched the way his chest rose on a deeper breath.

The bulge in his jeans twitched.

Jeff fucking saw it again.

And it lit something in him that wasn’t just jealousy.

It was pride. Fury. Arousal. Shame. Possession.

It was the whole hurricane.

He swallowed hard, throat dry and raw, then stood slowly. His legs didn’t feel steady, but he didn’t care.

He walked around the table, step by step, his gaze never leaving his wife.

He stood behind her now, his hands resting lightly on her shoulders, and bent his mouth close to her ear.

She tilted her head slightly, her body shivering under his fingers.

“Show him what I see,” Jeff whispered.

Kelly didn’t move at first. Just breathed. Her eyes closed slowly, lashes fluttering as if she needed to retreat inward before she could do what he asked.

Jeff waited.

He didn’t breathe.

Then—quietly, almost cautiously—she spread her thighs.

The skirt shifted up, just a little. Not all the way. But enough.

Her right hand slid down her stomach.

Jeff watched it like it wasn’t even real.

Fingers dipped beneath the waistband of her panties—lace black and already damp—and he could hear her breath hitch as her middle finger found exactly what it was looking for.

Caleb didn’t move. But Jeff could feel him watching, the heat of his stare like a fucking spotlight on her body.

Kelly let out a slow exhale, eyes fluttering closed again. Her finger moved once—twice—slow and careful. Testing the wetness. The pressure. Her lips parted slightly, and her legs shifted wider.

Jeff’s cock throbbed so hard he had to grit his teeth.

She touched herself again.

A longer stroke.

Up and down.

Her hips tilted forward just a little, breath catching, the rhythm small but undeniable.

She was really doing it.

She was fucking showing him.

Jeff stepped back, just one step, to get the full view.

Her legs parted.

Her hand working inside her panties.

The pink flush rising in her chest.

Caleb’s breathing changed—barely—but enough for Jeff to hear it. A sharper inhale. A tightening of the jaw. His hand shifted again, just resting near the swell in his jeans, like if he moved it any closer he’d break the spell.

Kelly let out a soft whimper.

That sound hit Jeff in the gut.

Because he’d heard it before—but never like this.

This wasn’t for him.

This was for both of them.

For herself, too.

Her thighs tensed again, her movements faster now, and Jeff could see her knuckles straining under the effort to stay subtle. To stay quiet. But her whole body was shaking.

Caleb still hadn’t said a word.

He was locked in place.

Frozen in the act of watching.

And Jeff realized, then, that this wasn’t a game anymore.

This was a test.

Caleb slid out of his chair with a slow, deliberate movement that felt like permission being handed over. When he dropped to his knees in front of Kelly the room shuddered in a new way, like something heavy settling into place. The lamp light pooled across his shoulders and down his arms, and the tattoos seemed to drag the shadows with them, black vines against bronzed skin. He didn’t hesitate. With one practiced movement he hooked his fingers beneath the lace at her hips and tugged, sliding the panties down over her thighs and letting them fall to the floor. The fabric made a soft slap when it hit vinyl. You could hear that tiny noise in the hush as if it was a declaration.

Kelly’s breath hitched and her hands flew to the edge of the table. For a heartbeat she tasted fear, then she tasted need, and the latter drowned the first. Her skin felt like it was buzzing under Caleb’s gaze, like someone had turned some private current on inside her and the wires had shorted. She leaned back into Jeff’s chest without thinking, letting the familiar press of him anchor the slight vertigo. Her pulse hammered under the thin skin of her throat. The air near her cunt felt electric, close and smelling faintly of metal from the lamp and stale whiskey. Caleb’s face lowered, warm breath ghosting across her inner thighs, and then his tongue met her like intent made physical.

Caleb’s mouth was hot and urgent. He didn’t pussyfoot around showing her where he wanted to start; he licked a slow stripe from the edge of her pussy up toward her clit and then dove into the center, tongue spreading, tasting. He took her like a man tasting fruit he had waited too long for, slow in the beginning then finding a faster rhythm, patient and precise as his mouth learned the map. The sound he made against her was wet and low and private. Kelly’s knees trembled, hips tipping against his face. Her hand clenched on the tabletop so hard her knuckles went white. She let out a small, raw sound that turned right into a moan, because the sensation ripped through her, sudden and savage.

Jeff stood behind them and watched, every rational thought shredded. The heat in the room was nothing to the heat in his gut. He felt the house’s draft on his calves and yet his skin soaked up the warmth from where Kelly’s back pressed to his chest like a furnace. Seeing Caleb on his knees stripped every polite lie he’d kept for months. He could feel Caleb’s lips moving over the place he had once thought only his, and it was like a blade to his insides. The jealousy was a hot, physical thing. It sat square under his ribs and pushed him forward as much as it held him back, making him ache to pull Kelly away and an obscene part of him want to stay and watch more.

Without thinking, Jeff slid his hand down from Kelly’s shoulder, fingers finding the swell of her hip, then drifting lower, lower until the pad of his palm brushed the dampness at the seam of her panties. He pushed the lace aside and slipped his fingers inside her. The motion was careful at first, almost reverent, and then driven by his own need. He could feel her slick, warm and open, pulsing to the rhythm that Caleb’s tongue was setting. When his fingers pushed in deep and found her throat, she gasped and arched into him, a sound that set Caleb to work even harder. Jeff didn’t watch Caleb eat her. He watched Kelly bend under him, the arch of her spine, the way her mouth opened and her eyebrows lifted like someone surrendering to a wave.

Caleb murmured against her flesh, words vibrating into her that Jeff could not always make out, but one phrase landed clear and bruising. He pulled his mouth up just enough to whisper, breath hot and baritone. “Your little married pussy,” he said, and the two words were an acid that seared Jeff in the gut. The ownership in the line was blunt, not cruel but not kind either. It made Kelly’s eyes flutter and she clamped her muscles around Jeff’s fingers without meaning to. The sound she made then was half shame and half pleasure and it stole the air from Jeff’s chest. He wanted to shout, to tell Caleb to get up and get out, to make the room small again and full of him, but what poured out from his mouth was smaller, raggeder: a low, desperate consent to the terror and need coiling inside him.

Caleb’s lips went slick and greedy as he angled himself back in, tasting her again, and Jeff’s fingers moved faster, harder, matching the cadence of the tongue at her center. Kelly’s body bucked, a shuddering, ungovernable wave that rolled from her core to the tips of her toes. Her breath came ragged and sharp, and when she came it was violent and bright and full of sound—her legs clamped down, hot and trembling, and she cried out in a way that left fingerprints on the wood of the table. In the moment of her orgasm Caleb held her like she was a small animal he had brought in from the cold and warmed, and his mouth painted white along the curve of her clit as she spasmed. The wet kiss he planted on the lower part of her belly as she finished felt like both victory and worship. He murmured in a velvet voice, “Taste how sweet you are,” then lifted his face and kissed her mouth full and slow, sharing the taste of himself with her.

All the while Jeff kept his hand moving, fingers curling and thrusting, slick and obscene with her. In the private cave of his head he was both present and not, narrating the scene with brutal honesty: I am the man who asked for this. I am the man who let this happen. I am the man who is watching my wife come on another man’s face and I cannot stop. His other hand had found the fly of his jeans and slid past the fabric, palm flat against himself. He was stroking, not loudly, not with ceremony, but with animal rhythm, seeking relief from the white heat in his core. He told himself the motion was private, hidden by the angle of his body and the lamplight, but his fingers were slick and moving and the fabric of his jeans grew warm under his hand.

Kelly came down from the high with her forehead pressed to Jeff’s chest and her breath shuddering. She tasted salt and something sharp of whiskey and the faint oil of Caleb’s hair. Caleb’s face was close to hers, his thumb tracing lazy circles on the inside of her thigh while his free hand fisted in the rug. He kissed her again, more forceful this time, pressing his mouth to hers and saying for both their ears exactly what he wanted her to know: “You taste just like I thought you would.” His voice was a promise and a claim. He had her there, messy and open and panting, and the way he looked up at Jeff then was not a challenge as much as an assessment, like a man checking the weight and bounce of a new tool.

Jeff felt his world narrow to the taste on her mouth, the sound of her coming, the sight of Caleb’s hands on her hips, the slick slide of his own fingers inside her. His chest ached with a thousand conflicting urges. Part of him wanted to crush Caleb, part of him wanted to savor the ugly, live proof that Kelly could still be moved. His strokes got faster, more urgent. The fabric of his jeans bunched under his hand. He pulled his own breath into a short, rough rhythm and did not notice when his release started to climb, a hot pull rising behind his sternum.

Caleb broke the kiss and looked at Jeff with a slow, almost benign, smile. There was no smugness in it, only the obvious fact that something had happened and everyone had seen it. “You did that good,” he said to Kelly, voice low and approving. “God, you’re sweet.” His fingers dragged lightly across the damp place he had just kissed and then, before Jeff could move or speak, Caleb leaned back on his heels, standing up with the casualness of a man who has finished a meal. He wiped his mouth with the back of his hand and stared at Jeff for a beat that felt like an invitation and a declaration all at once.

Jeff’s hand tightened against Kelly, both to steady himself and because he could not stop. The motion under his jeans collapsed into a shuddering release—warm and immediate—slick and muffled by fabric but real enough that he felt it in the hollow of his bones. He kept his eyes on Caleb as the tide of his own orgasm rolled through him. There was no shame left inside the room that mattered; everything ragged and honest had been exposed. He let himself ride the aftershocks, fingers still inside Kelly, feeling her pulse slow against his palm while Caleb stepped back into a chair, beer still in hand, like they had just finished a hard day’s work together.

When the air finally thinned and breathing normalized to ordinary measures again, silence sat around them for a long fragile minute. The house creaked as if in thought. Kelly’s cheeks were flushed and her lips swollen and she looked like a woman who had been used and worshipped in the same hour and had survived both. Jeff’s chest was raw. Caleb’s stare did not challenge him; it respected the decision Jeff had made and the cost that decision demanded. The three of them were different now. Whatever came next would have to be born from that shared fracture.


CHAPTER NINE




The shower water scalded her skin.

Kelly stood with her hands braced against the tile, head bowed, water crashing down her back in hot, pounding sheets. Steam rose in thick clouds, fogging the mirror across the room and turning the pale yellow bathroom into a capsule. A coffin of heat. But it wasn’t enough. No matter how high she turned the knob, no matter how hard the water beat against her shoulders, it couldn’t burn away the heat that still lingered inside her.

She could still feel it.

Her thighs tingled. Her nipples still peaked with memory, not cold. Her clit ached like it had been bruised, tender from tongue and teeth and attention. Her lips were swollen. Her pussy still pulsed from the orgasm Caleb had torn from her, and the stretch of Jeff’s fingers still echoed somewhere inside her like a footprint in sand.

And none of that was the problem.

The problem was that she liked it.

The problem was that every time she blinked, she saw it again—Caleb kneeling between her legs, his mouth glistening with her, the growl in his throat when he tasted her, the look in Jeff’s eyes when he watched her give in. The moment Caleb kissed her and told her to taste herself on his tongue. The moment Jeff’s fingers pushed deep into her while she writhed.

And then the silence that came after.

It hit her like a delayed punch, sinking just beneath her breastbone, soft and bruising. Her mouth trembled. The water beat down harder. She reached for her body wash, lathered it until her hands slipped, until her nails scratched her own skin. She scrubbed her thighs, her belly, the inside of her arms, and still the shame clung to her like oil.

The scent of her body wash filled the air—orange blossom and sandalwood, something cheap she picked up at the dollar store—but all she could smell was sex. The scent of three bodies sweating in a cold house. Whiskey. Sweat. Spit. Her own slick. Caleb’s mouth. Her husband’s fingers. Her hips rising off the chair like she’d forgotten how to care.

The heat made her dizzy.

She pressed her forehead to the wall and whispered, “What am I doing?”

Her voice cracked.

She didn’t think anyone could hear her.

But then she heard the door creak.

Steam billowed around the edge of the curtain, and the light from the hallway spilled in for a second before being swallowed whole.

“Kelly?” Jeff’s voice was low. Rough. Careful.

She didn’t answer. Couldn’t. Her throat felt scraped raw.

He didn’t walk in immediately. Just lingered near the door, fingers probably braced on the frame like he was weighing something heavy.

“I heard you,” he said quietly. “Just now.”

She swallowed hard. “I didn’t mean for you to.”

“I know.”

The silence hung, thick and soft.

Then: “Can I come in?”

She hesitated, chest squeezing, then nodded even though he couldn’t see her. “Yeah.”

Jeff stepped in slowly, barefoot, still wearing the same jeans and undershirt from earlier. His hair was mussed, beard damp with sweat, but his eyes were clear. Focused. He didn’t try to pull the curtain open. He just sat down on the closed toilet lid, arms on his knees, and waited like she was doing something sacred behind the thin shower curtain that outlined her silhouette.

“I still feel him,” she said finally, her voice barely above the rush of the water.

“I know.”

“I liked it.”

“I know that too.”

“And I don’t know what that says about me.”

Jeff didn’t answer right away.

The only sound in the room was the rush of water over her skin, the occasional squeak of the pipes when she shifted her weight.

“I feel like I broke something,” she said.

Jeff leaned forward. “No. You opened something.”

“That’s worse.”

“No, it isn’t.”

Kelly reached up and turned the water off. The silence that followed was stark. Steam still curled around her ankles and clung to her hair. She stood there dripping, her body bare and pink from the heat, her arms hugging her ribs like she was afraid she might come apart if she didn’t hold them in.

Jeff reached for a towel.

He didn’t hand it to her.

He opened it slowly and stepped forward, wrapping it around her with both arms, drawing her against him like he was collecting pieces. Like she was something precious that might scatter if not held right.

She sagged into him, her forehead resting on his shoulder.

He smelled like sawdust and home.

“I don’t know who I am right now,” she whispered.

He pressed his lips to the side of her head, just above her temple. “You’re still mine.”

She closed her eyes. “I don’t feel like it.”

He pulled back just enough to look at her. His thumb brushed her cheek. “Then let me remind you.”

Her lip quivered. “Not like that. Not now.”

Jeff nodded. “Okay.”

He tucked the towel around her tighter, then pulled her to the sink and sat her on the closed lid. She looked down at her knees. He crouched in front of her, just close enough to keep her from floating off into her own head.

“I know this is fucked up,” he said. “I feel it too. I don’t know what all of it means yet. I just know… when I saw you like that, it was like something was alive in you again.”

“Doesn’t that scare you?”

“Terrifies me,” he said, and then—after a long pause—“but not more than the thought of going back to how things were.”

She touched his face then, soft fingers over the stubble on his jaw, like she needed to feel the shape of the man who still looked at her with want. The man who’d broken and rebuilt himself to make room for this.

“I felt seen,” she whispered. “Not just by him. By you. The way you watched me.”

He leaned into her hand. “That was the best part.”

Tears slid down her cheeks again—softer this time, not violent. Just the kind that come when your soul unclenches after being tight too long.

Jeff kissed her then. Not possessive. Not claiming. Just home.

A breath, shared between the wreckage.

Jeff didn’t say a word when he lifted her.

His arms slid beneath her knees and shoulders, strong and sure, and he cradled her against his chest like something sacred. Kelly didn’t resist. Her arms circled his neck, damp from the steam still clinging to her skin, her face pressed into the curve of his collarbone. He smelled like sweat and wood, the scent of a man who worked with his hands and still wanted to hold her like this. The towel clung to her, damp and too thin, leaving her skin sticky against his shirt.

The hallway lights were off. Just a faint yellow glow from the cracked bulb in the stairwell lit their way. The floor creaked under his boots. Wind scratched at the siding outside like a branch was dragging across the wood, but inside everything felt hushed and slow.

He carried her to the bedroom.

Set her down on the edge of the mattress like she might crumble if he let go too fast.

The bed wasn’t made. It never was. Just a heap of blankets and an old fitted sheet over the mattress, no frame. Their life was still in boxes in the corner. Nothing looked right. But the space still smelled like them. Faint laundry soap, her shampoo, his deodorant. Familiar.

She sat there silently, hands folded in her lap, eyes fixed on a crack in the drywall.

Jeff crouched in front of her again. Same way he had in the bathroom. Elbows on his knees, face level with hers.

“You’re shaking,” he said quietly.

“I don’t feel cold,” she replied.

He reached out and brushed a loose strand of hair from her cheek. His thumb grazed the hollow beneath her eye. “You’re not okay.”

She let out a breath that stuttered halfway out. “No. I’m really not.”

He didn’t rush her.

She pulled the towel tighter for a second, then loosened it with a sigh and stood, turning away from him as she moved toward the laundry basket in the corner. He watched as she dried herself slowly, deliberately. Her back to him. The shape of her shoulder blades sharp in the low light. She didn’t move with seduction. She moved like a woman trying to remember where her body ended and her thoughts began.

She stepped into a pair of black cotton panties and reached for one of his old shirts—soft and oversized and stretched at the collar. She pulled it on, and the sleeves swallowed her arms. When she turned around, her eyes were rimmed with pink.

Jeff was still kneeling by the bed. He hadn’t moved.

“I keep thinking about his mouth,” she said, voice small. “What it felt like. What you must’ve been thinking. I wanted it. I wanted it, Jeff. That’s the part I don’t know how to explain.”

He nodded. “You don’t have to.”

“Yes, I do.”

She sat beside him on the edge of the bed again, legs tucked under her, hands curled around each other like she was trying to keep herself from coming undone. “It didn’t feel like cheating. Not while it was happening. It felt like… I don’t know. Permission. Like I’d stepped into someone else’s skin for a little while.”

“You didn’t cheat,” he said gently. “You stepped into something we both opened.”

Her breath caught. “I think I liked being someone else too much.”

“Then let’s figure out who you are now.”

She let the silence sit. It pressed between her ribs, tight and aching.

“This is sick,” she whispered.

Jeff inhaled. Sat beside her. His hand found hers. “No. This is honest.”

She turned toward him, eyes wet again. “I don’t know who I am anymore.”

“I do,” he said, and he looked right at her, no blinking. “You’re the woman I moved across the country for. The woman I still wake up wanting. The one who could burn down this whole fucking house and I’d still follow her into the smoke.”

Her lip trembled. “Why?”

“Because you’re mine. And I’m yours. Even when we break.”

She leaned into him like she didn’t trust her body to hold her up anymore. Her head found his shoulder. His arms came around her again and this time she curled into him with her whole weight, like a child, like a lover, like someone who needed to be held because the world outside her skin was starting to come apart.

“I don’t want to lose myself,” she said against his chest.

“You won’t,” he whispered, his voice thick with it. “Not as long as I can hold you together.”

She cried again, but this time it wasn’t wild. It was quiet and slow and full of release. His hands moved along her back, fingers spreading beneath the oversized shirt, tracing the warm curve of her spine. He didn’t kiss her. Didn’t try to make it more. Just held her and let the weight of her grief anchor both of them.

“I’m scared,” she said into the dark.

“Me too.”

“But I still love you.”

He didn’t flinch. “Then we’re still home.”


CHAPTER TEN




Kelly was already warm in his arms, her thighs tangled with his, her breath hot against Jeff’s throat. They hadn’t meant to touch each other. Not again. Not tonight. But as soon as the lights went out and the silence settled in around them like ash, his hand found her waist. Then her hip. Then lower.

She didn’t flinch.

She pressed into it.

And he moved over her like he’d been waiting his whole life just to feel her come alive again.

There was no teasing. No fumbling with clothes. She was already in that soft shirt of his—nothing underneath—and he peeled it off slowly, reverent. She pulled his boxers down with urgency, her breath quickening as his cock sprang free, hard and flushed and already leaking.

The moonlight spilled in through the plastic-covered window, throwing thin strips of silver across her skin. He looked at her like she was holy and ruined all at once. Her chest heaved. Her thighs parted. Her pussy glistened.

She didn’t say a word.

She just reached between them, wrapped her fingers around his cock, and guided him in.

He sank into her with a low groan, forehead pressed to hers. She was wet, soaked, tighter than she should’ve been after what had happened earlier—but maybe that’s why she clung to him now, thighs locking around his hips, arms around his shoulders, like she was trying to rewrite it all with the way she took him in.

Jeff rocked into her, slow but deep, and she whimpered into his mouth. Their bodies moved like they were made for this. Not choreographed—intuitive. Desperate.

The house groaned around them. Wind slammed against the siding. But inside the bedroom, it was all heat and skin and sweat. The mattress creaked beneath them. Her nails scraped down his back. His hand slid between their bodies to find her clit and she gasped—not just from pleasure, but from the flood of emotion that cracked her open the moment his thumb circled her just right.

Her voice broke. “Don’t stop. Please.”

“I won’t,” he gritted, thrusting harder now, grinding into her like he needed to anchor himself in her. “I’ve got you. You’re mine.”

She moaned—loud, raw, needy—and dug her heels into the backs of his thighs. Her pussy clenched around him, fluttering, wet and tight and begging. Her lips were at his throat, her teeth grazed the side of his neck.

“You feel me?” he gasped. “You feel how full you are?”

“Yes—fuck, yes.”

He didn’t stop.

He couldn’t.

Her legs shook. Her hips jerked upward. Her back arched and her breath caught—and then she shattered. Her whole body seized and let go, climax ripping through her in waves so deep she couldn’t even moan through them. Just ragged breathing and whispered curses.

Jeff kept fucking her through it, chasing his own edge, his hips slamming into her harder now. Her nails dug into his ass, and her mouth pressed to his ear as she whimpered, “I want it. I want you to come inside me.”

That was it.

He drove in deep, balls slapping her soaked pussy, cock throbbing. His muscles locked, his breath caught, and he poured into her, thick and hot, groaning into her hair as his release pulsed into her body.

They collapsed together.

A sweaty, panting heap of limbs and heat and emotion.

He kissed her shoulder. Her jaw. Her eyelids.

She didn’t say anything, just kept her hands in his hair and her face against his chest. He could feel her heart pounding against him.

He didn’t pull out.

Not yet.

Not for a while.

They stayed together, tangled up with each other. Kelly tracing slow circles on Jeff’s chest. He listened to her breathing. Calm and deep.

Relaxed.

The silence in the room blanketed them while the wind howled outside, promising that winter was still prominent but spring would be around the corner in no time.

Jeff drifted off to the soft, long draws of Kelly’s breathing. He didn’t know if she was dreaming or not but if she was, he hoped it was about them.

He still loved her and always would.

The house was still cold, even with the sun up.

Wind gusted against the east-facing windows, rattling the plastic covers. One of them had come partially loose during the night, and the chill crept in like a thief. But under the blankets, Kelly was warm.

Warm, and sticky between the thighs.

She stirred first—barefoot on the warped floorboards, the chill biting at her ankles. She winced at the soreness in her hips, the dull ache deep inside from the night before. Her thighs still glistened faintly when she peeled the blanket back and sat up. His come had dried between her legs.

She didn’t clean up right away.

She just sat there, legs dangling off the mattress, one hand in her hair, the other resting on her knee. She stared at the wall and listened to Jeff breathing behind her.

Alive. Steady. Real.

He woke with a groan and a stretch, blinked up at her. “Hey.”

She turned, gave him a faint half-smile. “Hey.”

They didn’t say anything else for a while.

Eventually, he stood too—naked, half-hard, skin covered in goosebumps. He leaned down and kissed her shoulder, slow and soft. “I’ll start the coffee.”

She just nodded.

Downstairs, the kitchen smelled like stale toast and burnt beans. The coffee pot coughed and sputtered. Kelly wiped the counter in slow circles, then scrubbed at the inside of the mug she always used until the brown ring finally faded. Jeff was at the window, staring out over the backyard, watching the trees sway. He hadn’t said much all morning.

She could feel it.

The quiet was back.

Same as always.

But different now, too. Thicker. Loaded.

He fixed the screen on the back door, replaced two screws in the kitchen cabinet that kept catching, and jimmied the rusted knob on the hallway closet that refused to close. She cleaned the bathroom sink, reorganized the drawers, scrubbed the last of the mildew from the floorboards upstairs. They moved around each other like ghosts, occasionally bumping into one another in doorways. Touching. Not speaking.

She kept thinking he’d bring it up.

But he didn’t.

Even when she caught him staring at her hips from across the room, jaw tight, eyes dark.

Dinner was pasta. Overcooked. A little too salty. Jeff did the dishes while Kelly wiped the table.

It wasn’t until she sat across from him again, both of them with water glasses in hand and nothing left to distract them, that it cracked open.

She set her glass down and asked, “Are we ever going to talk about it?”

Jeff didn’t look surprised. “We are now.”

She exhaled, slow. “I keep waiting for the guilt to hit you the way it hit me.”

“It did,” he said. “But not the way you think.”

“Then how?”

He looked at her across the table, hands folded in front of him. “I watched the way you came alive. I watched the way he looked at you. I watched the way you looked at yourself. And for the first time in months, I didn’t feel like I was married to a ghost.”

Her stomach twisted.

“That doesn’t mean it didn’t fuck me up,” he continued, “but it also made something clear.”

“Like what?”

He counted it off on his fingers. “We’re touching again. We’re laughing. We’re fucking.”

Her throat caught.

He looked her right in the eye. “We were dead, Kelly. Now we’re… something.”

She looked away. The words hit harder than she expected.

She blinked fast. Her chest tightened. “But that’s just it. I don’t know what the fuck this something is.”

He leaned across the table, voice lower. “It’s us. Rebuilt. Not perfect. Not clean. But alive.”

She swallowed the knot in her throat.

“You don’t want to stop?” she asked.

Jeff didn’t flinch. “Do you?”

Kelly stared at her glass. “No. That’s the problem.”

Jeff nodded slowly, his jaw working like he was chewing on what to say next. But then she met his gaze—dead on—and her voice dropped.

“Then break me.”

He blinked. “What?”

“Prove it more.”

She sat up straighter, the last words barely more than a whisper. “I don’t want to guess at this. I want to be so fucking sure I can’t go back to sleepwalking again.”

He leaned back in his chair.

Something electric passed through him.

She held his stare.

Daring him.

“Okay,” he said softly.

“You’ll show me?” she asked.

His voice came back low. Solid. “I’ll fucking show you.”


CHAPTER ELEVEN




The motel was a single-story row of rooms with flickering door numbers and blinds that never sat straight. Fluorescent lights hummed above the parking lot. The ice machine near the office was broken. A sign taped to it read NO REFUNDS in smeared black Sharpie.

Jeff parked near the end—Room 12. The key was cold in his palm. His pulse had been ticking since he’d booked the room two days ago under his middle name. Not for secrecy. Just to feel something different. Something foreign.

Kelly sat beside him in the passenger seat, legs crossed, hands in her lap. She hadn’t spoken much since they left the house, but her breathing gave her away. Shallow. Quick.

The black dress she wore clung to her body like it had been poured on. Thin straps. No bra. When she shifted her legs, the hem pulled high, showing the bare skin of her thigh and a flash of lace garter underneath. She wasn’t dressed to go out.

She was dressed to be taken.

Jeff exhaled. His cock had been hard since she stepped out of the bedroom, keys in hand, saying, “I’m ready.”

“Still want this?” he asked, low, eyes still on the windshield.

She turned to him. Her mouth parted, lips glossed and slightly trembling. “Only if you’re with me.”

He looked at her then. Really looked.

Her pupils were blown wide. Her cheeks pink. A fine sheen of sweat had already gathered at her collarbone, and she kept rubbing her thighs together, like she couldn’t get comfortable. Like her body was trying to outrun her thoughts.

Jeff nodded once. “Let’s go.”

The motel room smelled like old carpet and cleaner that didn’t quite mask the ghost of cigarette smoke. The bedspread was a faded floral pattern. The TV bolted to the dresser was older than both of them.

But it had what they needed.

A bed.

A chair in the corner.

A dim lamp that cast everything in amber.

Caleb arrived five minutes later.

He didn’t knock hard. Just once, sharp and casual, like he owned the room already.

Jeff opened the door.

Caleb stepped in wearing black jeans and a gray thermal shirt, sleeves pushed up to show the thick veins and dark ink down his forearms. His jaw was tight, beard trimmed sharp. His eyes went straight to Kelly.

He didn’t say hello.

Didn’t ask if she was sure.

His gaze slid over her like he was checking for bruises that belonged to him. She stood near the bed, breath catching in her throat, and he took her in with a kind of hunger that made Jeff’s chest tighten.

“Fuck,” Caleb muttered, eyes never leaving her. “You wore that for me?”

Kelly nodded. A blush spread across her chest.

“Good girl,” Caleb said.

Jeff’s fists clenched, cock hard as stone. That one phrase dug straight into him.

Caleb stepped closer.

He didn’t hesitate.

One hand slid around the back of her neck, firm and possessive. His other gripped her hip. He pulled her in and kissed her—not soft, not slow. He kissed her like it was a promise he’d waited weeks to keep.

Kelly melted into it. Her hands found his shoulders. Her lips parted. She made a sound in her throat that was half whimper, half moan.

Caleb growled against her mouth. “Knew you’d taste like heaven.”

His hand moved lower, fingers splayed across her ass, gripping tight through the thin fabric of her dress. He kissed her again, harder this time, walking her backward toward the bed with slow, relentless steps.

Jeff didn’t say a word.

He just stood near the chair, jaw tight, heart punching against his ribs, cock straining in his jeans.

He watched the way Caleb handled her. How he owned her body with his touch alone. There was no teasing, no testing the waters. He knew why she was here. And he wasn’t going to play nice.

When Kelly looked past Caleb’s shoulder and met Jeff’s eyes, there was fire there.

Not shame.

Not doubt.

Just heat.

Caleb didn’t look back. He didn’t need to. His focus stayed on her, always on her, and when he turned her by the waist, it was like redirecting a river. Kelly moved where he wanted her—fluid, ready, legs a little shaky under her but eager.

The dress came up in his hands, bunched high at her hips, revealing nothing underneath. Just bare skin and lace bands around her thighs, garters holding stockings that bit into her flesh. Jeff’s breath hitched. Caleb’s eyes went low, slow, like a man admiring architecture built just for him.

He dragged his palm along the curve of her ass. Not playful. Claiming. One strong hand kneading her there, spreading her slightly, letting his thumb drift inward. Kelly gasped. Caleb didn’t flinch.

“You always this wet for your husband’s friends?” he asked, almost a whisper, but Jeff heard it like a slap.

Kelly bit her lip. Her eyes fluttered shut, like even answering would break the spell.

Caleb bent her over the bed with one steady push between her shoulder blades. She folded easily. Willingly. The black dress clung to her ribs and pooled at her waist, her hair spilling wild down her back. Jeff couldn’t look away. He sat in the chair now—hard wooden arms, legs spread, jeans open, cock throbbing in his fist.

Caleb dropped to his knees behind her.

Big hands on her thighs, he spread them wide, the fabric of her garters straining. Kelly’s breath trembled. One hand slid between her legs from behind, thick fingers stroking the wetness slick between her folds.

“She’s soaked,” Caleb said over his shoulder, looking right at Jeff.

Jeff swallowed hard.

Caleb’s tongue followed. Long, slow, deliberate. He licked her from behind like he was savoring the taste of sin, his hands spreading her open, one on each cheek, holding her there as his mouth buried between her thighs.

Kelly cried out—sharp, immediate—and arched back toward him, shameless.

He devoured her.

Long strokes of his tongue followed by the hard press of his mouth against her clit, and his fingers working their way inside her. Not one. Two. Maybe three. Jeff couldn’t count. Couldn’t think. He just watched her knees buckle, watched her hips jerk, watched her beg.

“Please—fuck, please—” she gasped, face buried in the blanket now, fingers curled into the sheets.

Caleb rose. Slow and controlled. His mouth glistened with her slick, jaw tight, beard damp. He dragged his shirt off in one motion and let it fall, revealing a body built for heavy labor—thick arms, broad chest, the kind of torso that filled doorways and carried weight like it was nothing.

Jeff’s chest ached. His cock throbbed.

Caleb undid his belt with one hand. Unzipped. Pushed his jeans down. His cock sprang free—thick, long, veined like a limb—and Jeff could see the moment Kelly saw it.

Her breath caught. Her body jolted like it had been touched.

Caleb moved behind her again, one hand braced on her back, the other guiding himself. He didn’t tease. He didn’t ask. He pressed the blunt head against her soaked cunt and pushed.

Kelly cried out.

Jeff’s gut turned molten.

It wasn’t gentle. Caleb filled her in one long, slow thrust that stretched her open and made her gasp and shudder and arch under him. His hips met her ass with a hard smack. He stayed deep.

“Jesus,” Jeff breathed.

Caleb looked over his shoulder, eyes dark. “You see this?”

He pulled out halfway, then slammed back in.

Kelly let out a broken moan, hands clawing at the blankets.

“You see how she takes me?” Caleb growled. “Like she needs it.”

Jeff’s hand moved again, slow and tight around his cock. His eyes stayed locked on the place where they met—Caleb’s cock dragging slick from her body every time he pulled back, then vanishing into her again, over and over.

Kelly was a mess. Hair tangled, mouth open, breath sharp. Every time Caleb drove in, she cried out like she was breaking apart—and then begged for more.

“Harder,” she gasped. “Please—fuck me harder⁠—”

Caleb’s hand wrapped around her waist, hauling her upright. Her back arched against his chest, her tits high and heaving, nipples hard through the fabric. His other hand came around her throat—not choking. Just holding. Possessing.

He turned her head and kissed her again, deep and filthy, hips still pounding up into her from behind.

“She’s not just taking it,” Caleb said between gritted teeth, staring straight at Jeff. “She loves it.”

Jeff couldn’t argue. His wife’s body said it all—her twitching thighs, the way her toes curled in her stockings, the high, keening moans torn from her lips every time Caleb’s cock hit deep.

Caleb didn’t slow. If anything, he moved faster now. Harder. The bed jolted under them. The headboard banged the wall. Kelly’s hands flailed, caught the sheets, grabbed for anything.

She came like that—screaming. Legs shaking. Body locked up tight and spasming around Caleb’s cock. Her voice cracked, her moans broke into gasps, and Caleb fucked her through it, relentless, gritting his teeth as her orgasm tore through her.

Jeff’s hand froze. He was so close. But he didn’t come.

Not yet.

Because Caleb wasn’t done.

Caleb didn’t stop moving until Kelly’s whole body went limp in his arms, breath shivering, legs twitching. He eased out of her, his cock slick and shining, still hard, pulsing with need. She collapsed onto the bed for half a heartbeat, dress still hitched up to her waist, ass red from the pounding. Her thighs glistened.

Then she turned.

Still panting. Still flushed. But her eyes were sharp now. Alive in a way Jeff hadn’t seen in… God, maybe ever.

She looked down at Caleb’s cock—long, thick, wet—and straddled him.

No hesitation.

She swung one leg over his waist, settled her weight down, and reached between them to guide him back in. He didn’t have to help. He just laid back and let her take it, muscles flexed, arms behind his head, watching her like a man watching the sky before a storm.

Kelly sank down in one slow, perfect motion, taking every inch.

She moaned—deep, low, her head falling back as her hips met his.

Jeff couldn’t breathe.

Her spine arched, her hands planted on Caleb’s chest, her hips began to roll. A smooth grind. Slow. Deliberate. She wasn’t rushing. She wasn’t fucking. She was feeding off it—the weight of him inside her, the way her body opened and clenched around every thick inch.

Then—she looked at him.

Jeff.

From the chair, still clutching his cock in his hand, still stiff with everything unsaid and undone between them.

Kelly’s eyes locked onto his, and her hips kept moving.

Not slow anymore.

She rode Caleb like her body knew no other rhythm—bouncing now, up and down, tits rising and falling, the straps of her dress slipping off her shoulders. Her thighs clapped down against Caleb’s hips, ass rippling from the impact, and every time she dropped back onto him, a slick sound filled the room.

But she never looked away from Jeff.

He was shaking. Hand frozen. Not stroking now—just watching.

Because something was different.

Her gaze was open. Naked. And not just from lust.

It held history. Weight. Years of silence. Years of trying to reach each other and failing. Years of unsent texts, unopened doors, cold dinners, and nights they spent lying back-to-back without touching.

And now she was riding another man’s cock and looking at him like—this was what she’d been trying to say all along.

Do you see me now?

That’s what her eyes asked.

Do you finally see me?

And fuck. He did.

He saw the sweat glistening at her temple. The flush on her chest. The way her thighs trembled as she moved faster, harder, slamming down onto Caleb’s cock with more and more force until her moans weren’t just pleasure anymore—they were release.

He saw how her body belonged to this moment. How she bloomed under the weight of it.

How she’d wanted this.

Needed it.

And somewhere beneath the ache in his chest and the humiliation licking at his pride, he felt something else—something heavier.

Pride.

Not in Caleb.

In her.

She wasn’t lost. She was right fucking here. And she was burning the old version of herself to the ground in front of him.

Her hands pressed harder into Caleb’s chest as she ground down again, hard and deep. Her breath came out ragged, hair clinging to her face, and her thighs trembled harder.

“Fuck—Jeff—” she choked, never looking away. “I⁠—”

He stood. Unthinking. Just two steps closer.

Her gaze didn’t break.

Neither did her rhythm.

Her hips rolled. Up. Down. Grinding in figure-eights. Riding Caleb’s cock like it was hers to conquer.

And maybe it was.

She wasn’t moaning for Caleb anymore. She was performing for Jeff. Showing him what he’d never seen clearly. Or maybe what he’d always been afraid to look at.

She was wild. Beautiful. Feral and soft all at once.

And hers was the only voice in the room.

Caleb grunted beneath her, hands gripping her hips now, letting her ride him into oblivion, his cock straining inside her as she clenched down with every drop.

Kelly’s mouth dropped open—eyes locked on Jeff’s—and she cried out, thighs spasming, her whole body breaking against Caleb’s cock like a wave on stone.

“Fuck—fuck—I’m coming—” she gasped, still moving, still looking at Jeff.

Jeff felt it like a hit to the chest.

And this time, it wasn’t Caleb who made her come.

It was him.

That connection.

That silence finally broken.

That wild, desperate, raw moment of being seen.

She didn’t stop moving.

Even as the orgasm rolled through her, even as her thighs shook and her breath hitched into little, broken sobs of release—she kept riding. Kept looking at Jeff, like she couldn’t bear to look away now that the dam had finally cracked open between them.

Caleb’s hands gripped her harder, digging into her hips, guiding her down in short, hard thrusts now. His control was unraveling. His jaw clenched, chest rising, slick with sweat. His cock throbbed visibly inside her every time she dropped, her slick wetness coating the base of him in glistening strings.

“Fuck—Kelly—” he groaned, voice cracking.

Jeff didn’t move. Couldn’t.

He watched her hips move faster. More desperate. Chasing that final edge for both of them.

Caleb’s head tipped back against the mattress, his hands crushing her down on him.

And then—he came.

With a guttural sound from his chest, Caleb slammed up into her, his entire body going taut. Kelly gasped, a tremor cutting through her spine as she felt it—felt him—bursting inside her. Thick. Hot. Deep.

His cock pulsed inside her as he emptied, filling her with everything he had, hips jerking in shallow thrusts as the orgasm tore through him.

Kelly didn’t collapse.

She stayed on top of him, still seated on his cock, body twitching around him, chest heaving—eyes never leaving Jeff.

His wife. Naked in the amber light. Full of another man.

And she had never looked more alive.


CHAPTER TWELVE




The bedroom was still dark when Jeff woke. The curtain hadn’t shifted and the hallway light was off, but the air had changed—warm and damp, tinged with steam. He pushed the blanket down and sat on the edge of the bed. The floor creaked under his feet. A soft rush of water came from the bathroom.

He didn’t say her name.

He opened the door and walked in.

Kelly was under the spray with her head down, hands braced on the wall in front of her. Her hair clung to her shoulders and back in long, wet clumps. Water slid over her body in slow lines. She didn’t turn around. She didn’t need to.

Jeff stepped inside the shower behind her and closed the glass door. He reached for the bar of soap, but didn’t speak. When he touched her waist, she flinched slightly, but she didn’t pull away.

“I wasn’t sure you’d come in,” she said.

He lathered his hands and moved them slowly across her stomach, then up between her breasts. “I wasn’t sure if I should.”

“You should.”

She turned her head slightly, enough that he could see the profile of her cheek and part of her mouth. Her lips looked raw. He slid his hands over her shoulders, up the back of her neck, and into her hair. She let out a sound—not a word, not quite a moan. He rubbed her scalp, carefully, like he used to when she had headaches years ago. She closed her eyes.

Jeff wasn’t sure what he felt. His chest was full of something, but it wasn’t rage or jealousy. It had burned too hot for that last night, too long, and now it was quieter. Not numb. Not clean. Just quiet.

“I keep replaying it,” he said.

Kelly opened her eyes but didn’t look at him. “What part?”

He paused, replaying the moment that Caleb walked into the motel room and grabbed her possessively and when she climbed on top of Caleb for the first time. It was impossible to only think of one exact moment during that night or from the card night. There had been so many different moments. All bringing in different feelings. Jealousy, angst, lust, hate, and love.

“All of it.”

He moved lower, arms around her now, washing her slowly, hands brushing her thighs, the backs of her knees. She relaxed into his chest, her body soft against his. The way she let herself lean back was unfamiliar. There was no tension in her spine. No defense in her limbs.

“Do you regret it?” he asked.

“No,” she said, and her voice didn’t shake. “Do you?”

He pressed his forehead to the side of her neck and didn’t answer right away. He was just holding her now.

“I thought I would,” he said. “But no.”

Kelly turned around. Her eyes were puffy. Her lips looked tired. She studied his face like she was trying to learn something she hadn’t known about him until now.

She slid her arms around his waist. “I keep thinking I imagined it.”

“Kelly,” he said, drawing her closer to him as the steam wafted between them. “You know what I found in all of this?”

She blinked, unsure as to what he was referring to. “What?” She whispered.

“You. Us. I found all of it.”

His eyes locked with hers, staring into each other’s souls. She smiled up at him. She knew exactly what he meant.

He kissed her. She leaned into it, but there was no rush. No push. His hands found her ass and lifted her without any effort, and her legs wrapped around him like she’d done it a thousand times. They didn’t say anything while he pushed inside her. She was already wet. Her body clenched around him so tightly he had to stop halfway in to breathe.

Neither of them moved fast. It wasn’t the kind of fucking that came with noise or force. He rocked into her steadily, arms locked around her, his mouth on her neck. Her nails scratched lightly down his back, her breath catching every few seconds. When she started to cry, she didn’t try to hide it. He held her tighter.

She came first, quiet and hard, with her face buried in his shoulder. Jeff didn’t speak. He kept moving, slow and deep, until he finished inside her, jaw tight, hands fisting her hair.

They didn’t rush to dry off. They just stood there, letting the water cool.

[image: ]


The clock on the stove said 1:48 AM. Jeff stood barefoot on the cold tile, watching Kelly eat ice cream from the container with a soup spoon.

He took a bite from her spoon without asking.

“You can get your own,” she said, licking her lips. “You don’t even like this flavor.”

“I like it now.”

“You just like tasting me on the spoon.”

He smiled a little. “That too.”

She leaned back against the counter and crossed her arms, the hem of her T-shirt resting high on her thighs. “You’ve been different since the motel.”

Jeff turned to face her. “So have you.”

She tilted her head, skeptical. “You say that like it’s a bad thing.”

“No. Just true.”

They were quiet for a few seconds. The fridge hummed. Somewhere outside, a car rolled past, tires whispering on wet asphalt.

“Did you like it?” she asked.

He didn’t answer right away. Her voice had been neutral, but her eyes weren’t.

“Yes,” he said finally. “But not the way I expected.”

She frowned. “Meaning?”

“I didn’t think I’d be able to handle seeing you like that. Being with someone else. But it wasn’t just that. It was the way you looked at me.”

“I didn’t look at you the whole time.”

“You did at the end.”

Kelly held his gaze. Her lips parted, like she was about to speak, but then she stepped forward and stood between his legs. He reached for her hips. She didn’t pull away.

“I don’t want to lose this,” she said.

“You’re not going to.”

Her hand slid under his T-shirt and over his stomach. “I need you to mean that.”

“I do.”

She kissed him hard. The ice cream tub hit the floor with a soft thud as he lifted her onto the counter. Her legs opened around him. The shirt she wore pushed up easily, and he could feel her heat against his stomach as he pressed forward.

“You want it here?” he asked, voice low.

“I want it wherever you give it to me.”

He pushed inside her, her body slick and ready, her hands on his shoulders, eyes wide.

They didn’t talk after that. Just breathed. Just moved. The counter creaked under them, and her legs locked tighter as he picked up speed. When she came, she kissed him hard, her teeth on his lip. He came right after, spilling into her with a low groan, his face buried in her neck.

She stayed on the counter after, arms still around him, breathing against his collarbone.

This was home.

The house wasn’t perfect. Their marriage wasn’t perfect, but this was all home now.

Perfectly imperfect. Full of all the perfect flaws, cracks, and hidden beauty that nobody on the outside could ever see.


CHAPTER THIRTEEN




Thursday, 8:47 p.m.

Jeff stared at the message on Kelly’s phone. Just two words.

You up?

He didn’t need to ask who it was from. He’d seen it every week for the last four weeks. Always sent sometime between 8:30 and 9:00. Always those same two words. Like it was already a ritual. Like they’d all agreed to this quietly.

Kelly sat on the edge of the bed, legs crossed, hair damp from the shower, that short robe barely tied at her waist. She didn’t say anything. She just set the phone down screen-up on the nightstand and waited.

Jeff paced. Not dramatically. Just enough that he couldn’t sit still. He hadn’t taken a drink. Not tonight. He wanted to feel every second of this.

“You nervous?” he asked.

Kelly gave him a look. “Should I be?”

He watched her smooth the hem of her robe, then smooth it again. Her hands never stopped moving. Her eyes, though—steady.

“I keep thinking you’re going to change your mind,” he said.

She snorted. “I think about it every Thursday. Then I remember how it felt.”

Jeff sat down in the chair in the corner of the bedroom. Same place he sat the last two times he’d watched.

“You still okay with me watching?” he asked.

“You didn’t ask that the first time.”

“I know.”

There was a knock.

Kelly stood. Jeff’s stomach pulled tight. She walked barefoot across the floor, untied the robe but didn’t open it, and pulled the door wide.

Caleb stepped inside without a word. He looked like he always did—black t-shirt stretched across his chest, jeans sitting low, the silver chain around his neck catching the light. He nodded once at Jeff, then turned to Kelly.

“You wore this for me again?” Caleb asked, eyes dragging over her robe like it was tissue.

“Do you like it?” she asked, breath already shaky.

Caleb didn’t answer. He stepped forward and kissed her hard, both hands gripping her face like he couldn’t stand space between them. She melted into it, her fingers clutching his shirt, her robe already sliding down one shoulder.

Jeff shifted in the chair, heart pounding.

Caleb pulled back and looked at her—serious, dark-eyed, like he was inspecting something he’d just bought. He reached for the sash and pulled it open.

No hesitation.

The robe fell.

Kelly stood naked in front of him, flushed and breathing fast, nipples hard, thighs pressed close together. Caleb dragged his hand down her torso and cupped her between the legs, middle finger sliding between her folds.

“Wet already,” he said. “Did you touch yourself for me?”

“No.”

“You will.”

He sat on the edge of the bed and pulled her forward. She climbed up with him, straddling his lap. Jeff watched Caleb lean back against the headboard, hands gripping her ass, guiding her into place. Kelly reached between them, pulling his cock free from his jeans. He was already hard.

Jeff’s jaw clenched.

Kelly didn’t look away from him.

Not once.

She guided Caleb’s cock to her entrance and sank down with a gasp, her mouth parting, hands braced on his chest as he filled her inch by inch.

Jeff couldn’t breathe.

She rocked once. Twice. Her breath hitched on the third and she closed her eyes, but only for a second. Then she opened them again and looked at her husband.

“I thought about this all day,” she said, her voice barely holding steady.

“You like the way he feels inside you?” Jeff asked.

Her mouth trembled. “Yes.”

Caleb’s hands gripped her hips tighter, guiding her, lifting her slightly before slamming her back down. She cried out and grabbed his shoulders.

“You’re tighter tonight,” Caleb said. “Didn’t fuck anyone else since last time?”

“No,” she said.

“Good girl.”

Jeff swallowed hard. His hand was in his lap, not stroking—just holding. His cock was thick and aching, pressed against the zipper of his jeans.

Kelly moved faster now, hips rising and falling, thighs slapping against Caleb’s. The sound was obscene. Wet. Loud. Her tits bounced with every motion, and she couldn’t keep her hands still—first in his hair, then on her own breasts, then flat on his chest as she rode him harder.

She looked at Jeff again.

He hadn’t moved.

“Touch yourself,” she said, breathless.

He unzipped. Pulled himself out. Started slow.

“You like watching him fuck me?”

Jeff nodded, jaw tight. “Yeah.”

She moaned and threw her head back, but her hips never stopped moving.

“I feel so full,” she said, panting. “He’s so fucking big, Jeff. I can feel him everywhere.”

“Keep talking,” Jeff said.

“I love how he uses me. How I can just… let go.” She was crying a little now, not sad—just overwhelmed. “You see what he does to me?”

“I see everything.”

Her pace stuttered. She was close.

“Don’t stop,” Jeff said.

“I’m trying—fuck—I’m trying⁠—”

Caleb grabbed her ass and thrust up into her, hard. She screamed, hands slamming to his chest, body shaking as her orgasm tore through her. Her whole frame convulsed, and she collapsed forward into Caleb’s arms, still gasping, still twitching.

Caleb kept fucking her. He didn’t stop.

Jeff stood up. Walked over.

He didn’t say anything.

Kelly looked at him through her hair, cheeks streaked, lips trembling.

“I can feel him,” she whispered. “All the way up.”

Jeff kissed her. Not soft. Not gentle.

Then he pulled back and said, “Let him finish.”

Caleb grabbed her by the hips, slammed her down once, twice, then groaned loud into her shoulder as he came inside her, cock jerking, his whole body tense beneath her. She whimpered when she felt it, her hips grinding down to take it deeper.

She stayed there, panting, her thighs slick with him, her skin burning hot.

Jeff reached out, brushed her hair from her face.

Her eyes were glassy. Wrecked. Beautiful.

“I want to lie down,” she said.

“Come here,” Jeff said.

She slid off Caleb’s lap, cum already dripping down the inside of her thigh. Jeff guided her down onto the bed beside him and pulled the blanket over her.

“I can still feel him,” she whispered again, curling into his chest.

“I know,” he said, resting his chin on her head. “I want you to.”

She was still trembling when Jeff kissed her hair.

Her body curled into his, thighs slick with Caleb’s cum, breath shaky against his neck. Her skin burned with heat and sweat, her nipples raw from friction, and every nerve in her still felt wide open. Caleb lay on his back on the other side of the bed, arm thrown over his face, chest rising and falling.

No one had spoken in minutes.

Jeff kept his arm around her waist, hand splayed low on her stomach. She was warm there. Wet.

“You’re not done,” she whispered.

He didn’t answer.

She turned her head, looked up at him. “I can feel it.”

Jeff met her eyes. Something behind his ribs clenched, but it wasn’t shame. It wasn’t even jealousy. It was need—deep, burning, undeniable.

He rolled her onto her back.

Kelly gasped as he moved on top of her, the weight of his body pressing her into the mattress. His mouth found hers, not soft, not slow. She kissed him back with the same hunger, fingers digging into his shoulders.

He didn’t bother asking.

He slid inside her in one hard thrust.

She cried out, legs lifting to wrap around his waist.

His cock dragged through Caleb’s cum, thick and slick between her folds, coating him as he fucked her. There was no rhythm at first—just the raw, desperate push of a man who had held back for too many weeks. Her nails scraped his back. His breath was hot against her cheek.

“You still feel him?” he growled.

“Yes,” she gasped, arching up against him. “You both feel so—so—God⁠—”

He fucked her harder.

“Tell me it’s mine,” he said.

“It’s yours,” she moaned, voice breaking. “It’s always yours.”

Jeff slammed into her, hips driving deep, the bed creaking beneath them. He wasn’t gentle. He wasn’t asking. He took her like she was his again—like she had always been.

Across the bed, Caleb sat up.

He watched for a moment, silent.

Then he crawled forward.

Kelly opened her eyes just as Caleb’s hand slid down her back.

She knew what he wanted.

Her voice came out breathless. “Yes.”

Jeff didn’t slow. His hands gripped her wrists, pinning them above her head as Caleb moved behind her, parting her thighs wider, spreading her open beneath her husband’s weight.

She felt Caleb’s fingers between her cheeks, slicking her, stretching her.

“Relax,” Caleb murmured. “Let me in.”

She nodded, biting her lip hard.

Jeff slowed—not stopping, just enough to let her catch her breath.

Then Caleb pushed in.

Kelly gasped—sharp, loud, full of pain and pleasure tangled together.

Jeff felt her clench tight around him.

“Fuck,” he groaned. “You feel that?”

She nodded, eyes wide, barely breathing.

“Full,” she whispered. “So fucking full.”

Caleb’s hands gripped her hips, holding her steady as he eased in deeper. Jeff could feel the stretch, the way her body trembled between them, the heat of another man pressed tight against his cock, separated only by the thin wall of her body.

She whimpered, overwhelmed, but she didn’t stop.

“Don’t pull out,” she begged. “Either of you. Just—just keep going⁠—”

They moved in sync.

One thrust forward as the other pulled back.

Her body rocked between them, used, stretched, filled in both holes, her moans turning to broken sobs as they fucked her together.

“Look at me,” Jeff said.

She did.

Even as her eyes filled with tears, even as her mouth fell open in a wordless scream, she looked at her husband.

And he saw everything.

The shame. The power. The hunger. The love.

She came first.

Then Caleb.

Then Jeff.

They didn’t stop until she was shaking and breathless, her skin flushed, her body wrecked between them.

No one spoke.

But she didn’t need to.

They were all exactly where they wanted to be.


CHAPTER FOURTEEN




The text came late on a Saturday afternoon.

Jeff saw Kelly read it from across the kitchen island, the screen light washing over her face in the fading blue light of early evening. She didn’t react at first. Just stared down, thumb hovering above the screen, eyes unreadable. He didn’t ask. She didn’t offer.

Instead, she turned and set the phone face-down next to her wine glass.

She’d only taken two sips.

They’d spent the day running errands—Costco, the hardware store, refilling prescriptions—and Jeff had caught himself watching her more than once. Watching her bend over the trunk, brushing hair behind her ear while counting pills in the pharmacy line. None of it was new, but it all felt sharper now. Like every movement, every touch, carried a charge.

She was wearing jeans and a sleeveless black top, no bra underneath. Her nipples had been faintly visible when she turned toward the sun. He hadn’t said anything. Just watched. She knew he noticed. She always knew.

“You gonna tell me what that was?” he asked eventually.

Kelly didn’t look up. “It’s Caleb.”

Jeff waited.

She finally sighed and picked up the phone again. “He’s inviting us to a party.”

“What kind of party?”

She looked at him then. Her face was calm, but her throat moved when she swallowed. “Adults only. That’s how he phrased it.”

Jeff raised an eyebrow. “You want to go?”

“I didn’t say that.”

“But you’re thinking about it.”

She didn’t answer.

He crossed the kitchen, took the wine glass, and had a sip before setting it back down. “Tell me what you’re worried about.”

Kelly exhaled, rubbing her hands down the front of her thighs. “It’s different, Jeff. It’s not the same as here. Not like him just coming over. This is public.”

He leaned against the counter. “Not really.”

“It is. People will see me.” Her voice was lower now, more brittle. “They’ll see us.”

“So?”

She turned her head. “I don’t know who I am in a room like that.”

Jeff stepped forward. “You’re still my wife.”

“That doesn’t answer anything.”

He put his hand on her hip, fingers curling against the denim. “You want the truth?”

“Of course.”

“I think you’re scared of liking it.”

She didn’t argue. She just stared at him. And that said more than anything.

“I’m not pushing you,” Jeff added. “But I’m not pretending I don’t want it either. I do.”

Her shoulders dropped, and she closed her eyes for a second. “You’ve changed so much.”

“You helped me.”

Kelly opened her eyes again. They were glassy but fierce. “What if I go too far?”

“You won’t.”

“You don’t know that.”

“Yes, I do.”

She stepped back, out of his hand. Walked to the other side of the kitchen, her arms wrapping around her middle. She was shaking a little. He could see it in the way she held herself.

“I spent years being afraid of wanting anything,” she said. “And now it’s all I do.”

“Wanting isn’t the problem.”

She looked back at him, voice thin. “Isn’t it?”

“No,” Jeff said. “Not anymore.”

He let the silence stretch between them. She needed it. She always had. And when she finally spoke again, her voice was quieter.

“What do you think will happen if we go?”

“I think we’ll find out something new.”

“About me?”

“About us.”

She pressed her palm to her stomach and looked down.

“When is it?” she asked.

Jeff reached for her phone, tapped the message open. “Next Friday. Eight. Dress code optional, but suggested.”

Kelly let out a small, humorless laugh. “What does that even mean?”

“Probably means ‘wear less than usual.’”

“Great.”

She didn’t say anything else for a while. She stood by the window, sipping her wine slowly, eyes scanning the back fence like she could see through it.

Jeff watched her, not pressing.

Finally, she turned around.

Her cheeks were pink, lips wet from the glass, hair slightly messy from running her fingers through it.

“Then take me there,” she said.

His chest tightened.

“You sure?”

“No.”

“But you want it.”

She nodded.

He stepped closer. Kissed her forehead.

“We’ll go together,” he said. “And I’ll be watching.”

She met his eyes. “What if you see something you can’t take back?”

“Then I’ll keep watching.”

Kelly bit her lip. Her breath caught.

She nodded once, small and certain.

Then she walked past him, glass still in hand, and said, “I need to figure out what the hell I’m wearing.”

The rest of that night passed without any more discussion.

She didn’t ask what he thought she should wear. He didn’t offer suggestions. But he watched her differently. And she watched him knowing it.

That was new.

It wasn’t until Monday evening that she brought it up again. He came upstairs and found her standing in front of their full-length mirror in the bedroom, holding a wine-colored dress up against her body. It had no sleeves. No back. Nothing above the waist that could reasonably be called support.

“You’re going to break necks in that,” Jeff said from the doorway.

She looked at him in the mirror but didn’t smile. “That’s the point, isn’t it?”

He stepped into the room. “I didn’t say it was a bad thing.”

“I’m not wearing panties,” she said, still looking at herself. “I don’t think this dress would allow for them anyway.”

Jeff swallowed. “Planning on letting people see?”

She tilted her head. “Should I?”

He walked up behind her and slid his hands down her bare arms. “I think you should do whatever the hell you want.”

She pressed her back into him and exhaled. His cock stirred in his jeans before he even touched her.

“I keep thinking I’m not going to go through with it,” she whispered. “Then I remember how wet I get just imagining it.”

Jeff kissed her shoulder. “Show me.”

She turned her head.

He wasn’t smiling either.

She dropped the dress.

By Friday, Jeff wasn’t sleeping much. Neither was she. They didn’t say it out loud, but both had been restless all week. He’d caught her twice masturbating in the middle of the night, legs open, eyes closed, whispering names he couldn’t quite hear. She never stopped when he caught her. She just looked at him and kept going. One night, he watched until she came and then walked over and kissed her hand.

They didn’t have to talk about what it meant.

Wednesday, over dinner, the conversation almost turned into a fight. She made a sarcastic comment about how he probably wanted to “share her with the whole neighborhood,” and he made a sharper one back about how she wasn’t exactly hesitant anymore.

There was a silence between them that felt dangerous.

Then she reached for his hand.

“I’m scared,” she said.

“I know.”

He squeezed back. “Me too.”

After that, it passed.

Friday came.

Kelly showered twice.

She changed four times.

The wine-colored dress won out. Jeff sat on the edge of the bed while she stood in front of the mirror, checking her lipstick. Her heels made her taller than usual, and the length of her legs under the dress was enough to make his mouth dry.

“You’ve barely said anything,” she said.

“I’m afraid if I talk too much, I’ll say the wrong thing.”

She turned. “Why?”

He looked up at her. “Because I don’t want to fuck this up.”

“You’re not going to.”

Jeff stood and walked to her. Slid his arms around her waist, careful not to smudge her makeup. Her body was warm and trembling under his hands.

“I don’t want to lose you,” he said.

“You’re not going to,” she whispered back.

They didn’t kiss. But they didn’t need to.

They left the house at 7:22.

The address Caleb gave them was thirty minutes away. Far enough to feel like neutral ground. Close enough to chicken out.

Jeff drove. Kelly sat with her legs crossed tightly at the knees, hands in her lap, phone untouched. The silence wasn’t cold—it was charged. Like a held breath.

Outside, the sky was dark. A new moon.

They pulled up to the house at exactly 7:56.

It looked normal from the outside. Big two-story ranch, wide driveway, a few other cars already parked in the cul-de-sac. There were no signs, no music blaring, no lights flashing through the windows. Just a warm glow behind drawn curtains and the occasional shadow passing by.

Jeff put the car in park and sat there with his hands on the wheel.

“You okay?” she asked.

“Yeah.”

“You sure?”

“No.”

She reached over and unbuckled his seatbelt. Her hand lingered on his chest.

“I still want this,” she said.

He turned his head. “Then we’re going.”

They got out.

Kelly walked slightly ahead of him, her heels clicking softly on the pavement. Jeff couldn’t stop staring at the way her hips moved under the fabric, how the dress hugged her in all the ways it shouldn’t. The porch light above the front door was dim. Someone had left it open a crack.

Jeff pushed it the rest of the way.

The first thing he noticed was the scent.

It wasn’t perfume or food. It was skin. Heat. Bodies. Someone had burned incense earlier and it still hung faintly in the air.

Soft music drifted from the back of the house—low, rhythmic, unfamiliar. There were voices, but not many. Laughter. A door closing somewhere down the hall. He could feel the warmth of the house already—too warm for the number of people they could see.

A man in a dark button-down and black pants stepped into view from the hall. He smiled when he saw them.

“You must be Caleb’s friends.”

Jeff nodded.

“Come in. Make yourselves comfortable.”

He didn’t ask for names.

Kelly touched Jeff’s hand as they walked deeper inside.

They passed a couple sitting close on the couch. The woman was topless. No one looked surprised. Another woman crossed the hall in nothing but heels and a sheer robe.

The music got louder as they moved toward the back of the house. Laughter rose and fell. A door opened, and Jeff saw flickers of movement—people, shadowed in amber light, some standing, some on their knees, some entwined in ways he hadn’t expected this early in the night.

Kelly’s breath caught.

Jeff squeezed her hand.

“You good?” he whispered.

“I will be.”

They paused at the threshold.

Ahead of them, a living room transformed—plush rugs on hardwood, low lighting, cushions spread out across the floor. Voices murmured. Bodies moved. Someone laughed from a dim corner.

Jeff didn’t move yet.

He looked at her.

“Still want to do this?” he asked.

Kelly looked back at him.

Her cheeks were flushed. Her mouth trembled. But her eyes were clear.

“Don’t leave me,” she said.

“Never.”

And together, they stepped forward.

The air changed the second they crossed the threshold into the main room.

Kelly felt it first—her spine stiffened, just slightly, as the warmth of the space touched her skin. People weren’t talking much. The ones who were fully clothed stood with wine or cocktails in hand, speaking low, smiling too wide. The ones who weren’t had found other ways to communicate.

A woman knelt between two men on a cushion near the fireplace, her mouth wrapped around one cock while her hand stroked the other. A pair of bodies twisted on a low chaise lounge, half-silhouetted by the lamplight behind them. Another woman sat straddling her partner’s thigh, grinding slowly, head thrown back.

Nobody looked at them with surprise. No one stopped.

It was like stepping into a current.

Jeff guided Kelly to the corner of a sectional and sat down. She stayed standing for a moment, tugging at the hem of her dress, adjusting nothing. Her chest rose and fell faster now. He reached for her hand, and she gave it without hesitation.

"You want to leave?" he asked quietly.

Kelly shook her head. "I don’t know what I want. But I don’t want to go."

The room’s low music had no lyrics, just a pulse. A heartbeat behind everything. It made movement feel natural—bodies pressing together, shifting, unfolding. It made silence feel thick.

A server passed with drinks. Kelly took one. Jeff didn’t.

They sat together and watched.

The couple nearest them was already halfway undressed, the woman’s breasts exposed as her partner suckled one slowly, fingers sliding up her thigh beneath a black garter. A man knelt in front of her, kissing her calf, her knee, then higher.

Kelly squeezed Jeff’s hand.

“Tell me what you’re thinking,” he said.

“That I want you inside me right now.”

His cock stirred instantly at her words.

She didn’t look at him when she said it. She was still watching the couple across from them. Her voice was low, breath catching on the edge of it. He leaned in and kissed her shoulder, and she didn’t flinch when he pulled her down into his lap.

Her weight settled against him like it belonged there.

She unzipped him quietly.

His cock sprang free.

Nobody stared. Nobody cared.

She turned slightly and hiked her dress, not slowly, not shy. She wasn’t wearing anything underneath. He guided himself into her from below, and she sank down onto him with a moan against his neck.

Her lips brushed his ear. “I can’t believe I’m doing this.”

“Too late now,” he whispered, sliding his hands beneath the back of her dress.

She started to move.

Not frantically. Not like porn. Like a woman who knew what her body could do when she stopped caring who saw it.

Every stroke dragged a sound from her chest—a breath, a gasp, a whispered word. Her arms wrapped around his shoulders. His mouth found her collarbone. They moved together like they’d been doing this for years.

They didn’t see him approach.

A tall man—broad, older than Caleb, wearing nothing but slacks and confidence. He stood near the end of the couch, watching, not interrupting. Not yet.

Jeff looked up and met his gaze.

He didn’t say a word. Just waited.

Kelly turned her head. Saw him.

Her rhythm didn’t falter.

The man—Dennis, he’d introduced himself briefly near the bar—stepped forward, and his hand found the curve of her breast.

She didn’t stop him.

Jeff’s hands tightened on her hips. She paused only to glance down at him.

“You okay?” she whispered.

He nodded once. “Are you?”

She looked back at Dennis. “Touch me.”

The older man cupped her breast, thumb brushing her nipple. She moaned louder now, her hips rolling harder against Jeff. She was taking him deep, grinding in circles now, the wet sound of her cunt unmistakable in the low hush of the room.

Dennis leaned in and kissed the swell of her breast. Then he unzipped his pants.

Kelly froze for half a second, then reached out and wrapped her hand around his cock.

Jeff watched her.

He was still inside her. Still throbbing.

She licked the head of Dennis’s cock once, slowly, then took him into her mouth while still moving on her husband’s lap.

Jeff watched her lips stretch, her throat open, the angle of her jaw.

She was riding him, swallowing another man.

She didn’t close her eyes.

Her mouth worked rhythmically, sucking him deeper, then pulling back to flick her tongue under the crown. Her moans vibrated around him. Dennis grunted above her, hand in her hair now, not rough—but firm.

Jeff couldn’t hold back.

He gripped her hips and slammed up into her.

She gasped around Dennis’s cock, her body tightening, grinding down as she came hard, thighs clenching, cunt pulsing around Jeff’s cock.

He followed.

His climax hit like a wave, a rough, hot surge as he spilled inside her, watching his wife choke gently on another man’s cock while she came for him.

Dennis grunted again and pulled out just before he came, ropes of it painting Kelly’s collarbone, one streak across her chin. She swallowed what she caught.

Kelly leaned back, panting, face flushed, makeup smeared, lips wet.

Jeff held her.

And the party moved on around them like they weren’t even there.


CHAPTER FIFTEEN




The porch still creaked underfoot.

Jeff stepped out first, letting the old screen door slam lightly behind him. The hinges still needed oiling, but it wasn’t high on the list anymore. He held both mugs in his hands, the ceramic burning his palms in a good way. He liked the sting. It made him feel present.

The boards beneath his feet were new. Last fall, they’d torn up the rotted front steps, pulled every nail, replaced each plank by hand. The wood was still a little raw, not yet weathered. They’d meant to paint it, but never had. It looked better unfinished anyway.

He sat in the wicker chair with the lopsided cushion and set one of the mugs down on the little table between them. The porch railing still leaned a bit to the left, but they’d fixed the post last month and it no longer swayed when the wind hit it.

Progress.

Kelly followed a few minutes later, barefoot, sweater hanging long past her hands, her hair unbrushed and eyes still puffy from sleep. She took the mug without a word and sat cross-legged in the other chair. The robe she wore was faded navy blue, edges frayed from years of washing. Her knees poked through the opening. Her toes curled against the chill of the floorboards.

They both exhaled into the cold morning, and the steam from their coffee mingled with their breath.

The sky was dull silver. Sun hidden. Somewhere past the neighbor’s fence, a crow cried twice and then went silent. The trees were still bare but not as brittle. The sharp edge of winter had started to dull, even if the air still stung the fingers.

Jeff took a sip. Hot. Bitter. Just the way he liked it.

“You slept okay?” he asked without looking at her.

She nodded into her mug. “Eventually.”

They listened to the distant sound of traffic starting to wake. A dog barked three houses down. Someone’s furnace kicked on with a low mechanical groan.

The kind of quiet morning that only happened after a storm.

She traced her thumb along the rim of the mug, the way she always did when she was sorting through her thoughts.

The backyard was still half mud, half snow melt. A broken plastic rake leaned against the fence. The gutters on the side still sagged. But the porch—this porch—was solid.

They had made it solid.

Jeff looked over at her. Hair tangled, face bare, mug half-raised. She was so different now, and somehow still the same woman he’d married. Maybe more her than she’d ever been.

“You keep looking at me like I’m going to disappear,” she said.

He smiled, but it didn’t reach his eyes. “I still don’t know how we got here.”

Kelly looked out at the road. “One board at a time.”

He followed her gaze. The sidewalk they’d shoveled a hundred times over the winter was already cracking again near the curb. Nature pushing back.

“We could’ve given up,” he said.

“We almost did.”

“I think about that a lot.”

“I know you do.”

She pulled her legs up tighter, arms wrapped around her knees now, mug nestled between them. Her voice dropped.

“Last night... that was the furthest we’ve gone.”

Jeff nodded.

“It didn’t feel like a breaking point,” she said. “Not like I thought it would.”

“It wasn’t.”

She turned to face him. “Then what was it?”

He looked at her for a long time before answering.

“Us, making space.”

Kelly didn’t speak right away. Her lips parted, but the words didn’t come. Her eyes dropped to her mug again.

“I felt like I wasn’t allowed to want things before,” she said finally. “Like I had to keep parts of myself hidden so we wouldn’t break.”

Jeff’s hands wrapped tighter around his mug. The ceramic was cooling fast now. “I know. I think I made you feel that.”

“You didn’t mean to.”

“No,” he said. “But I did.”

They sat in that stillness for a while. Not avoiding. Just breathing it in.

Kelly shifted again, feet now tucked under her, her mug resting on the railing beside her. She reached up and pulled her hair into a loose tie with a band from her wrist. The curve of her throat caught the morning light, and Jeff felt the pull of her all over again.

“I’m not ashamed of what we’ve done,” she said.

“You shouldn’t be.”

“But I’m scared.”

“Of what?”

She shrugged. “That it’s temporary. That we’re only okay right now because it’s new. Because it’s exciting.”

Jeff nodded slowly.

“I think about that, too,” he said.

“And?”

“And I don’t think it’s true.”

“Why not?”

He leaned forward, elbows on his knees, mug dangling from one hand.

“Because it’s not just about the sex,” he said. “It’s about how we’ve started showing up for each other. You didn’t just open your legs, Kelly. You opened everything.”

The words came out harder than he intended, but they were true.

She looked at him like she was seeing him in real time.

“And you let me,” she whispered. “You let me go to those places.”

“I did.”

“You liked it.”

“I fucking loved it.”

They were quiet again.

The porch creaked slightly as she shifted in her seat. Jeff looked out over the yard. The tree they’d planned to cut down in October still stood. It hadn’t bloomed in three seasons, but it was upright. Holding on.

He reached for her hand across the small table. She gave it to him.

“We’ve built something,” he said. “And not just here.”

He squeezed her fingers gently. They were cold around the knuckles, warm in the palm.

“I want to keep doing it,” she said.

Jeff turned back toward her.

“But only if it’s ours,” she added.

He held her gaze. “Then it’s ours.”

Kelly’s jaw trembled. Her eyes didn’t blink.

“We were dying,” she said. “And now I’m afraid to lose this.”

Jeff’s thumb moved in slow circles over the back of her hand.

“You’re not going to,” he said. “Because we’re still us.”

She leaned forward and pressed her forehead to his. Their mugs sat cooling between them, steam gone, but the heat had moved elsewhere. Into the space they shared. Into the parts of them that hadn’t closed back up yet.

And for the first time in years, the silence between them didn’t feel like a void.

It felt like home.
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